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Cleon Skousen The Meaning Of The Atonement

Introduction: Understanding
Cleon Skousen's Perspective on
the Atonement

The concept of the Atonement lies at the very heart of
Christian  theology,  representing  the  central  act  of
salvation where Jesus Christ reconciled humanity with
God.  Yet,  few  modern  writers  have  explored  this
profound  doctrine  with  the  same blend  of  scriptural
insight,  constitutional  philosophy,  and  practical
application  as  Cleon  Skousen.  In  his  book  The
Meaning of the Atonement, Skousen offers a unique lens
through which to understand this pivotal event, drawing
from his background as a religious scholar, a former law
enforcement  officer,  and  a  devoted  member  of  The
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. This article
will  delve  into  Skousen's  interpretation  of  the
Atonement,  examining  its  theological  foundations,  its
connection to justice and mercy, and its relevance for
everyday life. Whether you are familiar with Skousen's
work  or  encountering  his  ideas  for  the  first  time,
exploring  Cleon  Skousen  The  Meaning  Of  The
Atonement provides a rich opportunity to deepen your
spiritual understanding.

Who Was Cleon Skousen?

Cleon Skousen (1913–2006) was an American author,
political commentator, and constitutional scholar. He is
best known for his books The Making of America and
The 5000 Year Leap, which have been influential among
conservative and libertarian circles. However, Skousen
also  had  a  deep  religious  vocation.  He  served  as  a
bishop and a patriarch in the LDS Church and wrote
several works on Latter-day Saint theology, including
The  Meaning  of  the  Atonement.  His  approach  to
religious topics was systematic and philosophical, often
weaving together scripture, reason, and the teachings
of modern prophets. For Skousen, the Atonement was
not  merely  an  abstract  doctrine;  it  was  a  practical
blueprint  for  healing  the  human  soul  and  restoring
divine order.

Overview of The Meaning of the
Atonement

Published  in  1980,  The  Meaning  of  the  Atonement
examines the atoning sacrifice of Jesus Christ from an
LDS  perspective,  while  also  engaging  with  broader
Christian thought. Skousen organizes the book around
key questions: Why was an atonement necessary? How
does Christ’s suffering satisfy the demands of justice?
And  what  does  the  Atonement  mean  for  personal
forgiveness and transformation? The book is notable for
its structured reasoning, often drawing analogies from
law,  government,  and  finance  to  explain  spiritual
principles.  Skousen’s  central  thesis  is  that  the
Atonement is the ultimate expression of both God’s love
and  His  law—a  perfect  balance  between  mercy  and
justice.

The Necessity of the Atonement

Skousen  begins  by  laying  out  the  problem  that  the
Atonement solves: the separation between a perfect God
and  fallen  humanity.  He  argues  that  sin  creates  a
spiritual debt that mortals cannot repay on their own.
Drawing  on  scriptural  passages  such  as  the  Apostle
Paul’s  writings  and  the  Book  of  Mormon,  Skousen
emphasizes that without an infinite sacrifice, we would
be forever cut off from God’s presence. He explains that
the law of justice requires a penalty for transgression,
and that penalty is spiritual death. This is where Cleon
Skousen The Meaning Of The Atonement becomes
particularly illuminating: he demonstrates that Christ’s
suffering was not merely a passive acceptance of pain,
but an active, deliberate substitution that satisfied the
demands of eternal law.

Christ's Suffering: Infinite and Vicarious

One  of  the  most  distinctive  aspects  of  Skousen’s
treatment is his discussion of the magnitude of Christ’s
suffering. He references the scriptural account in the
Garden of Gethsemane and on the cross, noting that the
Savior “trembled because of pain” and “bled from every
pore” (Doctrine and Covenants 19:18). Skousen asserts
that this suffering was both physical and spiritual—it
encompassed the full weight of every human sin, every
act of rebellion, and every broken law. Because Christ
was divine and infinite, His suffering could be applied
vicariously to all who would repent. Skousen likens this
to a legal principle: a perfect substitute can pay a debt
that others cannot, but only if the debtor accepts the
payment.  This  insight  helps  readers  understand  why
faith, repentance, and covenant-making are essential to
receiving the full benefits of the Atonement.

Key Themes in Skousen’s
Interpretation

Justice and Mercy: A Perfect Harmony

Throughout The Meaning of  the Atonement,  Skousen
emphasizes that God does not set aside justice to show
mercy.  Instead,  the  Atonement  allows  mercy  to  be
extended while justice is fully satisfied. This is a classic
LDS theological position, but Skousen explains it with
clarity. He uses the analogy of a courtroom: if a judge
simply pardons a criminal without any penalty, the law
is violated. However, if a third party pays the fine, the
law is upheld and the defendant can go free. Christ’s
sacrifice pays the fine for sin, allowing God to forgive
without compromising His justice. This concept, which
Skousen calls “the plan of redemption,” is  central  to
understanding the Atonement’s meaning.

Personal Transformation and the
Atonement

Another theme Skousen develops is that the Atonement
is  not  just  about  erasing  sin—it  is  also  about
transforming  human nature.  He  argues  that  through
Christ’s  grace,  individuals  can  receive  strength  to
overcome habits, heal emotional wounds, and develop



divine  attributes.  He  connects  this  to  the  Latter-day
Saint doctrine of sanctification, where the Atonement
enables a change of heart. Skousen writes that when we
truly understand the Atonement, we are motivated to
repent not out of fear, but out of gratitude. This leads to
what  he calls  “a  mighty  change” in  our  desires  and
actions.

The Role of Covenants

S k o u s e n  a l s o  s t r e s s e s  t h e  n e c e s s i t y  o f
covenants—sacred agreements between God and man.
In LDS theology, baptism, the sacrament, and temple
ordinances are all ways of accessing the Atonement’s
power. Skousen explains that these covenants are not
merely  symbolic;  they  are  the  means  by  which  God
binds  Himself  to  His  children,  promising  forgiveness
and  strength.  He  argues  that  understanding  Cleon
Skousen The Meaning Of The Atonement requires
recognizing  that  the  Atonement  is  not  a  one-time
historical  event,  but  an  ongoing  source  of  grace  for
those who stay faithful to their covenants.

The Atonement in Christian
Theology vs. Skousen’s LDS
Perspective

While  many  Christians  share  a  belief  in  the  saving
power  of  Christ’s  death  and  resurrection,  Skousen’s
LDS viewpoint includes several  unique elements.  For
instance, he places strong emphasis on the idea that the
Atonement was not only performed by Jesus but also
was planned by the Father from the beginning. Skousen
discusses  the  pre-mortal  council  where  Jesus
volunteered to be the Savior, a concept found in LDS
scripture but less prominent in mainstream Christianity.
He also highlights the universality of the Atonement: it
overcomes both physical death (through resurrection)
and  spiritual  death  (through  repentance).  This  dual
effect gives the Atonement broader scope than many
traditional Christian descriptions.

Addressing Common Misunderstandings

Skousen is careful to address potential misconceptions
about  the  Atonement.  He  clarifies  that  it  does  not
automatical ly  save  everyone  regardless  of
choice—repentance and faith are still required. He also
warns against viewing the Atonement as a license to sin,
teaching that grace is not a cheap pardon but a call to
follow  Christ.  Another  point  he  makes  is  that  the
punishments  for  sin  are  not  arbitrary;  they  are  the
natural  consequences  of  breaking  eternal  laws.  The
Atonement,  therefore,  does  not  change  the  law—it
provides a way to fulfill the law through a mediator.

Practical Applications: Living the
Atonement Daily

One  of  the  strengths  of  Skousen’s  writing  is  its
practicality.  He does not  leave readers with abstract
theory;  instead,  he  offers  concrete  suggestions  for
applying the Atonement in daily life. These include:

Repentance as a process: Skousen encourages
regular self-examination and turning away from
sin, not as a burdensome task but as a gift that
brings joy.

Forgiving others: He teaches that receiving the
Atonement compels us to extend forgiveness to
others, breaking the cycle of resentment.
Seeking divine strength: Skousen advises prayer
and scripture study as ways to access the enabling
power of Christ (what LDS often call “grace”).
Participating in ordinances: He stresses the
importance of baptism, the sacrament, and temple
worship as means to renew covenants and receive
the Atonement’s blessings.

Skousen  also  uses  analogies  from  his  own  life
experiences, such as law enforcement and government
work,  to  show  how  principles  of  justice  and  mercy
operate  in  everyday  situations.  For  example,  he
compares  the  Atonement  to  a  system of  checks  and
balances where love and law work together. This makes
complex theology accessible and memorable.

Why Skousen’s Work Endures

Nearly four decades after its publication, The Meaning
of the Atonement  continues to be read by Latter-day
Saints and others seeking a deeper understanding of
Christ’s sacrifice. What makes it enduring is not only its
doctrinal depth but also its logical structure. Skousen
manages to explain the Atonement in a way that speaks
to both the heart and the mind. He does not shy away
from difficult questions about suffering, justice, and free
will. Instead, he confronts them head-on, using scripture
and  reason  to  offer  satisfying  answers.  For  anyone
exploring  Cleon  Skousen  The  Meaning  Of  The
Atonement, the book serves as a valuable resource that
complements other theological works.

Exploring Further: Resources and
Related Works

Readers  interested  in  Skousen’s  approach  may  also
wish to explore his other religious books, such as Days
of the Living Christ  and Treasures from the Book of
Mormon. These works apply similar analytical methods
to  the  life  of  Christ  and  the  teachings  of  ancient
prophets.  Additionally,  many  church  leaders  have
recommended  Skousen’s  writings  on  the  Atonement,
recognizing  their  ability  to  clarify  difficult  doctrines.
Online study groups and blog posts frequently cite The
Meaning of the Atonement as a helpful companion to
scripture study.

Conclusion

Cleon Skousen’s The Meaning of  the Atonement  is  a
thoughtful,  comprehensive,  and  deeply  spiritual
exploration of the central event of the Christian faith. By
examining the necessity of the Atonement, the interplay
of justice and mercy, and the practical implications for
daily  living,  Skousen  provides  readers  with  a  firm
foundation  for  understanding  why  the  Atonement
matters. His work stands as a testament to the power of
combining rigorous logic  with  sincere faith.  Whether
you  are  a  longtime  Latter-day  Saint,  a  student  of
theology,  or  simply a seeker of  truth,  engaging with
Cleon Skousen The Meaning Of The Atonement can
transform the way you view the Savior’s sacrifice and
your own potential for redemption. As Skousen himself
might say, the Atonement is not just a doctrine to be
believed—it is a life to be lived.


