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What is it about us that makes us always choose 
the bedazzled cross and not the actual one?
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Welcome to animate!  
This Facilitator Guide will help you make the most out of  
the videos and the Journal. As you prepare to dive into this 
session, keep these things in mind:  
	 •  You know your group best. Adjust the activities as  
		  needed based on the interests, questions, and  
		  background of group members.  
	 •  Get ready for creativity. The Journal is meant to  
		  be a right brain experience. Think of the animate  
		  experience as a journey through the content with  
		  many stopping points based on the questions,  
		  wonderings, and interests of the group.    
	 •  You don’t have to know everything. As a facilitator,  
		  you don’t have to be the expert, or even agree with  
		  everything the speakers say. Be ready to spark  
		  conversation and see where this takes the group  
		  as you explore these ideas together.  
	 •  Social media can help. Think of ways to use social  
		  media and other online tools to keep the conversation  
		  going. How about a Facebook group, a Twitter  
		  hashtag, or posts on Instagram or Pinterest?

Session Titles

God | FAITH IS A QUEST

Religion | Spirituality Is Not Enough

Jesus | The Revolution of Love

Salvation | Abundant Life Now

Cross | Where God Is

Bible | A Book Like No Other

Church | An Imperfect Family

For Best Results
• Reproduce the Facilitator Guide in landscape format on 11x17 paper.
• Reproduce the Journal pages in landscape format on 8.5x11 paper.
• For both resources, use a color copier.

Session Flow Ideas  
To get each session started, try this structure:  
	 •  Recap previous animate sessions or other learning  
		  experiences.  
	 •  Update the group on any between-session  
		  reflections or research.  
	 •  Explore the content on the first Journal spread.  
	 •  View the video.  
	 •  Dive into the rest of the Journal content together.

Icon Watch
Look for these icons that guide you in activities. 

—	� Group Activities with questions designed 

to help animate conversation.

—	� Introductory and out-going thoughts 

to set-up the session and to keep 

interactions going between sessions.

—	 Leader Tips: ideas to help facilitators  

	faci litate.

—	� Factoids: informational tidbits to 

spice up the conversation.

—	� Quotes from the video and elsewhere 

to get folks thinking.

— 	� Footnotes: extra background material 

to make you sound even smarter.
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“In 1517 in the little university town of Wittenberg, Germany, a Roman Catholic Monk named Martin Luther proposed ninety-five 
statements for debate about the Christian faith.” Rolf Jacobson goes on to assert in Crazy Talk: A Not So Stuffy Dictionary 
of Theological Terms (Minneapolis, Minn.: Augsburg Books, 2008) that by doing so Martin Luther started “a revolution in 
Christianity” that is “still happening.”

Nadia challenges two views of the 
cross that are central to many Christians’ faith. This may fly in 
the face of your beliefs or the beliefs of your group members. If 
objections arise, direct the conversation toward healthy debate. 
Asking questions, disagreeing, and looking for answers are 
central to journeying in faith.

 
Read Romans 6:1-14 together. 

This passage connects the cross with 
baptism. Martin Luther said, “The Old Adam 

in each of us is a pretty strong swimmer and 
is not easily drowned in the waters of baptism.” 

What does this mean? Our sinfulness is with us our 
whole lives. Being baptized doesn’t make us sin-free. 

Encourage group members to write this quote in 
their Journals. Talk about the quote together.
• When have you felt like Old Adam or Eve was 

sitting in the Devil’s place on your shoulder?
• Draw a chart, graph, or sketch 

representing the levels of sinner and 
saint you see within yourself.

Luther mentioned the phrase “simul justus et peccator” 

as early as 1515, two years before he posted the 95 

theses. Several years later in a treatise of 1521 called 

“Against Latomus,” he developed the concept by arguing 

that we are not justified by our “inner righteousness” 

but by Christ’s righteousness. Luther believed that our 

sinfulness remains with us throughout our lives.
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Chapter 7 of Paul’s letter to the Romans played big with Luther, especially Romans 7:19: “The good that I wish I do not do, but I practice the 
very evil that I do not wish.” Interpreters continue to debate whether Paul was portraying himself as a Christian (Luther’s view) or speaking 
the frustration of someone who has not yet embraced Christ or received God’s Spirit (John Wesley’s view).

Make this week’s topic—the cross—
obvious. Fill the meeting space with a variety of crosses. Announce 
BYOC (Bring Your Own Cross) by texting or emailing the group ahead 
of time. Have songs about the cross playing as people arrive. Ideas 
include, “By the Marks” by Gillian Welch, “The Beautiful, Terrible Cross” 
by Selah, or the traditional hymn “Lift High the Cross.”

 
You’ll see in the video that Nadia 

talks about lots of different crosses—
the cross Jesus died on, the ornate 

crosses the church created, and everything in 
between. She asks a tough question: “How [did] 

an instrument of death and torture in the Roman 
Empire . . . have anything to do with a loving God?” 

Talk about images of the cross with your group. 
• What comes to mind when you think about the 

cross? Images? Music? Feelings? Situations?
• What are some unusual places you’ve seen a cross?

• Read Nadia’s quote to the group. Reactions? 
Perhaps the truly unusual place is a cheap 

jewelry rack in a discount store!

In the last session, Shane Hipps introduced some different ways to think about 
salvation. Now, Nadia offers her take on the cross and how we might make sense 
of what was accomplished by the crucifixion of Jesus. Nadia asks us to think about 
how our interpretation of the cross lines up with our understanding of God.

“I came to the Christian faith by a twisted 

road . . . It took me ten years, a nagging 

chemical abuse problem, and a cute new 

Lutheran boyfriend for me to come back 

to the Christian faith.” –Nadia Bolz-Weber

To get to know who Nadia is, follow 
the tats. She has images of the cross 

and Luther’s Latin phrase simul justus et 
peccator, which means “simultaneously righteous 
and a sinner.” Nadia’s church is called “House 
of All Saints and Sinners.” Notice a pattern? 

• How do Nadia’s tattoo images relate to each other?
• If you were going to get a tattoo representing 

your belief about the cross, what would it 
look like? Sketch it in your Journal. 

• Why might someone start a church called 
“House of All Saints and Sinners”? 
• If you could start a church, what 

would you call it and why?



3

Check out these representations of the cross: 

Legend has it that the night before the Battle of Milvian Bridge 
in October of the year 312 C.E., Constantine was commanded in a 

dream to “delineate the heavenly sign on the shields of his soldiers.” 
(Lactantius, On the Deaths of the Persecutors 44.5) The “heavenly 

sign” was a staurogram—the Latin cross. Constantine won the battle and 
sole reign over the Roman Empire, becoming its first Christian emperor.

The Apostle Paul wrote in Galatians 2:20, “I have been crucified 
with Christ, and it is no longer I who live but Christ lives in me.” St. 

Francis of Assisi physically experienced that co-crucifixion Paul pictured. 
In 1224, during a time of fasting, he experienced the physical signs of 

the cross (stigmata) being pierced through his wrists and feet.

In 1915, Thomas Dixon’s novel, Birth of a Nation, described a burning cross as 
summons to an errand of life and death. The same year, a Jewish man named 
Leo Frank was lynched in Marietta, Georgia. Two months later, the lynch mob 
burned a cross in celebration. Not long after that, William Simmons burned 

a cross on a mountaintop to signal the beginning of the Ku Klux Klan.

The swastika did not start as a variation on the cross. It began as a Sanskrit symbol 
meaning “to be good.” It appealed to German nationalists in the late 1800s because 

of Aryan associations. Even American soldiers wore it during WWI. Then Hitler’s 
use of it for anti-Semitic purposes of the Nazi Party changed everything.

Divvy these up among your group and have them respond to each 
representation of the cross. Take some time to discuss:

• What are some other representations of the cross you’ve seen? 
How have they affected how you felt about who God is?

• If the cross was used to represent you, what would it mean?
• How do you work to live “in the name of Christ”?
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Look at the variety of crosses in the 

Journal and in the room. Take a tour of your 
church building or ask group members to recall 

what crosses they’ve seen in the church. As a group, 
assign an adjective to each cross. It’s OK to be off the 
wall. For example, the pastel colored resin cross could 
be “morbid,” given it’s placement in the church nursery.

• How did you decide which adjective to give each cross?
• What does it mean when someone 

wears or displays a cross? 
• Picture a rap star wearing a big, gold, bejeweld cross 

on a necklace. Then picture a cross made out of 
sticks like a camp counselor might wear. Write down 

two impressions you would have of each person. 
How did their cross affect how you felt? 

Which one seemed “right” to you?

“The irony, of course, is that just a couple 

centuries into the Christian faith, the 

church aligned itself with empire rather 

than opposing it, and we began to resemble 

the very forces that rejected Christ in the 

first place. And this would also be the point 

in history when we encrusted crosses with 

gold and jewels as if we’re trying to mask the 

foolishness of a God who suffers and dies.”  

—Nadia Bolz-Weber

The crosses on this page all have baggage. 
Some good, some bad, most both. From celtic cross to crucifix, from Iron 
Cross to the cross pressed into communion wafers, these images say more 
about us than they do about God. Nadia is intentionally deconstructing this 
symbol. However, be mindful that symbols have power, as do the ideas they 
convey. Group members may take issue with Nadia—that’s OK. Remember 
the goal is not total agreement but animated conversation.
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Watch the video together. 

Leave a couple quiet minutes after 
it ends for the group to write or sketch 
in the Journal, or just think. Then talk 
together about Nadia’s point of view.

• What three pictures of God does Nadia paint?
• Which picture of God do you most relate to?
• Have you always thought of God that way or 
did you used to view God differently? How so?

• How is thinking of “God on the cross” different 
from thinking of “God above the cross”?

• How does seeing God in the cradle 
and on the cross communicate 

to you who God is?



JUSt As THeRe 
ARe MAnY 
IMAgEs Of THe 
CRoSs, THeRe 
HAVE BeEN 
MAnY WAYS Of 
UNDeRsTAnDINg 
THe CRoSs OVeR 
THe CEnTUrIeS, 
EACH OnE 
TrYINg To 
ANsWEr THe 
QUEsTIoN “WHAT 
EXACtLY WAS 
ACCOmPlISHeD 
On THe CRoSs?” 

THeRe ArE 
FoUR PrIMArY 
THeOrIEs THAt 

COnTInUE tO 
SHApE OUr 

IDEAs ABoUT tHE 
CRoSs AND THe 

AToNeMenT:

THeRe ArE
FoUR PrIMArY

JUSt As THeRe

HAVE BeEN

THe CEnTUrIeS

QUEsTIoN “WHAT

IMAgEs Of THe

UNDeRsTAnDINg

TrYINg To

ACCOmPlISHeD

ARe MAnY

MAnY WAYS Of

EACH OnE

EXACtLY WAS

CRoSs THeRe

THe CRoSs OVeR

ANsWEr THe

On THe CRoSs?”

JUSt As THeRe 

HAVE BeEN 

THe CEnTUrIeS,

QUEsTIoN WHAT 

IMAgEs Of THe 

UNDeRsTAnDINg

TrYINg To 

ACCOmPlISHeD 

ARe MAnY 

MAnY WAYS Of 

EACH OnE 

EXACtLY WAS 

CRoSs, THeRe 

THe CRoSs OVeR 

ANsWEr THe 

On THe CRoSs?

THeRe ArE 
FoUR PrIMArY
THeOrIEs THAt

COnTInUE tOCOnTInUE tO 
SHApE OUrSHApE OUr

IDEAs ABoUT tHEIDEAs ABoUT tHE 
CRoSs AND THeCRoSs AND THe 

AToNeMenTAToNeMenT:

THeOrIEs THAt

7 776 cross: where god is    |   nadia bolz-weber

4

There are four main views 
of the cross (atonement theories) presented in this 
spread. In some ways Nadia’s views are in line with 
these theories, but in other ways her ideas create 
some tension. Before class, think about where 
Nadia’s views fit in with these four categories so 
you can better help your group do the same. 

Talk through the four ideas on 
this spread together. Then review Nadia’s 

three images of God as represented through 
the cross: Angry Daddy, Accountant, and God-

on-the-Cross. Work together to decide where these 
three ideas best fit on the diagram in the Journal. 

Write each idea in the appropriate place. Talk together.
• How do Nadia’s ideas about the cross fit in 

or go against these four main ideas?
• How do you think Nadia’s journey back to 
Christianity affected her view of the cross?

• How does your journey affect how you see the cross?
• Do you think there’s a right answer? Why or why not?

• Which view or views of the cross most align 
with your view? Mark them in your Journal 

using symbols, lines, or whatever best 
represents your beliefs.

Anselm of Canterbury (1033-1109) introduced the 

theory of Substitutionary Atonement in his Cur Deus 

Homo. He pictures humanity owing God a huge debt 

of honor because we have failed to worship and live 

in the light of God. Christ’s death pays the debt.

Rene Girard (1932-Present) sees the death of 

Jesus as a reversal of the human practice 

of scapegoating in order to diffuse the 

pressure of rivalry. Jesus willingly became 

the scapegoat and so reversed the cycle.

Irenaeus (ca 200) was the bishop of what is now 

Lyons, France. For Ireneaus the cross was the 

culmination of a process by which God redeemed a 

corrupted relationship with humanity. God, in the 

person of Christ, transfused divine life into every 

stage of human existence—from birth to death.

Cross: Where God is    |   Nadia Bolz-Weber

What’s the cross without the 
crucifixion of Jesus? As a group, 

read through Jesus’ crucifixion in one 
or more of the Gospels. You can find the 
story in Mark 15:33-39, Matthew 27:45-
56, Luke 23:26-49, and John 19:18-30. 
If possible, consider showing a clip from 

a film such as Jesus of Nazareth or 
Jesus (the Campus Crusade for Christ 

film). Ask the group to share 
their reactions to these 

crucifixion scenes.

Compare this quote 
to the Psalm 51—a text 
that is assigned to be 

read on Ash Wednesday.

Origen of Alexandria was one of the most brilliant 

early Christians, able to hold his own with the 

heavyweight minds of Alexandria. He spells out 

his Ransom Theory in Against Celsus 7.17. Christ 

gives his life as a ransom to the Devil, who has 

held humanity captive since Adam and Eve’s fall.

Gregory of Nyssa (335-395) was among the “Cappadocian 

Fathers” of the church (present-day Turkey). He 

argued the theory that later became known as 

“Christus Victor” in his Catechetical Orations.

Gustav Aulen (1879-1977) reintroduced the “Christus 

Victor” theory of atonement to the twentieth 

century in his book of that title, published in 1921. 

He argued that CV had dominated Christian thought 

for its first 1,000 years and ought to be reclaimed.

Peter Abelard (1079-1142) taught that Christ accomplished 

atonement through His moral influence on humanity. 

Abelard’s emphasis on the life and teaching of Jesus 

widens our focus from the cross alone to all the 

other ways that Jesus lived out love for the world. 

The cross is the culmination of a life lived for others.

“[It’s like God said], ‘Here’s the extent I will 

go to defy your idea of me as a vengeful 

God: I won’t even lift a finger to condemn 

the people who hung me . . .I would rather 

die than be in the sin-accounting business 

anymore.’” —Nadia Bolz-Weber
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The medieval church took this picture of a Divine Accountant to the extreme through the institution of indulgences. Acts of 
piety—prayers, acts of devotion, etc.—could each pay off a certain amount of debt. Even money could pay for sin. This is one of 
the parts of church life that drove Martin Luther to post his 95 Theses.

As a group, brainstorm a list of 
events, beliefs, or actions that people 

have justified by their understanding of 
the Bible or Christian teachings. Write them 
around the projection screen in the Journal. 

Put a plus sign next to those that are 
positive and a minus sign next to those that 
are negative. Are all of these projections of 
humanity on God? Encourage members to 

think about this list as they write how 
they project themselves onto their 

idea of who God is this week.

Work together to rank some sins. 
Use dollar amounts or years of life 

or years of eternity. In the Journal, draw 
up a ledger that allows you to play out the 
heavenly accounting enterprise. Put a relative 
value on sin. Encourage the group to continue 
filling out their ledger this week and consider 

whether that process fits their sense of 
the character of God. Remind them to 
think about the flipside too—does NOT 

counting the debit of sin have any 
downsides? Why or why not?

Cross: Where God is    |   Nadia Bolz-Weber

Nadia argues against the “Angry 
Daddy” view of God that requires Jesus 

to die on the cross so God won’t take out 
God’s wrath on the rest of us. Throw this idea 

out to the group: is God ever angry? Have group 
members make a list in their Journals of things 
that might/do/should anger God. Talk about it.

• How do you think God feels about things like the 
holocaust, genocide, exploitation, and slavery?

• What is the difference between God’s anger at 
these kinds of injustices and God’s enduring 
anger at each individual (that would require 
Jesus to be punished in humanity’s place)?

• What do you think is the 
relationship between love and 

anger in God?

In Romans 1:18, Paul talks about how 

“the wrath of God” has been revealed 

against human ungodliness and 

unrighteousness that suppresses 

truth. GOD’S ANGER IS THEN A 

RESPONSE TO MISREPRESenTATION!

“Jesus had to die because his dad was mad 

at us. In this way of thinking, we’re born 

bad and can’t be 100% good but should try 

really hard anyway and then feel guilty for 

our inevitable failures, since our failures 

are the reason Jesus had to die . . . Jesus 

is sort of a supporting character in this 

abusive drama between God and humanity.”

—Nadia Bolz Weber

“The cross is like a legal transaction between us and God. Think of 

a heavenly ledger where it tracks all the times we’re bad and then 

puts a dollar amount next to them. And then the final column is how 

much we owe God once all these sins are tallied. Well, the total in the 

final column is just way too big for us to ever pay it off. . . . And, well, 

someone’s got to pay it off . . . the one guy who never added to the 

tally because he didn’t sin.” —Nadia Bolz-Weber
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Have the group write some 
significant life events along the 

road and draw some icons in the 
shrine in the Journal. Encourage them 
to reflect on their own “twisted road.” 

Then have them add some thoughts 
about how those events impacted their 

view of the cross or vice versa. Lead 
your group through the questions 

in the Journal and give them 
time to journal or discuss 

their answers.

The next session of animate focuses in on the Bible. While the cross is a powerful 
symbol, its power is drawn from the Gospel—the good news conveyed by way 

of the Scriptures. The Bible fills out our understanding of the cruciform life 
with the story of God’s love for the world in Christ. Be sure to encourage the 
group to keep thinking, praying, and talking about the everyday significance of 

the cross by way of their interaction with the Journal and one another.

The New York TImes has sponsored a lively 

debate on the topic “Should Roadside 

Memorials be Banned?” Check it out at: http://

roomfordebate.blogs.nytimes.com/2009/07/12/

should-roadside-memorials-be-banned/

Cross: Where God is    |   Nadia Bolz-Weber

For further reading on the character of God in the cross, see the classic book by Jürgen 
Moltmann, The Crucified God, (Minneapolis, Minn.: Fortress Press, 1993).

For a brief summary of each major theory of atonement, see Tony Jones’ ebook, A Better 
Atonement, (The JoPa Group, 2012).

In the last section of her talk,
Nadia moves from what God has done for humanity 
through the cross to what God can do through 
Christians because we resemble the cross. Here, you can 
help the group transition to talking about the cruci-
formational impact of the cross on Christians.

Whether around our necks, 
tattooed into our arms, on our 
altar, or in roadside shrines, the 

cross conveys a host of messages. 
• Brainstorm as a group what might 

be different about the messages, given 
where diverse crosses are found.

• The real question is whether or not the message 
of the cross is enshrined in us. Divide up the group 
to read 1 Corinthians 1:18-21, 2 Corinthians 4:5-12, 

Galatians 2:15-21, Philippians 2:1-8, and Luke 
9:18-26. Have them discuss and then share 

with the whole group what they believe 
their passage is saying about what it 

means to live a “cruciform” life.

Cru-ci-form. adj. shaped 

like a cross; cruciate.

“While we might be seeking a Christianity based in 

glory and triumph, Jesus is seeking us in the places 

he’s always been found. Namely in human frailty, in 

human brokenness, in the unwashed masses. He’s 

wooing us in simple table fellowship, and contact 

with the unclean, and confronting the powers 

that be. Because the shape of Christ’s church is . . . 

decidedly cruciform.” —Nadia Bolz-Weber
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