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We Preach Christ Crucified:
Rejecting the Prosperity Gospel

and Responding to Feminist
Criticism Using Luther’s Second

Theology of the Cross
By Daniel J. Peterson

Abstract: This article affirms that Luther’s theology of the cross should serve as a counterpoint to
ideologies like the prosperity gospel that encourage adherents to amass personal wealth while remaining
indifferent to the suffering of others. To employ Luther’s theology of the cross responsibly, however,
one must take into consideration the feminist critique that it potentially encourages passive suffering
and abuse, especially on the part of women in abusive situations who are told to ‘bear their cross’ and
simply endure what they suffer. A second theology of the cross implicit in Luther’s writings, one that
portrays God not as the cause of suffering but as the healing power that brings life out of suffering and
death that already exists, provides the basis for a rejection of the prosperity gospel while meeting (at
least partially) the concern of feminist critics.
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The Gospel According to Osteen

Nowhere in America today is the power—and
profit—of positive thinking more evident than at
Joel Osteen’s Lakewood Community Church in
Houston, Texas. On any given Sunday, Osteen
preaches to thousands in his congregation and mil-
lions of television viewers across the country. His
message is simple: “God wants to increase you fi-
nancially, by giving you promotions, fresh ideas and
creativity.”1 If you are stuck in a rut, says Osteen,
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“God has more in store.” If your small business
is floundering, “God has more in store.” If your
house is too small, your possessions too modest, or
your income too meager, “God has more in store.”
These promises of ‘more in store’ are the gospel
according to Osteen. The good life, a life rich in
material wealth and prosperity, comes to believers
as a sign of divine favor and blessing.

How, then, does one obtain the material wealth
and prosperity that God ostensibly offers? Osteen
advises his audiences to adjust the way they think
and then to trust God. “If you expect defeat, fail-
ure, or mediocrity,” he writes in his most popular
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book, Your Best Life Now, “your subconscious mind
will make sure that you lose, fail or sabotage ev-
ery attempt to push above average.”2 By contrast,
“if you obey God and are willing to trust Him,
you will have the best this life has to offer—and
more.”3 Such a claim, the critical reader will ob-
serve, is hardly new. As Jason Byassee points out,
“Your Best Life Now is [merely] another entry in the
long list of American contributions to the prosper-
ity gospel: just improve your attitude, keep your
chin up, and God’s blessings will rain down on
you. Russell Conwell said it a century ago, Nor-
man Vincent Peale said it 50 years ago and Bruce
Wilkinson said it with The Prayer of Jabez a few
years back.”4

Of course, whether the Apostle Paul said it 2000
years ago remains another question. Few biblical
scholars or theologians would say he does. In fact,
when Paul expresses what could be the heart of the
Christian message in his first letter to the Corinthi-
ans, he speaks of anything but success, prosperity,
or ‘the best this life has to offer.’ Instead, he fo-
cuses upon the ‘scandal’ or ‘stumbling block’ of
the crucifixion, noting the apparent folly of a mes-
siah whose life ends shamefully with a cry of God-
abandonment and defeat on a cross (I Cor 1:1-25;
see also Mk 15:34, Mt 27:46).

Centuries later, Martin Luther would recover the
apostle’s theology of the cross as a response to
the methods of medieval scholastic theology. For
Luther, a theologian of the cross should not ex-
pect to find God where God ‘ought’ to be—at
the summit of human intellectual, moral, or spir-
itual aspiration. Rather, a theologian of the cross
should take as her point of departure the “humility
and shame of the cross,”5 which is the place where
God comes to us or ‘condescends’ to human lim-
itation, as Karl Barth says. By insisting upon the
cross as the starting point for thinking about God,
Luther would turn theological method on its head.
As Timothy Lull remarks: “If God is present in
Jesus at the moment of defeat and rejection, then
most of our guesses about who God is and where
God is to be found (in glory, power, and success)
are wrong.”6

Cross as Counterpoint

The contrast, then, between a theology of the cross
and the gospel of prosperity is obvious. God is
not primarily present in the midst of what Osteen
terms increase, abundance, and ‘more in store’—
places we expect God to be. Instead, as the cru-
cifixion silently suggests, God resides preferentially
among those in society who have ‘less than’—that
is, the marginalized, the suffering, the weak, the
powerless, the widow, the orphan, and the poor.
The theology of the cross accordingly marks one
of the few substantive antidotes one has against a
message like Osteen’s that, in the words of Dou-
glas John Hall, “provides its adherents, especially
among the more affluent peoples of Earth, with
a panoply of well-being that effectively insulates
them against the suffering of many creatures, hu-
man and extra-human” alike.7 Luther’s theology of
the cross, in short, carries with it enormous criti-
cal and prophetic power as a counterpoint to the
gospel of wealth and prosperity.

A Feminist Critique

Prophetic and critical power notwithstanding, the
theology of the cross also has its detractors, es-
pecially among feminist theologians like Rebecca
Parker and Joanne Carlson Brown.8 According to
Parker and Brown, theologies of the cross encour-
age victims of abuse and oppression to endure their
suffering passively. Imagine, they might say, the way
Luther’s advice to Christians in the sixteenth cen-
tury could sound to a woman facing domestic as-
sault today: “[S]he who is a Christian must also
bear a cross. And the more you are wronged, the
better it is for you. Therefore, you must accept
such a cross willingly from God and thank Him.
This is true suffering that is pleasing to God.”9 Far
from speaking prophetic truth to privilege or power,
the argument goes, Luther’s theology of the cross
“support[s] systems of oppression by demanding
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self-sacrifice and suffering from the weak while at
the same time justifying oppression and abuse by
the powerful.”10 By contrast, Christians should en-
courage resistance to suffering and not reinforce it
with appeals to the cross.

Two Theologies of the Cross

Here we are obliged to return to Luther and place
his theology under scrutiny, particularly if we wish
to retain his understanding of the cross as a vi-
able critique of a prosperity gospel that endorses
amassing personal wealth and power while typically
remaining indifferent to the world’s poor and dis-
enfranchised. We ask: does Luther’s theology of the
cross necessarily encourage victims of poverty and
abuse to endure their predicament as “true suf-
fering that is pleasing to God?” Or can Luther’s
theology of the cross remain a tool for affirming
God’s hidden presence among the maltreated and
marginalized in a way that challenges the cycle of
abuse and systems of oppression on a local or even
global scale? I submit it can, but only after we go
beyond more recent feminist retrievals of Luther by
acknowledging a fundamental ambiguity that ex-
ists within the Reformer’s writings themselves: namely,
that implicit especially in the early writings of
Luther we find not one, but two theologies of the
cross.

To tease out the existence of two theologies of
the cross in Luther’s early writings, we begin by
looking briefly at the work of the Japanese Lutheran
theologian, Kazoh Kitamori. According to Kita-
mori, God’s wrath is the cause of pain and suffering
in the world because of human sin. This view is
one that Kitamori lifts from Luther’s Lectures on Ro-
mans as well as The Bondage of the Will . It represents
what will be identified as Luther’s first theology of
the cross, a theology that names God as the cause
of death and suffering. The second theology of the
cross, evident in Luther’s early sermons and in his
Lectures on Hebrews, specifies not that God causes
suffering, but that God uses the suffering that al-
ready exists in the world to create “life [out of] the
antitheses of suffering and death.”11 The aim here
will be to reject Luther’s first theology of the cross

as a way to incorporate the rightful concerns raised
by feminist theologians like Parker and Brown, and
then to resurrect Luther’s second theology of the
cross as a way of renewing the prophetic protest
against the gospel of prosperity and its disregard
for the marginalized and the poor of contemporary
American society, if not the world.

Luther’s First Theology
of the Cross

The conviction that death and suffering are some-
how the will of God is widespread among people
today. One need only attend a funeral service to
hear clichés like ‘It was her time’ or ‘The Lord
giveth and the Lord taketh away.’ In Lutheran the-
ology, the idea that God wills death appears in the
work of Kazoh Kitamori, the Japanese theologian
noted above whose Theology of the Pain of God was
originally published in 1946. For Kitamori, God
the Father intends wrath and destruction upon all
human beings because of their sin. God the Son,
however, intercedes on humanity’s behalf in the
name of grace, mercy, forgiveness and love. The
will of the Father and the will of the Son collide
in the process, the result of which is the pain of
God. As Kitamori explains, “God who must sen-
tence sinners to death fought with God who wishes
to love them. The fact that this fighting God is not
different gods but the same God causes his pain.”12

The essence of divine being is thus love rooted in
divine pain, a pain that gives purpose to human
suffering insofar as such suffering testifies to the
pain of God.

God as the Cause of Death and
Suffering: Kazoh Kitamori

Kitamori’s attempt to find meaning in the midst
of suffering must have made sense to some of his
contemporaries in Japan following the aftermath of
the Second World War. Not only can those of faith
who are in pain discover purpose by witnessing to
the pain of God, they also may find consolation in
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the conviction that God suffers as humanity suf-
fers. What may be less comforting, however, is that
Kitamori simultaneously identifies God as the cause
of human pain, if not the author of death itself.
“The Lord wants to heal our wounds which were
caused by God’s wrath,” he writes. “[T]his Lord
suffers wounds, himself receiving his wrath [on the
cross].”13 Here the critical observer may pause to
notice a troubling resemblance between God’s in-
teraction with humanity and what psychologists to-
day term the ‘repair and honeymooning’ phase of
abusive relationships, one where the male perpetra-
tor attempts “to quickly fix the relationship after
an abusive episode so that he can feel good about
himself and [regain] control again as fast as pos-
sible.”14 Such is one difficulty—indeed the major
difficulty—with the theology of the pain of God.

The difficulty persists when we turn to Luther,
Kitamori’s primary theological source. Luther’s hid-
den God and the pain of God, Kitamori main-
tains, are virtually indistinguishable. Indeed, Kita-
mori writes, “the God who sends man into hell and
death in order to cleanse mankind is the ‘hidden
God’” of Luther’s theology.15 This is the God, to
cite Luther directly, who “hid his gracious will and
his good purposes beneath his wrath and punish-
ment.”16 Here Kitamori provides what looks like
an important qualification of Luther’s perspective:
“God sends man into hell and death, not to kill
him, but to give him real life. God hides his love
beneath his wrath.”17 Regardless of God’s final in-
tentions, however, there can be little doubt that
Luther himself poses the same problem evident in
Kitamori: the notion that “the wrath of God is the
means of revealing his love”18 carries with it the po-
tential consequence of justifying the cycle of abuse
in relationships. Here God is the author of suffer-
ing and death; and like an abusive parent, spouse
or partner, God justifies punishing humanity for its
own good .

Luther and God’s Agency

Luther claims that God is the cause of death
and suffering at several points throughout his writ-
ings. In 1527, for example, as an epidemic sweeps

through the tiny town of Wittenberg, Luther writes
that “we can be sure that God’s punishment has
come upon us, not only to chastise us for our sins
but also to test our faith [in God] and love for our
neighbor.”19 And yet, Luther continues by blam-
ing the spread of the plague not on God but on
‘evil spirits,’ the devil, and even human beings who
tempt God by saying that “if [God] wants to pro-
tect [the dying] he can do so without medicines or
our carefulness.”20 This tension, one where Luther
cites both God and other agents like the devil,
evil spirits or human beings as the cause of death,
has similarities with the Reformer’s theology of the
cross, articulated almost a decade earlier.

Luther’s most famous treatment of the theology
of the cross occurs in the Heidelberg Disputation
of 1518. In this document he contends that God
‘punishes us’ and causes us to suffer for the pur-
poses of redemption, reflecting what Jos Vercruysse
identifies in Luther’s theology as the “twofold way
by which God operates with man.”21 God uses
a foreign or ‘alien work’ (i.e., a work foreign to
God’s nature like death, sorrow, judgment, and
wrath) to bring about God’s ‘proper work,’ which
appears in “the resurrection of Christ, justifica-
tion in the Spirit, and the vivification of the new
man.”22 Herein lies the key that unlocks the basic
meaning of Luther’s theology of the cross: God’s
proper work or essential nature lies “hidden un-
der its opposite” so that “our life is hidden under
death . . . salvation under damnation . . . heaven un-
der hell, wisdom under foolishness, righteousness
under sin, [and] power under weakness.”23 Far from
finding God in the glory and majesty of creation
or in human achievement and success—which rea-
son easily grasps and expects—Luther insists that
the true recognition of God begins where God has
come to us in “the humility and shame of the
cross.”24

One may rightly praise Luther here for criti-
cally anticipating the gospel of prosperity described
above, a ‘gospel’ that arguably extols self-sufficiency
over trust in God and brushes aside what David
Tracy calls the socio-economic ‘non-person’ in the
interest of personal gain. The trouble with Luther’s
theology of the cross, however, is that it sometimes
makes God the cause of suffering and oppression,
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implying rather abusively that God makes us suf-
fer for our own good. While Luther often holds
that God’s alien work occurs through the preach-
ing of the law, which convicts human beings of
sin, there are points where God directly “operates
his alien work to do his proper work.”25 Christ’s
death is one example. Luther writes, “When [God]
wanted to glorify [Christ] and establish him in his
Kingship, [God] made him die, he caused him to
be confounded and to descend into hell.”26 God
works likewise among the rest of us: God not only
“makes a person a sinner so that he may make him
righteous,” as Luther says with regard to the preach-
ing of the law; God also actively ‘punishes us’ and
“humbles us thoroughly, making us despair, so that
he may exalt us in his mercy, giving us hope.”27

So it is, Luther concludes in his Lectures on Romans,
that “[i]f God should not test us by tribulation, it
would not be possible for any man to be saved.”28

Luther’s position that God actively causes death
and despair to bring about new life and resurrec-
tion represents what I term his first theology of
the cross. Here God directly wills human pain and
suffering, even if through an ‘alien work’ that is
otherwise foreign to God’s true and essential na-
ture. Feminist theologians like Parker and Brown
are right to reject such a theology. Not only does
it paint God as an abusive tyrant by insisting
that God resorts to means totally inconsistent with
God’s revealed nature of love (Jn 4:8), it also bears
horrendous practical implications for women who
find themselves in situations of domestic abuse. On
grounds both theological and pragmatic, therefore,
Luther’s first theology of the cross can and should
be rejected.

Luther’s Second Theology
of the Cross

The good news, of course, is that another theology
of the cross exists implicitly in Luther’s writings,
one that actually is more prevalent both in the
Reformer’s usage and in its appropriation by con-
temporary theologians. This version of the theologia

crucis denies that God actively causes death and suf-
fering to bring about new life. Instead, God uses
the suffering that already exists in fallen creation or
what Tillich more technically calls the estrangement
of nature from its divine ground to bring about,
however fragmentarily, new life, new creation, and
new being.

God Works through Suffering that
already Exists

The move to affirm God’s presence in suffering
without attributing the suffering itself to God re-
flects a growing (though often implicit) tendency
among theologians today. Kathryn Kleinhans serves
as a helpful example. She writes, “While the cross is
a scandal to non-believers, Christians confirm that
God’s saving power works through such weakness
(I Cor 1:23-25, 2 Cor 12:9).”29 Notice that Klein-
hans does not say that God is the source of such
weakness, much less the suffering through which
God works. At least two tendencies in Luther’s
early writings support the existence of this second
theology of the cross.

God Allows Suffering

The first tendency is the careful distinction Luther
makes at points between God causing suffering
and God ‘allowing’ or ‘letting’ suffering to hap-
pen. We find this distinction stated clearly in a
sermon Luther preaches on the fourth Sunday after
Epiphany in 1517, in which he interprets the story
of the sleeping Jesus and his disciples at sea in the
midst of a storm (Mt 8:23-27). The disciples, we
recall, begin to fear the storm and, drawing near to
Jesus, awake him and plead, “Our Lord, save us,
we are perishing” (v. 25). Jesus silences the storm
thereafter, though not without chiding the disci-
ples for their lack of faith. For Luther, this story
illustrates for all of those likewise “who find water
breaking into their ship” that “while [Christ] aban-
dons us he is upholding us and while he is allowing
us to go through storms in terror he is bringing us
forward.”30 One sees here the presence of Luther’s
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theology of the cross, only without the claim that
God or Christ directly causes the turmoil in ques-
tion; nor does Luther advise that a person should
remain in the storm to please God.

Luther concludes the story of the storm by ad-
vising his hearers to distrust themselves and place
their confidence in God, particularly in the midst
of fear and anxiety. Again, he chooses language
that avoids attributing the storm directly to God’s
will, implying that God uses what is already the case
to achieve God’s purposes of redemption. “There-
fore,” Luther declares, “sleep on, Lord Jesus, that
thou mayest awake, and let us perish, that thou
mayest save us.”31 While the conviction that God
‘allows’ or ‘lets’ bad things to happen may not
please all critics, Luther’s move in this direction
as a sixteenth century Christian is somewhat as-
tounding. It pushes his theology at least partially
beyond the critique of theologians like Parker and
Brown, who rightly reject the assertion that God
wills or wants abuse for humanity’s own good. It
even places Luther in proximity with the contem-
porary process theologian Catherine Keller who ar-
gues concerning Psalm 107 that “[t]he thundering
divine waves” mentioned in the Psalm “do not de-
scribe the cause but rather the condition of suffer-
ing. The psalm almost blames God but—like Job
in miniature—gets [in] mid-storm a different in-
sight.”32

God Uses the Work of the Devil

The next tendency in Luther that supports the ex-
istence of a second theology of the cross surfaces in
his comments on death in the 1517 Lectures to the
Hebrews. Under the heading “Concerning the Con-
tempt of Death,” Luther says bluntly that “Scrip-
ture attributes death to the devil.” He then cites
texts ranging from The Wisdom of Solomon to
Ezekiel, the Psalms, Revelation, John, and Gala-
tians to arrive at the conclusion that God (at least
in principle) has destroyed death, concluding that
“if death were the work of God, He would not
destroy it.” The language of ‘work’ reintroduces
a distinction we noted already between a ‘proper’
and ‘alien’ work of God. In his Lectures on Hebrews

Luther again speaks of death as an ‘alien deed’ that
God uses to bring about God’s ‘proper work’ of
new life and salvation, but in this context he adds
a profoundly important qualification. The passage
merits full citation:

For in this way [that is, God’s defeat of the
devil through Christ and the saints] God
promotes and completes His work by means
of an alien deed, and by His wonderful wis-
dom He compels the devil to work through
death nothing else than life, so that in this
way, while he [the devil] acts most of all
against the work of God, he acts for the
work of God and against his own work with
his own deed. For thus [the devil] worked
death in Christ, but Christ completely swal-
lowed up death in Himself through the im-
mortality of His divinity and rose again in
glory.33

For Luther, in other words, God does not cause
death, not even through an alien work or deed.
Instead, God uses the devil who is the cause of
death to achieve God’s purposes of mercy and sal-
vation. This removes the responsibility for death
and suffering from God, and shows instead how
God (quite ingeniously, actually) uses what already
exists, namely, the reality of pain and suffering in
the world that the devil symbolizes and personifies,
to bring life out of death and suffering without
causing the suffering itself. God is not to blame.

We have seen, then, two tendencies in Luther
that suggest the existence of a second theology
of the cross. The first is the distinction Luther
makes between God causing human suffering and
God ‘allowing’ or ‘letting’ suffering occur so as to
bring about God’s redemptive purposes. The second
tendency appears in the suggestion that the devil,
not God, commits the ‘alien work’ of death, pain,
weakness, and despair. This attribution of suffering
to a force other than God anticipates what Luther
would say ten years later in his comments on the
plague where, we recall, he ultimately blames the
spread of disease on the devil, evil spirits, and hu-
man beings who tempt God by refusing to do any-
thing about the sickness themselves. While Luther
sometimes says more than we would like him to
say regarding the first theology of the cross, a
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second—sometimes hidden—theology of the cross
emerges on the other side of criticism that bypasses
some of the feminist critique, at least insofar as
Luther cites other reasons for suffering instead of
God. That suffering presumably remains as a pre-
condition for redemption admittedly persists as a
difficulty, but the depiction of God as abusive has
been challenged.

Conclusion and Implications

Our discussion has shown that a fundamental am-
biguity in Luther’s early writings arguably gives rise
to two theologies of the cross. By clarifying and
then rejecting the first theology of the cross, I have
tried to circumvent the criticism that Luther’s the-
ology lends itself to the cycle of abuse by valorizing
suffering on the part of the weak while justifying
abuse by the powerful. Along with my argument,
there are other theological resources that attempt
to recover Luther’s theology of the cross in a way
that benefits those in need. Marit Trelstad, for ex-
ample, argues with respect to Luther’s Heidelberg
Disputation that a theology of the cross is really an
epistemology of the cross, one that discloses how
“one knows God and the world through the lens
of suffering,” even though it needs to be comple-
mented (says Trelstad) by Luther’s discussion of the
experience of grace, his doctrine of justification,
and the resurrection. The present article has tried
to take the conversation a step further, highlighting
the promise of Luther’s perspective but adding (pace
Trelstad) that there is a real stumbling block in his
first theology of the cross that must be acknowl-
edged as more than an epistemology, and thereafter
rejected. Only then can we highlight and recover
his second theology of the cross.

The second theology of the cross implies that
God does not directly cause human suffering. In-
stead, God uses the suffering that already exists to
bring life out of death, hope out of despair, and
healing out of hurt. God acts as the healing power
in nature and history, paradoxically present (accord-
ing to the example of the cross) in moments of
suffering, defeat, and despair. A theologian of the

cross can counter the prosperity gospel by insist-
ing that the point of Christian faith is not to cast
an indifferent eye to the suffering other while pil-
ing up personal wealth for oneself. The point of
the Christian faith is to be there for the suffering
other. A genuine theology of the cross makes this
possible, reminding us that where we think God
ought to be (in power, wealth, success, and glory)
is not actually where God is (by faith). The anti-
dote prophetic Christianity has against the prosper-
ity gospel is thus a protest born of the splinters of a
cross. That protest, I submit, becomes a real possi-
bility once we uncover Luther’s second theology of
the cross and, to cite Luther’s words from the Hei-
delberg Disputation directly, learn to call a thing like
Osteen’s prosperity gospel ‘what it actually is.’34
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