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Do you read books you agree with to encourage and build up your convictions? Or do you like something challenging you can argue with so that ‘iron sharpens iron’? When you pick up a book with the attractive title On Being Liked and such a pleasant rainbow cover you might think you would be in for more encouragement than challenge. If you are a traditional Christian, though, you will find this book strong meat both in its attempted demolition of the substitutional view of the atonement and in its promotion of sex outside of marriage.  Those who have experienced Anglican theological training will find nothing new in these challenges other than their current timeliness and in the wit and warmth of James Alison’s incisive presentation of them. 

In his rewriting of the atonement he seeks to move the focus from remedying sin to the renewal of creation by Jesus’ ‘detoxifying’ of death. His concern is to make human beings subjective agents of atonement rather than necessary recipients of what God has provided. For Alison Jesus lost life in his self-giving death in order to enable us to play the game of life properly, as a parent’s teaching of a child how to play tennis includes demonstrating the ability to lose in the right way. His whole critique is of the perceived power politics of the traditional theories of sin and atonement with the usual liberal championing of a more personalistic view. Even God loving us has to become God liking us to be really attractive. Whilst he is right that there is often something very hollow about a call to loving that is detached from any possibility of liking, the reconstruction of Christianity he attempts seems over ambitious to say the least. One wonders where the holiness and sheer difference of God enters the equation at times. 

Such thoughts flare up particularly as he builds sympathy from his readers in a skilled broadside on homophobia in Christian tradition and the perception of untruthfulness in the church today on the issue of homosexuality. There are few writers who can lead us into these realms maintaining humour and humility as Alison does. Despite the emphasis on the subjective and situational at the expense of objective principle throughout the book, he ends with a beautiful affirmation that the real subject of our lives should be God. Resting in ‘being known’ by God (Galatians 4:8-9) ultimately matters more than our subjective searching after Him, one of many truths in the book that seem to jump out at you as refreshing reminder of the basic Christian Gospel.

