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THE THEOLOGY OF THE ASCENSION 

Peter Mulholland 

The Ascension o f Jesus C h r i s t , and i t s consequences and 
i m p l i c a t i o n s , has an ambiguous p o s i t i o n i n C h r i s t i a n t h e o l o g y . 
T h i s i s due p r i m a r i l y t o the p a r a d o x i c a l and obscure manner of 
i t s e x p r e s s i o n i n the New Testament. I t i s a l s o the r e s u l t of 
t h e n a t u r e o f t h e Ascension i n i t s e l f and i n r e l a t i o n t o the 
o t h e r c e n t r a l c h r i s t o l o g i c a l d o c t r i n e s : I n c a r n a t i o n , 
C r u c i f i x i o n , R e s u r r e c t i o n , and Pentecost. I n the P a t r i s t i c 
p e r i o d t h e d i f f i c u l t i e s and p o s s i b i l i t i e s i n h e r e n t i n g i v i n g a 
c o n s i s t e n t t h e o l o g i c a l a n a l y s i s o f the Ascension became 
m a n i f e s t . The work o f S a i n t H i l a r y o f P o i t i e r s was p a r t i c u l a r l y 
i n c i s i v e , as a l s o was t h a t o f S a i n t Augustine of Hippo. During 
t h e M e d i e v a l , R e f o r m a t i o n , and Counter-Reformation c e n t u r i e s 
t h e Ascension was n o t f o r g o t t e n , but i t d i d not d i r e c t l y emerge 
as a c o n t r o v e r s i a l i s s u e , and so was not examined i n the d e t a i l 
and urgency accorded t o o t h e r C h r i s t i a n d o c t r i n e s . I n the 
c ourse o f t h e l a s t c e n t u r y o r so, developments i n s y s t e m a t i c 
t h e o l o g y and s c r i p t u r e s t u d i e s have a g a i n , i f i n d i r e c t l y , 
p l a c e d the Ascension i n a prominent p o s i t i o n i n the examination 
of d o c t r i n e . The c o l l e c t i v e weight of the S c r i p t u r a l , 
P a t r i s t i c , and modern c o n t r i b u t i o n s t o the r e v e l a t i o n and 
u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f the Ascension p o i n t towards i t s purpose as the 
d e c i s i v e key t o i t s meaning. I t i s by p l a c i n g i t i n i t s 
s o t e r i o l o g i c a l c o n t e x t , s p e c i f i c a l l y from the p o i n t of view of 
o n t o l o g y , t h a t t h e f u l l e r p i c t u r e of the Ascension can be 
a p p r e c i a t e d . The e f f e c t s i n the T r i n i t y of the Ascension of 
C h r i s t , w i t h which H i l a r y and some of the modern s y s t e m a t i c i a n s 
have been concerned, i n d i c a t e a s u b s t a n t i v e and e s s e n t i a l r o l e 
which i t has n o t always been accorded. There can a l s o be 
g r e a t e r i n s i g h t i n t o the whole s o t e r i o l o g i c a l process where the 
d i f f i c u l t i e s r a i s e d by the Ascension are regarded as i n d i c a t o r s 
of i t s n a t u r e , r a t h e r than as anomalies t o be e x p l a i n e d away. 
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CHAPTER I 

GENERAL INTRODUCTION 

1. P r e l i m i n a r y Remarks on the Ascension as Doctrine 

The Ascension o f Jesus C h r i s t has a place u n i q u e l y ambiguous 

among t h e p r i n c i p a l d o c t r i n e s o f the C h r i s t i a n f a i t h . Even i t s 

s t a t u s as a p r i m a r y dogma i s n o t something which can be 

presumed upon. W h i l e t h e o t h e r d o c t r i n e s u s u a l l y regarded as 

c e n t r a l t o t h e development i n C h r i s t o f the r e l a t i o n s h i p of God 

and c r e a t u r e - I n c a r n a t i o n , C r u c i f i x i o n , R e s u r r e c t i o n , and 

Pente c o s t - have been c o n s t a n t l y c r i t i c a l l y assessed, o n l y the 

Ascension has been s u b j e c t t o so s e r i o u s a q u e s t i o n i n g , even 

from w i t h i n o r t h o d o x C h r i s t i a n t h e o l o g y , o f i t s very e x i s t e n c e 

as a s u b s t a n t i v e r e a l i t y i n terms b o t h o f i t s n a t u r e and of 

i t s r o l e . 

T h i s s i t u a t i o n , however, need not be regarded as a s o l e l y 

n e g a t i v e element i n a s s e s s i n g the Ascension, s i n c e i t d e r i v e s 

l a r g e l y from c o n s i d e r a t i o n s which are o f the essence of the 

s p e c i f i c c h a r a c t e r o f t h e d o c t r i n e i t s e l f , and which a r e , 

t h e r e f o r e , i n d i c e s o f t h a t c h a r a c t e r . 
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For t he purposes o f t h i s s t u d y , t he Ascension w i l l be taken 

t o be the e v e n t , i f i t i s such, which t e r m i n a t e s the s p e c i f i c 

encounters o f the d i s c i p l e s w i t h t h e r i s e n C h r i s t , i n c l u d i n g 

t h e apparent change i n the s t a t e o f e x i s t e n c e of C h r i s t which 

t h a t event appears t o e f f e c t o r , a t l e a s t , t o mark. This does 

n o t amount t o a d e f i n i t i o n o f the Ascension, i t i s merely an 

o u t l i n e d e s c r i p t i o n upon which an u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f the nature 

o f t h e Ascension might then be focussed. 

Even a d e f i n i t i o n , i f one can be f o r m u l a t e d , i s not the key 

t o a p l a c i n g o f t h e Ascension w i t h i n a l a r g e r t h e o l o g i c a l 

framework: i t i s , r a t h e r , t h e a t t e m p t a t a c o r r e c t p l a c i n g o f 

th e Ascension w i t h i n such a framework which might lead t o a 

more complete assessment o f i t s n a t u r e and purpose. This 

i m p l i e s t h a t t h e Ascension has n o t been placed c o r r e c t l y i n 

some approaches t o i t s meaning and t h a t i t i s b e t t e r placed i n 

o t h e r a n a l y s e s : t h i s w i l l , i n d e e d , be p a r t o f the argument to 

be made. I n f a c t , t h e v e r y d i f f i c u l t i e s which a r i s e from the 

a t t e m p t e d p l a c i n g o f the Ascension, as an e s p e c i a l l y 

p r o b l e m a t i c a l d o c t r i n e , mean t h a t i t imposes demands upon 

t h e o l o g i c a l ideas and p r e s u p p o s i t i o n s which h i g h l i g h t both 

t h e i r s t r e n g t h s and t h e i r p o s s i b l e f l a w s . 



2. D e f i n i t i o n of As c e n s i o n - E x a l t a t i o n 

Even t h e a t t e m p t t o d e f i n e t h e Ascension i s p r o b l e m a t i c a l . 

The New Testament accounts o f t h e e v e n t , i f t h a t i s what i t i s , 

are ambiguous and i n c o n c l u s i v e i n t h a t they present b r i e f and 

a l r e a d y i n t e r p r e t a t i v e d e s c r i p t i o n s o f what took p l a c e . Any 

a t t e m p t t o d e f i n e t h e Ascension o f C h r i s t must begin w i t h the 

r e c o g n i t i o n t h a t i t i s , o f i t s n a t u r e , i n d e f i n a b l e . 

Any d e f i n i t i o n i s i n i t s e l f a l i m i t e d o p e r a t i o n because i t 

a s p i r e s t o t h e e x p r e s s i o n i n a s e t of symbols, - l e t t e r s , words, 

s i m i l e s , metaphors, and so on,- o f something which e x i s t s i n a 

form o t h e r t h a n words a l o n e ; so t h a t i t i s the attempt t o 

t r a n s l a t e from one s t a t e o f being i n t o another i n which the 

o b j e c t does n o t a c t u a l l y e x i s t . T h i s i s a l i m i t a t i o n which 

a p p l i e s t o a l l l i n g u i s t i c o p e r a t i o n s ; t he conve n t i o n s and 

shortcomings o f t h i s are g e n e r a l l y understood, a t l e a s t 

i m p l i c i t l y i n p r a c t i c e , by those engaged i n u s i n g language w i t h 

p r e c i s i o n . 

Whenever t h e s u b j e c t o f an attempte d v e r b a l r e p r e s e n t a t i o n -

d e f i n i t i o n i s a person t h i s becomes an even more inadequate 

procedure. The c o m p l e x i t y o f p e r s o n a l e x i s t e n c e means t h a t the 

r a m i f i c a t i o n s o f e x t e r n a l change and autonomous growth and 

a c t i o n cannot be c a l c u l a t e d i n the p r e c i s e terms which are the 

i d e a l o f d e f i n i t i o n . Even a g r e a t many words w i l l o n l y begin t o 

r e f l e c t f a i n t l y t h e p l a c e o f any a c t i o n , word, event, o r o t h e r 

phenomenon, i n t h e i n n e r l i f e o f an i n d i v i d u a l . The hugely 

complex web of r e l a t i o n s h i p s , h i s t o r y , p h i l o s o p h i e s , 
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i n t e r p r e t a t i o n , and so on, i n which every person i s engaged 

means t h a t s i m p l e d e f i n i t i o n s are o n l y u s e f u l where t h e i r 

p a r t i a l n e s s i s a p p r e c i a t e d , and t h a t complex d e f i n i t i o n s are 

e x t r e m e l y prone t o m i s d e f i n i t i o n . 

I t i s i n t h e a t t e m p t t o use language i n a d e f i n i t i v e way of 

God, and, by e x t e n s i o n , a n y t h i n g i n which God i s argued t o have 

a s p e c i f i c r o l e , t h a t the e n t e r p r i s e breaks down almost 

c o m p l e t e l y . The d e f i n i t i o n o f the i n f i n i t e i s l o g i c a l l y 

i m p o s s i b l e . B e l i e f i n an i n f i n i t e God p o i n t s up the narrowness 

o f t h e human p e r s p e c t i v e i n any d e f i n i t i o n because each o b j e c t 

d e f i n e d a l s o has r e l a t i o n t o i n f i n i t e b e ing as a c r u c i a l 

q u a l i t y o f what i t e x i s t e n t i a l l y and m e t a p h y s i c a l l y i s . 

The Ascension i s i n v o l v e d i n a l l these dimensions, so any 

at t e m p t e d d e f i n i t i o n must n e c e s s a r i l y be undertaken w i t h a f u l l 

awareness o f t h e n a t u r e o f i t s p r e d e s t i n e d v i r t u a l f a i l u r e . I n 

a d d i t i o n , t h e r e i s t h e u n c e r t a i n t y o f the m a t e r i a l s a t hand 

from which i t mi g h t be c o n s t r u c t e d . The p a r a d o x i c a l , s u b j e c t i v e 

New Testament accounts o f the event and t h e i r d i s t a n c e from i t , 

and t h e t h e o l o g y o f the s t a t e r e s u l t i n g from t h a t event, and 

th e c o n t e x t o f b o t h m a t t e r s w i t h i n t h e a s s e r t e d d i v i n e p l a n , 

mean t h a t even t h e f l i m s i e s t s t r u c t u r e o f c o n c l u s i o n i s b u i l t 

upon the s h i f t i n g and u n c e r t a i n f o u n d a t i o n s o f premises whose 

shape i s b e i n g c o n s t a n t l y reassessed. 

However, w i t h i n t h i s a p p a r e n t l y unpromising m i l i e u t h e r e i s 

another f a c t o r which, from t h e s t a n d p o i n t o f C h r i s t i a n f a i t h 

and t h e o l o g y , makes the a t t e m p t w o r t h w h i l e : t he b e l i e f t h a t 



t h e r e i n i s c o n t a i n e d t he r e v e l a t i o n of an a b s o l u t e t r u t h ; and 

the r e l a t e d c o n v i c t i o n t h a t t h i s t r u t h m a t t e r s . 

Even such r e l a t i v e l y n e u t r a l - s e e m i n g words as 'event', 

'occurrence', and 'phenomenon' immediately present problems 

when they are a p p l i e d t o the Ascension. 

I f t h e Ascension i s an event, the i m p l i c a t i o n must be t h a t 

some change has taken p l a c e . L o c a t i n g the p r e c i s e n a t u r e of 

t h a t change i s h i g h l y p r o b l e m a t i c a l i n i t s e l f . I f the event i s 

the d e p a r t u r e o f C h r i s t ; whence does he d e p a r t , and t o where?-'-

The s u g g e s t i o n t h a t he leaves t h i s w o r l d , or s p e c i f i c a l l y h i s 

d i s c i p l e s , i s b o t h s t a t e d (Mt 9:15b; Jn 7:33-36; 13:33; 17:11) 

and r e f u s e d (Mt 28:20b; Mk 16:20; Acts 9:5) i n the New 

Testament. I f t h e Ascension i s , t h e n , a change i n the n a t u r e of 

the presence o f C h r i s t , i t cannot s a t i s f a c t o r i l y be expressed 

as a d e p a r t u r e from t h i s w o r l d . E q u a l l y i t cannot a l t e r n a t i v e l y 
2 

be expressed as a d e p a r t u r e t o another w o r l d o f e x i s t e n c e . 

T h i s suggests t h a t C h r i s t has been, i n some sense, absent from 

the r e a l m o f t h e Fat h e r ( J n 16:28); which i s a l s o regarded i n 

or t h o d o x d o c t r i n e as u n a c c e p t a b l e . H o w e v e r , as w i l l be argued, 

a m o d i f i e d u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f t h e n a t u r e o f presence and absence 

i n r e l a t i o n t o t h e ascended C h r i s t may a l l o w a r e s o l u t i o n of 

t h i s paradox. 

There i s a l s o t h e problem o f the r e l a t i o n o f time t o 

e t e r n i t y . I f e t e r n i t y , o r s e m p i t e r n i t y , i s understood as the 

presence t o g e t h e r o f a l l t h a t e x i s t s , as opposed t o i t s being 

the i n f i n i t e e x t e n s i o n o f t h e temporal continuum, then every 
9 



e x i s t e n c e , i n c l u d i n g the Ascension, i s always presen t t h e r e i n , 

and C h r i s t i s ascended from a l l e t e r n i t y . ^ T his i s not an 

i n s u p e r a b l e problem, and can be addressed by p o s t u l a t i n g the 

Ascension and the o t h e r stages o f the C h r i s t - e v e n t as 

c o n s t i t u e n t s o f t h e e t e r n a l r e a l i t y they produce, which touches 

t i m e a t p a r t i c u l a r p o i n t s b u t i s not c o n f i n e d by i t . An 

accommodation o f t h i s or some o t h e r k i n d toward the d i v i n e 

i m m u t a b i l i t y seems t o be r e q u i r e d . 

D i f f i c u l t i e s a l s o e x i s t i f the Ascension i s seen as an 

o c c u r r e n c e . The p r i m a r y problem i n t h i s r e s p e c t i s t h a t , 

whatever i s meant by the Ascension, i t does not appear t o be 

comprehensible as a p a r t o f t h e c a u s e - e f f e c t r e l a t i o n s h i p s 

w hich make up the e m p i r i c a l w o r l d o f occurrence. The Ascension 

has no e m p i r i c a l l y - d e m o n s t r a b l e o b j e c t i v e e f f e c t upon the 

m a t e r i a l u n i v e r s e , but o n l y upon the r e l a t i o n s h i p o f s u b j e c t s . ^ 

N e i t h e r does i t f a l l s i m p l y w i t h i n the wider scope of the 

C r e a t o r - c r e a t i o n r e l a t i o n s h i p , o f the r e l a t i o n of the u n i v e r s e 

o f phenomena t o t h e non-phenomenal being o f God. 

That the Ascension i s envisaged as h a v i n g a purpose, and t h a t 

t h a t purpose i s d i r e c t l y r e l a t e d t o e v e r y t h i n g e l s e t h a t the 

New Testament has t o say about C h r i s t , appears t o be an 

i n d i s p e n s a b l e p a r t o f i t s e x p r e s s i o n i n the New Testament ( P h i l 

2:9-11; Eph 1:3-14).^ However i t i s conceived, the Ascension 

i s n o t p r e s e n t e d as a s i m p l e d e m o n s t r a t i o n or v i s i o n of d i v i n e 

power, nor as a r e v e l a t o r y or p e d o g o g i c a l d e v i c e , but as 

something necessary.^ The whole c o n t e x t o f the C h r i s t - e v e n t i n 
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the New Testament i s t h a t i t i s s o l e l y f o r the b e n e f i t o f 

c r e a t u r e s , and t h a t God c o u l d n o t be i n need o f a n y t h i n g which 

i t c o u l d b r i n g about; i n o t h e r words, i t i s t o be understood as 
o 

a s o t e r i o l o g i c a l n e c e s s i t y . T h i s then poses the a d d i t i o n a l 

q u e s t i o n o f what k i n d o f redemptive process r e q u i r e s t h i s 

p a r t i c u l a r stage t o make i t v i a b l e . 

The s p e c i f i c r o l e o f Ascension i n r e l a t i o n t o I n c a r n a t i o n , 

C r u c i f i x i o n , R e s u r r e c t i o n , and Pen t e c o s t , i n b r i n g i n g about the 

movement from C r e a t i o n t o Eschaton i s capable o f , and has 

ge n e r a t e d , many i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s . Some o f these have s t r e s s e d 

i t s c o n n e c t i o n w i t h t h e R e s u r r e c t i o n ; commonly, as w i l l be 

shown, t o t h e p o i n t where t h e Ascension i s a s u b o r d i n a t e event, 

not t o be t r e a t e d as of comparable importance i n the 
Q 

s o t e r i o l o g i c a l scheme. Others have g i v e n more emphasis t o i t s 

p l a c e as the e n a b l i n g o f Pentecost, which has c l e a r New 

Testament s u p p o r t ( A c t s 1:8; 2:2-5; Jn 16:7). However, n e i t h e r 

emphasis, w i t h o u t t h e o t h e r , can do f u l l j u s t i c e t o the 

i n t e g r a l p l a c e o f t h e Ascension i n t h e New Testament, and 

indeed w i t h o u t r e c o g n i t i o n o f i t s r e l a t i o n t o the t o t a l mystery 

and m y s t e r i e s o f Christ.•'•^ 

'Ascension' i s i t s e l f a word and a concept which cannot be 

used u n c r i t i c a l l y . I t d e r i v e s p r i n c i p a l l y from the words and 

w o r d - p i c t u r e s t o be found i n t h e New Testament. The accounts 

themselves g e n e r a l l y use the language o f upward motion (Mk 

16:19; Lk 24:51; Acts 1:9, 1 1 ) ; but not unanimously (Mt 28:18-

20 i m p l i e s some s o r t o f d e p a r t u r e w i t h o u t a t t e m p t i n g t o 
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d e s c r i b e i t ) . The dominant word-groups, r e a l l y the dominant 

terms, e s t a b l i s h t h e symbolism, a t l e a s t , o f v e r t i c a l movement: 

A-oPolr- , 'ascend', ( J n 1:51; 3:13; 20:17; Acts 2:34; Eph 4:9, 

1 0 ) ; A,.a>.a^p<£Ka. , ' r e c e l v e up', (Mk 16:19; ITim 3:16; Ac 1:11). 

I f t h i s does n o t r e p r e s e n t a c t u a l movement i n a p a r t i c u l a r 

d i r e c t i o n , as i t l o g i c a l l y cannot i f what was experienced by 

the w i t n e s s e s was more than Jesus' s p a t i a l r e l o c a t i o n , i t would 

seem t o be s y m b o l i c o f a d i f f e r e n t k i n d o f e l e v a t i o n . This 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n has sometimes been taken t o the p o i n t where the 

Ascension i t s e l f i s u n d e r s t o o d almost e n t i r e l y as a metaphor 

f o r a t r a n s c e n d e n t r e a l i t y o f which i t i s not i t s e l f 

c onstituent.•'•^ 

The New Testament usage o f Psalm 110:1 (Ac 2:33, 34; 7:55, 

56; Eph 1:20; 2:6; Heb 1:13; 8:1; 10:12; 12:2; I P t 3:22; Mk 

14:62; 16:19;Mt 19:28; 26:64; 28:18; Lk 22:69; Rm 8:34; Col 

3:1; Rev 12:5; 22:1) and t h e word-group 'sô d , ' g l o i ^ y ' j ( I T i m 

3:16; Heb 2:9; Jas 2:1; Lk 19:38; Mt 16:27; Ac 3:13; Jn 8:54; 

12:28; 13:31-2; I P t 1:21; P h i l 2:1; 3:21; Rm 8:17, 30) express 

the Ascension by f o c u s s i n g upon the person and s t a t e o f the 

ascended C h r i s t . Both, used very f r e q u e n t l y indeed i n the New 

Testament, address the d e s t i n y t o which the Ascension takes 

C h r i s t . The concepts o f 'enthronement', ' g l o r i f i c a t i o n ' , and 

a l s o ' e x a l t a t i o n ' , a r e v e r y d i f f i c u l t t o handle when a c l o s e 

e x a m i n a t i o n i s made o f any c o n t e n t of meaning which may be 

assigned t o them. 

I f t h e C h r i s t who ascends i s argued t o be a s i n g l e person 
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b o t h d i v i n e and human, t h e problem e x i s t s o f how h i s humanity 

and d i v i n i t y r e l a t e d i f f e r e n t l y , as l o g i c a l l y they must, t o h i s 

Ascension. God cannot be ' g l o r i f i e d ' or ' e x a l t e d ' or 

'enthroned* i n any sense which i m p l i e s i n c r e a s e o f s t a t u s . This 

seems then t o r e q u i r e a l i m i t a t i o n o f the e f f e c t s o f Ascension 

t o h i s humanity a l o n e , o r r a t h e r t o h i s whole person through 

h i s c r e a t u r e l i n e s s . There i s a l s o the connected problem of the 

r e l a t i o n , even the development, o f C h r i s t ' s humanity t o h i s 

d i v i n i t y , and t o the Father and Holy S p i r i t . 

I n c l u d e d i n t h i s p r o b l e m a t i c o f the n a t u r e of the humanity 

which ascends i s t h e form i n which i t e x i s t s . The empty tomb 

(Mt 28:6; Mk 16:6; Lk 24:6; Jn 20:6), the p h y s i c a l i t y of some 

p o s t - R e s u r r e c t i o n appearances (Mt 28:9; Lk 24:30, 39, 43; Jn 

20:17, 27; 21:13), and the n a t u r e o f the r i s e n body i n heaven 

(Mt 22:30; ICor 15:35-53), a l l expose problems which have a 

d i r e c t b e a r i n g upon the Ascension.•'•^ 

There i s , t o o , t h e m a t t e r o f the a c t i v i t y o f the ascended 

C h r i s t t o c o n s i d e r . His i n t e r c e s s o r y or r e p r e s e n t a t i v e r o l e on 

b e h a l f o f a l l humanity i s c e n t r a l t o the New Testament's 

a p p r e c i a t i o n o f t h e no - l o n g e r v i s i b l e C h r i s t . Of what, i n 

s u b s t a n t i v e terms, t h i s i n t e r c e s s i o n might c o n s i s t i s d i f f i c u l t 

t o a s c e r t a i n i f p l a c e d i n the c o n t e x t of the p o s i t i v e 

d i s p o s i t i o n o f God toward c r e a t e d persons based upon the 

omniscience, omnipotence, and p e r f e c t goodness of God; t h e r e 

c o u l d be n o t h i n g r e q u i r e d t o add t o t h i s , i t would seem.-'--̂  On 

an u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f i n t e r c e s s i o n based upon the n a t u r e of the 

person who i n t e r c e d e s , r a t h e r than merely upon words of 
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i n t e r c e s s i o n , i t may be h e l p f u l t o c o n s i d e r i t i n the c o n t e x t 

of t h e e t e r n a l communion o f the human and d i v i n e , w i t h the 

ascended C h r i s t as source and o r i g i n a t o r , and, i n t h a t sense, 

intercessor.•'•^ T h i s , as w i l l be argued, i s an approach which 

a l l o w s g r e a t e r scope t o t h e s o t e r i o l o g i c a l r o l e o f Ascension. 

3. Approaches to C h r i s t ' s Ascension 

No s i n g l e method o f a n a l y s i s o f the Ascension appears t o g i v e 

a l e v e l o f i n s i g h t i n t o i t s n a t u r e and purpose which i s i n 

every r e s p e c t s u p e r i o r t o a l l o t h e r approaches. I t i s i n the 

b r i n g i n g t o g e t h e r o f a number o f d i f f e r e n t methods t h a t the 

b e s t r e s u l t s seem p o s s i b l e . C l e a r l y , t h i s can be framed i n a 

g r e a t v a r i e t y o f c o m b i n a t i o n s , and the choices a v a i l a b l e from 

t h i s m u l t i p l i c i t y w i l l determine the d i r e c t i o n taken and the 

c o n c l u s i o n s w h i c h can be drawn from t h e s y n t h e s i s achieved. 

O b v i o u s l y , t h i s does n o t mean t h a t t he choosing o f the 

p a r t i c u l a r methods t o be adopted can be a l l o w e d t o be 

a r b i t r a r y . 

I n t h e p r e s e n t s t u d y , the b a s i s f o r the assessment of 

approaches t o t h e Ascension w i l l be t h a t i t has a purpose, and 

t h a t i t s form and c o n t e n t are i n every r e s p e c t designed t o 

p e r m i t the most complete f u l f i l m e n t o f t h a t purpose. As a 

r e s u l t o f t h i s , a mutual e n l i g h t e n m e n t o f form and purpose w i l l 

be a n t i c i p a t e d , and w i l l , t h e r e f o r e , be sought and e x p l o i t e d . 

The purpose o f t h e Ascension, p l a c e d as i t i s i n the c o n t e x t of 
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the person and a c t i o n s of C h r i s t , w i l l be argued t o be the 

s a l v a t i o n o f c r e a t e d persons. I t s s o t e r i o l o g i c a l n a t u r e w i l l be 

the d e c i s i v e p e r s p e c t i v e i n what f o l l o w s , sometimes e x p l i c i t l y 

b u t always a t l e a s t i m p l i c i t l y . 

To t h i s end, a number o f s t r a n d s of a v a i l a b l e m a t e r i a l can be 

s p e c i f i e d which seem best t o serve t h i s approach. 

The New Testament accounts r e p r e s e n t the most d i r e c t 

c o n n e c t i o n w i t h t h e e x p e r i e n c e of the 'witnesses' t o the 

Ascension, expressed i n words. This i s n o t , of course, the 

Ascension i t s e l f , so i t must be t r e a t e d as a l r e a d y a t l e a s t one 

s t e p removed from t h e c o r e o f what happened; but i t i s regarded 

i n C h r i s t i a n t r a d i t i o n as a d i v i n e l y - i n s p i r e d r e v e l a t i o n and 

i s , t h e r e f o r e , u n i q u e l y a u t h o r i t a t i v e w i t h i n the C h r i s t i a n 

apprehension o f t h e t r u e meaning o f the C h r i s t - e v e n t . T h i s i s 

o f p a r t i c u l a r r e l e v a n c e i n a t t e m p t i n g t o comprehend the d i v i n e 

element i n t h e Ascension, w i t h i t s i n h e r e n t i n a c c e s s i b i l i t y t o 

f i n i t e t h o u g h t . The a c t u a l accounts o f Jesus' d e p a r t u r e and the 

e x p l a n a t i o n s a t t r i b u t e d t o Jesus h i m s e l f have a s p e c i a l place 

w i t h i n the s c r i p t u r a l sources,-and t h i s w i l l be r e f l e c t e d i n 

the balance o f t h e t e x t s examined. Matters such as the 

v o c a b u l a r y o f Ascension and a p o s t o l i c i n t e r p r e t a t i o n w i l l a l s o 

be governed by t h i s p r i o r i t y . 

The w r i t i n g s o f t h e P a t r i s t i c era are the evidence of some of 

t h e most p r e s s i n g t h e o l o g i c a l and s p i r i t u a l concerns of the 

f i r s t c e n t u r i e s o f t h e C h r i s t i a n Church. I n them i s t o be found 

a p r i m i t i v e , b u t a l r e a d y s o p h i s t i c a t e d , a t t e m p t t o r e c o n c i l e 
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and b r i n g u n i t y t o the sometimes obscure and fragmentary nature 

o f t h e New Testament r e v e l a t i o n . New v o c a b u l a r i e s and ideas 

f r o m a v a r i e t y o f p h i l o s o p h i c a l sources were employed i n t h i s 

s e r i o u s , but u n c o o r d i n a t e d , programme o f a n a l y s i s of the 

e s s e n t i a l s o f t h e C h r i s t i a n f a i t h . The v a l u e o f t h i s f o r a 

c o n s i d e r a t i o n o f the Ascension i s i n the drawing t o g e t h e r of 

t h e v a r i o u s elements o f t h e r e v e a l e d C h r i s t - e v e n t i n t o a 

u n i f y i n g whole, which was b e i n g a t t e m p t e d w i t h i n the c o n t e x t of 

a s t i l l - f o r m i n g t r a d i t i o n i n which not a l l the precedents had 

been s e t . H i l a r y o f P o i t i e r s , i t w i l l be argued, b r i n g s a 

p e r s p e c t i v e which i s o f s p e c i a l v a l u e t o an examination o f the 

Ascension and i t s p l a c e i n the o v e r a l l s t r u c t u r e of the 

C h r i s t i a n f a i t h . 

A p a r a l l e l , b u t a l s o d i s t i n c t , process o f reassessment of the 

bases o f the C h r i s t i a n f a i t h i s t o be found i n the theology of 

t h e t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y . I n t h i s , t h e i m p e r a t i v e t o systematise 

t h e d o c t r i n a l c o n t e n t o f C h r i s t i a n i t y has p r o v i d e d p a r t i c u l a r l y 

v a l u a b l e i n s i g h t s i n t o t h e Ascension o f C h r i s t , d e s p i t e the 

l i m i t a t i o n s , i n o t h e r ways, o f s y s t e m a t i c t h e o l o g y . The impetus 

g i v e n by t h e v i g o r o u s new p h i l o s o p h i c a l and r e l i g i o u s i d eas, 

i n c l u d i n g S c r i p t u r a l i n t e r p r e t a t i o n , of the present and 

p r e c e d i n g c e n t u r i e s has expanded the scope of dogmatic 

t h e o l o g i e s up t o , and sometimes perhaps beyond, the p r e v i o u s l y 

accepted l i m i t s o f o r t h o d o x d o c t r i n e . The need t o f i n d a v a l i d 

p l a c e f o r the Ascension i n t h e o v e r a l l p l a n of theology has 

meant t h a t renewed c o n s i d e r a t i o n has had t o be g i v e n to a 

r e l a t i v e l y undervalued and n e g l e c t e d d o c t r i n e . I n t a k i n g recent 
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t h e o l o g y as t h e t h i r d s t r a n d t h e r e i s no i n t e n t i o n o f i m p l y i n g 

t h a t m e d i e v a l , r e f o r m a t i o n , and c o u n t e r - r e f o r m a t i o n theology 

i g n o r e d the Ascension; b u t i t was, i n g e n e r a l , regarded as an 

u n c o n t e n t i o u s and t h e r e f o r e non-urgent m a t t e r d u r i n g most of 

t h i s p e r i o d . The advances i n u n d e r s t a n d i n g t h a t were made 

d u r i n g these times e x e r t t h e i r i n f l u e n c e upon, and are 

r e f l e c t e d i n , more r e c e n t t h e o l o g y . 

The f i n a l s t r a n d which, i t w i l l be argued, serves t o approach 

t h e Ascension i n i t s s o t e r i o l o g i c a l , p u r p o s i v e , dimension i s 

t h e c o n t i n u i n g need t o pursue t h e e n t e r p r i s e of the p l a c i n g of 

b o t h t h e Ascension o f C h r i s t and the s a l v a t i o n achieved by 

C h r i s t i n a s i n g l e l o g i c a l framework, i n which each seems 

a d e q u a t e l y t o be r e p r e s e n t e d i n the l o g i c a l f o r mat of the 

o t h e r , and i n which b o t h a r e enhanced by t h e i r j u x t a p o s i t i o n . 

T h i s i n s i g h t grows out o f the S c r i p t u r a l e x p r e s s i o n , p a t r i s t i c 

e x p l i c a t i o n , and modern e x p l o r a t i o n o f b o t h Ascension and 

s o t e r i o l o g y . I t a l s o demonstrates the a b s o l u t e r e s i s t a n c e of 

d i v i n e m y s t e r i e s t o f i n i t e models and t o d e f i n i t i o n , which i s 

an e s s e n t i a l c o n s i d e r a t i o n i n assessing the d o c t r i n e of the 

n a t u r e o f t h e C h r i s t - e v e n t as i t i s r e v e a l e d i n the mystery of 

t h e Ascension. 
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CHAPTER I I 

THE ASCENSION OF CHRIST 

IN THE GOSPELS AND THE ACTS OF THE APOSTLES 

1. I n t r o d u c t i o n 

A l l the p r i m a r y d a t a which e x i s t about the Ascension are 

c o n t a i n e d i n the New Testament. A l t h o u g h the E p i s t l e s , and most 

p a r t i c u l a r l y t h e P a u l i n e . c o r p u s , c o n t a i n i n t e r p r e t a t i v e 

m a t e r i a l s which a r e i m p o r t a n t i n assessing the consequences of 

the Ascension, t he accounts o f t h e event are extremely concise 

and are c o n t a i n e d i n the Gospel o f Mark and the Lucan w r i t i n g s . 

The i n t e r p r e t a t i v e New Testament m a t e r i a l w i l l demonstrate i t s 

importance f o r C h r i s t i a n t h e o l o g y i n the use made of i t by 

p a t r i s t i c and modern t h e o l o g i a n s , but i t i s the accounts of 

the moment of Ascension which focus a t t e n t i o n s p e c i f i c a l l y on 

the q u e s t i o n o f what a c t u a l l y o c c u r r e d . 

The t h r e e New Testament accounts o f the event which has come 

t o be c a l l e d t h e Ascension o f C h r i s t , i n Mk 16:19-20, Lk 24:50-

53, and, Acts 1:6-11, t o g e t h e r w i t h the i m p l i e d d e p a r t u r e i n Mt 
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28:18-20, c o n t a i n a v a r i e t y o f d e t a i l which makes the attempt 

t o r e c o n s t r u c t a c o n s i s t e n t s y n t h e s i s of the event a d e c i d e d l y 

u n c e r t a i n e n t e r p r i s e . T h i s i s not t o say t h a t the accounts 

n e c e s s a r i l y c o n t r a d i c t each o t h e r , nor t h a t t h e r e does not 

e x i s t the p o s s i b i l i t y o f i n t e r p r e t i n g them i n such a way t h a t 

they can be made t o f i t i n t o a s i n g l e framework, but i t does 

mean t h a t a l a r g e degree o f u n c e r t a i n t y w i l l remain. Even the 

a u t h o r of Luke-Acts has n o t a t t e m p t e d any such i n t e g r a t i o n i n 

h i s two accounts. 

I t i s i n t e r e s t i n g t h a t , i n t h i s r e s p e c t , the accounts of the 

R e s u r r e c t i o n o f C h r i s t show s i m i l a r d i s c o r d a n c e s . The Marcan 

a u t h o r , a t 16:8, appears t o have c o n s i d e r e d ending h i s Gospel 

w i t h t h e a m b i g u i t y o f t h e empty tomb; and the longer ending 

remains sparse almost t o the p o i n t o f r e t i c e n c e . Matthew 

s t r e s s e s t h e s i g n i f i c a n c e o f R e s u r r e c t i o n and Ascension w i t h o u t 

a t t e m p t i n g t o r e p o r t t h e a c t u a l events themselves. Luke uses 

the words o f Jesus, and t h e appearance of two men i n w h i t e 

c l o t h e s , t o p o i n t t o t h e meaning o f b o t h occurrences as r a d i c a l 

changes i n the r e l a t i o n s h i p of C h r i s t t o the Church and w o r l d . 

The Gospel o f John, however, t r e a t s R e s u r r e c t i o n and 

Ascension i n a way which i s d i f f e r e n t from the other 

e v a n g e l i s t s . The meetings o f the r i s e n C h r i s t w i t h h i s 

d i s c i p l e s are g i v e n prominence i n a manner which i s q u i t e 

c o n s i s t e n t w i t h John's p r e s e n t a t i o n of the development of t h a t 

r e l a t i o n s h i p t h r o u g h o u t h i s Gospel. The Ascension i s not 

mentioned a t a l l , i n s i t u , b u t d i s c u s s i o n of i t s s i g n i f i c a n c e 

i s i n t e g r a t e d i n t o C h r i s t ' s d i s c o u r s e , most p a r t i c u l a r l y i n 
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a m b i g u i t y deepens the c o n n e c t i o n between Jesus' s u f f e r i n g and 

h i s e x a l t a t i o n . The c l o s e s t example o u t s i d e John's Gospel i s i n 

the F i r s t L e t t e r o f P e t e r . At I P t 3:22, the a u t h o r i s speaking 

of Jesus' b e i n g a t the r i g h t o f God, having gone i n t o heaven. 

Th i s g i v e s C h r i s t ' s d e s t i n a t i o n i n more e x p l i c i t terms than i n 

John's Gospel, r e f l e c t i n g t h e i r d i f f e r e n t purposes. 

v i i ) Other words 

•y'lpnaaOr^ Rev 12:5, ( h e r c h i l d ) was snatched up ( t o God) 

[ P o s s i b l e a l l u s i o n t o Gn 5:24 : laqak h : t o o k ] 

ttfii Jn 7:34, (where I ) am 

[ r e f e r r i n g t o where the l i f t e d up C h r i s t i s ] 

The image o f the c h i l d b e i n g snatched up, i n Rev 12:5, i s 

d i f f i c u l t t o p l a c e i n r e l a t i o n t o the Ascension o f C h r i s t ; but 

i t seems w o r t h w h i l e t o acknowledge i t s e x i s t e n c e as an example 

of imagery which r e f e r s t o the t a k i n g up o f a symbol one of 

whose r e f e r e n t s i s almost c e r t a i n l y C h r i s t , but the 

r e l a t i o n s h i p o f meaning between t h i s passage and C h r i s t ' s 

Ascension i s , a t b e s t , complex and, p r o b a b l y , i m p e n e t r a b l e i n 

d e t a i l . The r e f e r e n c e i n Jn 7:34 t o where C h r i s t i s , or w i l l 

be, belongs more p r o p e r l y t o a c o n s i d e r a t i o n of the ascended 
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s t a t e o f C h r i s t , though, as w i l l be seen, i t does not f i t 

e a s i l y i n t o t h e p a t t e r n s used t o express t h i s s t a t e . This 

passage has Jesus speaking o f h i s d e s t i n a t i o n as one which i s 

i n a c c e s s i b l e t o h i s opponents, but i t i s not e l a b o r a t e d f u r t h e r 

a t t h a t p o i n t . 

There i s no dominant term used t o express what has happened 

a t t h e end o f t h e s e r i e s o f encounters between the r i s e n C h r i s t 

and t h e d i s c i p l e s . Even the i n d i v i d u a l New Testament authors do 

not f a v o u r one word e x c l u s i v e l y . T h i s suggests t h a t no o f f i c i a l 

o r a u t h o r i t a t i v e l y g i v e n v o c a b u l a r y f o r the d e p a r t u r e of C h r i s t 

was c u r r e n t i n t h e p r i m i t i v e C h r i s t i a n c u l t u r e , and t h a t the 

a u t h o r s and t h e i r sources and readers found any s u i t a b l e word 

t o be a c c e p t a b l e . I t a l s o has the i m p l i c a t i o n t h a t C h r i s t 

h i m s e l f spoke o f h i s d e p a r t u r e , t o the e x t e n t t h a t he d i d so, 

i n terms w h i c h , even as p r e s e n t e d i n the Johannine discourses,, 

d i d n o t l e a d t o a p a r t i c u l a r form of words becoming the common 

c u r r e n c y o f e x p r e s s i o n . An i n t e r e s t i n g c o n t r a s t t o the accounts 
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o f t h e Ascension may be n o t e d , i n t h i s r e s p e c t , i n the v e r b a l 

s i m i l a r i t i e s i n C h r i s t ' s words and a c t i o n s over the bread and 

wine on t h e n i g h t b e f o r e h i s dea t h ( I C o r 11:23-26; Mt 26:26-29; 

Mk 14:22-25; Lk 22:14-18). Conversely, a tr e a t m e n t as non-

f o r m u l a i c as t h a t o f t h e Ascension occurs i n the v a r i a t i o n s t o 

be found i n t h e accounts o f the empty tomb (Mt 28:1-8; Mk 16:1-

8; Lk 24:1-8; Jn 20:1-10). 

The c h o i c e o f words used t o express t he Ascension, t h e r e f o r e , 

may be taken t o be i n t e r p r e t a t i v e a f t e r the f a c t . I t was e i t h e r 

t h e e x p e r i e n c e o f those who were present a t the event which 

shaped t h e c h o i c e o f words, o r t h e und e r s t a n d i n g o f the event 

s u b s e q u e n t l y adopted by the C h r i s t i a n community i n i t s 

m e d i t a t i o n upon and p r o c l a m a t i o n o f the event i n i t s wider 

c o n t e x t , o r b o t h ; these may have e x i s t e d i n b o t h o r a l and 

w r i t t e n f o r m . T h i s means t h a t , i n l o o k i n g a t the words used t o 

d e s c r i b e t he Ascension-event, an i n s i g h t i n t o t h e e a r l i e s t 

C h r i s t i a n i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f t h e meaning o f what the witnesses 

e x p e r i e n c e d and handed on t o t h e i r c l o s e s t a s s o c i a t e s may be, 

t o some e x t e n t , a c c e s s i b l e . 

C l e a r l y , a l s o , t h e c o n t e x t s i n which the words were used 

would have been d e c i s i v e f o r t h e c h o i c e o f vocabulary. 
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b) The Vocabulary of the Ascended S t a t e of C h r i s t 

The s t a t e o f being which t he Ascension b r i n g s about has a 

much more l i m i t e d v o c a b u l a r y i n the New Testament. I t i s 

dominated by two main phrase-groups. 

1) The i n f l u e n c e of Psalm 110:1 

Psalm 110:1, "The Lord s a i d t o my l o r d : S i t a t my r i g h t , I 

s h a l l make your enemies your f o o t s t o o l " , seems t o have pr o v i d e d 

t h e e a r l y Church w i t h a form o f e x p r e s s i o n t o d e a l w i t h the 

s i t u a t i o n b r ought about by C h r i s t ' s b e i n g ascended, which had 

t h e advantage o f b e i n g s c r i p t u r a l and a t t h e same time a l l o w i n g 

them, as s t r i c t m o n o t h e i s t s , t o d e a l w i t h the problem of t h e r e 

b e i n g two 'Lords'. The Ascension and e x a l t a t i o n of C h r i s t i s 

t h e obvious focus f o r such usage, i n t h a t i t i s the s i t u a t i o n 

i n w h i c h t h e p o s i t i o n o f C h r i s t i s most o b v i o u s l y p r o b l e m a t i c a l 

t o Jewish s e n s i b i l i t i e s . The use of the metaphor of being a t 

t h e r i g h t o f God seems a neat and con v e n i e n t s o l u t i o n i n the 

search f o r a p p r o p r i a t e e x p r e s s i o n o f the post-Ascension s t a t e 

o f a f f a i r s , and i t was c l e a r l y taken as such by the w r i t e r s of 

t h e New Testament, as i s evidenced by t h e i r f r e q u e n t use of 

t h i s image. 

The use made o f Ps 110:1 i s n o t , however, u n i f o r m ; nor i s i t 

always used i n a way which foregrounds i t s Old Testament 

provenance. Sometimes i t i s c l e a r l y a m a t t e r o f q u o t a t i o n , as 
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i n : Ac 2:34; Eph 1:20; Heb 1:13; 10:12. From t h i s t h e r e i s a 

spectrum o f usage, r a n g i n g from n e a r l y - m a n i f e s t q u o t a t i o n i n 

I P t 3:22 t o phrases which are v e r b a l l y almost e n t i r e l y 

d i f f e r e n t from Ps 110:1, b u t d e a l w i t h the same i d e a s : Rev 12:5 

and 22:1, " f r o m t h e t h r o n e o f God and of the Lamb" ( 
eV ToC Opovov Tov 0€oG Kal ToO Apriov. ^ ^ 

The s y n o p t i c g o spels p l a c e an a l l u s i o n t o Ps 110 i n the words 

of Jesus i n answer t o the h i g h p r i e s t a t h i s t r i a l : s«jiflv 

Kaen^.vovT{is8«»AH.«s i n Mk 14:62; c f . Mt 26:64; Lk 22:69; the 

wor d i n g i s almost i d e n t i c a l i n each g o s p e l . Perhaps the 

r e p o r t e d use o f t h i s phrase by Jesus h i m s e l f here, o r elsewhere 

i n h i s t e a c h i n g , i s t h e reason f o r the widespread use of t h i s 

image and i t s a u t h o r i t y . The development o f the language here, 

•power' f o r 'Lord', i s a l s o a f e a t u r e o f t h i s usage. Sometimes 

another p e r i p h r a s i s o f t h e d i v i n e name i s used, ' d i v i n e 

M a j e s t y ' , i n Heb 1:3; 8:1, -His MeyaX<o<nvr)s . Most o f t e n God i s 

named o u t r i g h t : roo e^oo i n Mk 16:19; Ac 2:33; 7:55, 56; Heb 

12:2; Rm 8:34; and. Col 3:1, Other v a r i a t i o n s i n c l u d e : Ac 7:55, 

56 where the imagery o f s t a n d i n g ( toT&ra ) i s used i n s t e a d o f 

t h a t o f s i t t i n g , perhaps r e p r e s e n t i n g d i f f e r e n t emphases on the 

u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f t h e a c t i v e involvement o f the ascended C h r i s t 

i n r e l a t i o n t o t h e c o n t i n u i n g s t r u g g l e s o f the Church, or h i s 

possession o f d i v i n e a u t h o r i t y as symbolised by enthronement a t 

the r i g h t o f God; t h e i n t r o d u c t i o n o f the t h r o n e : Mt 19:28; Heb 

8:1; 12:2; Rev 12:5; 22:1; t h e l o c a t i o n o f t h i s s t a t e : 'heaven' 

Heb 8:1, 'heavenly p l a c e s ' Eph 1:20; 2:6, 'the h e i g h t s ' Heb 

1:3, ' h i s g l o r y ' Mt 19:28. John's Gospel does not make use of 
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Ps 110:1 i n any obvious or s y s t e m a t i c way, choosing o t h e r 

methods o f e x p r e s s i n g and e x p l o r i n g t h i s theme. Only Mk 16:19, 

and perhaps Mt 28:18, d i r e c t l y l i n k t h i s image w i t h the event 

o f the Ascension, b ut t h i s l a c k o f e x p l i c i t n e s s elsewhere i s 

l i k e l y t o be s i m p l y because i t s c o n n e c t i o n was, or had become, 

so obvious t h a t i t needed no s p e c i a l emphasis or a u t h o r i a l 

e x p l a n a t i o n . 

i i ) The use of the term Sijo 

There i s a s t r o n g sense i n the New Testament t h a t the word 

' g l o r y ' a p p r o p r i a t e l y conveys the mode o f being of the ascended 

C h r i s t . I t i s a l s o used t o i n d i c a t e t h a t which has been 

pre p a r e d by C h r i s t f o r t h e b e l i e v e r who r e c e i v e s s a l v a t i o n . I t 

p r e d o m i n a n t l y expresses t h i s w i t h o u t u s i n g the image of heaven 

as a p l a c e . 

I t i s n o t a b l e t h a t t h e use of the Uia f a m i l y o f words i n the 

New Testament i s seldom s i m p l y a d e s c r i p t i o n o f the e x a l t e d 

C h r i s t , though i t i s i n I T i m 3:16; Heb 2:9; Jas 2:1; and 

perhaps Lk 19:38. Most o f t e n i t i s p r i m a r i l y an e x p r e s s i o n of 

r e l a t i o n s h i p , o f the s h a r i n g of g l o r y . U s u a l l y t h i s means the 

ascended C h r i s t ' s s h a r i n g i n the g l o r y o f the Father as a t Mt 

16:27; Ac 3:13 ( c f . I s 52:13); Jn 8:54; 12:28; 13:31-32; and, 

I P t 1:21. John's Gospel e s p e c i a l l y shows 'Bô dju , as a verb , t o 

be an i m p o r t a n t c a t e g o r y o f r e l a t i o n s h i p between C h r i s t and h i s 

F a t h e r ; o f t e n t h a t o f p r o s p e c t i v e r e l a t i o n s h i p i m p l y i n g the 
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achievement o f C h r i s t ' s f u l f i l m e n t . 
P h i l i p p i a n s 2:11 i s t r a n s i t i o n a l i n t h a t i t p o r t r a y s C h r i s t 

as t h e l i n k between the g l o r y o f the Father and t h a t g i v e n t o 

the d i s c i p l e . The g l o r y g i v e n t o the b e l i e v e r i s the step i n 

the s o t e r i o l o g i c a l process c o r r e s p o n d i n g t o C h r i s t ' s Ascension 

and e x a l t a t i o n , and as such i t i s g i v e n t h r o u g h C h r i s t , as i n 

Rm 8:17, 30; and, Ph 3:21. 

I t may be t h a t t h e r e i s some sense i n which the 

a p p r o p r i a t e n e s s o f the use o f Uiiit and iHa i n t h i s c o n t e x t 

may be i n f l u e n c e d by t h e i r assonance, which would have some 

r h e t o r i c a l v a l u e . However, i f t h e r e i s any such process a t work 

i t i s submerged - w i t h t h e p o s s i b l e e x c e p t i o n o f the 

r h e t o r i c a l l y s t y l i z e d Mt 19:28- and i n any case cannot be 

unar g u a b l y demonstrated t o be a conscious s t r a t e g y . 

H i ) Other Terms 

I n a d d i t i o n t o Ps 110:1 and 8i{o , t h e r e are a number of 

s u g g e s t i v e words and phrases used i n the New Testament to 

approach t h e meaning o f C h r i s t ' s Ascension. Jesus speaks, a t 

the l a s t supper, of 'new ( KHV^V ) wine' (Mk 14:25) and of the 

meal b e i n g ' f u l f i l l e d ( nXrjpcoeg ) ' (Lk 22:16) i n the coming 

Kingdom. Eph 1:23 takes up t h i s theme: 'the f u l n e s s of a l l 

t h i n g s i n a l l f u l f i l m e n t ' ( T6 nXijpoixa TOV Ta TrdvTa t v ndaiv 

•nXT]pov,Uvov ) . Matthew places Jesus' a b i l i t y t o b r i n g these 

t h i n g s about i n Jesus' own words a t the p o i n t o f h i s d e p a r t u r e 
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(Mt 2 8 : 1 8 ) ' A l l a u t h o r i t y has been g i v e n t o me i n heaven and on 

e a r t h ' ( 'ESodrj fiot rraaa i^ovala ev ovpavA Kai «Vi T T J ? yT]i ) . Jn 

1 4 : 2 adds 'mansions' ( ILOVOX ) , Col 3 : 1 - 2 'above' ( raavw ) , and 

Heb 9:12 J 2 4 'holy p l a c e ' ( ayio ) t o the vocabul a r y o f the area 

of New Testament c o n c e p t u a l i s a t i o n c e n t r e d upon the Ascension. 

The r o l e o f t h e ascended C h r i s t generates a r e l a t i v e l y s m a l l , 

but v e r y h e l p f u l s e t of words. Rm 8 : 3 4 g i v e s ' i n t e r c e d e s ' 

( (VTvyxavd ) ; Col 1 : 2 0 g i v e s ' r e c o n c i l e ' ( airo/caToAAofai ) ; and 

I T i m 2 : 5 and Heb 1 2 : 2 4 agree on 'mediator' ( /«<̂I'T? ) . Hebrews 

( 9 : 2 4 ) a d d i t i o n a l l y g i v e s a s l i g h t l y d i f f e r e n t emphasis t o t h i s 

image: ' t o be m a n i f e s t b e f o r e the face o f God f o r us' 

^ ffi<fm'ia6{jfai Toi npoadmo) TOG Ofov vnip î /tuJf ^ * 

i v ) C h r i s t s Ascension as Subsequent to h i s Resurrection 

The New Testament i s o b l i g e d t o d e a l w i t h the e x i s t e n c e o f 

the s i t u a t i o n i n which i t p r o c l a i m s the permanence o f the 

R e s u r r e c t i o n o f C h r i s t and, a t the same t i m e , acknowledges the 

c e s s a t i o n o f h i s appearances t o the d i s c i p l e s . A number of 

d i f f e r e n t s t r a t e g i e s are adopted by New Testament authors i n 

response t o t h i s s t a t e o f a f f a i r s . 

I n t h e Gospel a c c o r d i n g t o Mark, the s h o r t e r ending o f which, 

a t 1 6 : 8 , does n o t go beyond r e a c t i o n t o the empty tomb, the 

Ascension i s r e c o u n t e d i n the s i n g l e phrase dv.x,̂H*9n . i , r i * 
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oipavAv , i n Mk 16:19; which i s developed o n l y so f a r as t o say 

t h a t the Lord was wo r k i n g w i t h t he d i s c i p l e s i n the time 

f o l l o w i n g h i s Ascension. 

Matthew's Gospel c o n t a i n s , i n words a t t r i b u t e d t o C h r i s t 

h i m s e l f , the same idea o f h i s c o n t i n u i n g presence and a c t i o n i n 

the w o r l d a t Mt 28:18-20, b u t om i t s c o m p l e t e l y any mention of 

the manner o f , and even the f a c t o f , a d e p a r t u r e of any s o r t . 

There i s c e r t a i n l y t h e i m p l i c a t i o n and the atmosphere of a 

d e c i s i v e change o f some k i n d a t the end of Matthew, but i t i s 

no t e x p l i c a t e d a t a l l . Perhaps t h e a u t h o r wished t o a v o i d the 

paradox of d e s c r i b i n g a f i n a l l e a v i n g and an e t e r n a l remaining 

i n t h e same sentence. 

The Lucan w r i t i n g s address t h e Ascension very d i r e c t l y , 

g i v i n g two accounts o f i t : Lk 24:51, and Acts 1:9-10. Both 

v e r s i o n s f o l l o w a p a t t e r n v e r y s i m i l a r t o t h a t adopted by Mark 

and Matthew, i n t h a t they s t r e s s t h a t C h r i s t ' s l e a v i n g does not 

i m p l y abandonment o f the d i s c i p l e s b u t t h a t i t i s , r a t h e r , 

c o n t i n u e d h e l p i n t h e form o f power g i v e n by the Holy S p i r i t : 

Lk 24:49 and Acts 1:5, 8. I n Lk 24:51 the Ascension i s 

d e s c r i b e d as SUa-n] dir'avrmv and a^e^epero fls TOV ovpavov ] i n 

Acts 1:9-10 as In-qpOr,, Kai V(,l,iXy^ xmiXa^ev avTov. 1 and l o ActS 

1:11 t he men i n w h i t e use the phrases avaHi<f>eels a<j>'inwv T6U 

ovpai'ov and ^opivo/Kvoi, 

f'r TOV ovpavov . 

I n John's Gospel t h e r e i s no account of the Ascension a t a l l . 

However, the a u t h o r , much more so than t he Synoptic w r i t e r s , 

p r e s e n t s t h e d e p a r t u r e o f C h r i s t as an i m p o r t a n t element of 

God's p l a n which i s be i n g worked o u t through him. The main 
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e x p l o r a t i o n s o f t h i s theme, a l l expressed i n words a t t r i b u t e d 

t o Jesus, a r e : Jn 3:13-15, on the Son o f man b e i n g able t o go 

up t o heaven, and open i t t o o t h e r s , because he has come down 

fro m t h e r e ; 6:62-63, on t h e same theme, but l i n k e d t o the l i f e 

o f t h e s p i r i t ; 7:31-36, Jesus s a y i n g t h a t he i s going where 

u n b e l i e v e r s cannot came; 8:21-30, Jesus b e l o n g i n g t o , and going 

t o , t h e w o r l d o f t h e F a t h e r ; 13:31-14:4, the g l o r i f i c a t i o n of 

Jesus as the p r e p a r a t i o n o f a p l a c e f o r h i s d i s c i p l e s ; 14:12-

3 1 , " g r e a t e r works" and the coming of the P a r a c l e t e r e s u l t i n g 

f r o m t h e r e t u r n o f Jesus t o t h e Fa t h e r ; 15:26-27, on the same 

theme; and, 16:5-15, on t h e n e c e s s i t y o f Jesus' d e p a r t u r e t o 

t h e F a t h e r as t h e p r e c o n d i t i o n o f the coming o f the S p i r i t . The 

c o n s i s t e n c y o f t h i s theme t h r o u g h o u t the d i s c o u r s e s shows the 

e v a n g e l i s t weaving t o g e t h e r s e v e r a l main s t r a n d s of h i s 

t h e o l o g y i n t o a s i n g l e p a t t e r n , i n which t h e d e p a r t u r e of Jesus 

i s an e s s e n t i a l element. Even a p p a r e n t l y d i s t i n c t passages, 

such as Jn 1:51, on t h e angels ascending and descending on the 

Son o f man, and 20:17, where Mary Magdalene i s t o l d not t o 

c l i n g t o the r i s e n C h r i s t because he has not y e t ascended but 

w i l l do so soon, are c o n s i s t e n t w i t h t he themes u n d e r l y i n g the 

o t h e r Ascension r e f e r e n c e s . 

The New Testament E p i s t l e s have no s u b s t a n t i a l concern w i t h 

t he Ascension as an e v e n t , b u t do show i n t e r e s t i n the e x a l t e d 

s t a t e o f C h r i s t . This i s an i n t e r e s t p r i n c i p a l l y based upon 

t h e i r s o t e r i o l o g i c a l emphasis, i n which the g l o r i f i c a t i o n o f 

t h e man Jesus by h i s u n i o n w i t h h i s own d i v i n i t y and t h a t of 

the Father i s the means by which the p o s s i b i l i t y o f e n t r y i n t o 
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heaven i s e f f e c t e d f o r a l l humanity ( t h i s w i l l be c o n s i d e r e d i n 

d e t a i l b e l o w ) . The Ascension as d e p a r t u r e i s accepted 

i m p l i c i t l y as t h e necessary p r e c o n d i t i o n f o r t h i s . 

A l t h o u g h each New Testament a u t h o r has h i s own p e r s p e c t i v e on 

t h e p l a c e o f t h e Ascension w i t h i n t he dogmatic c o n s t i t u t i o n o f 

t h e Gospel, t h e y a l s o a l l belong t o and are i n f l u e n c e d by the 

c u r r e n t s o f t h o u g h t p r e s e n t i n the contemporary C h r i s t i a n 

communities w i t h which they had c o n t a c t . I t i s a g a i n s t the 

background o f t h e c e n t r a l concerns of the e a r l i e s t Church t h a t 

t he i n d i v i d u a l c o n t r i b u t i o n s o f the i n s p i r e d w r i t e r s can be 

i d e n t i f i e d , c o n t e x t u a l i s e d , and assessed. Four main themes 

w i t h i n t he s c r i p t u r a l t r e a t m e n t of the Ascension seem 

p a r t i c u l a r l y u s e f u l i n p u r s u i n g t h i s course. They a r e : the 

p l a c e o f the Ascension i n the e a r l y gospel p r o c l a m a t i o n ; the 

c o n f l a t i o n o f Ascension and R e s u r r e c t i o n , a l s o a t an e a r l y 

s t a g e ; the a p p a r e n t l y l a t e r d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n o f these two 

d o c t r i n e s ; and, e x p l o r a t i o n o f the analogous r e l a t i o n s h i p s 

between E x a l t a t i o n and Parousia on the one hand and Ascension 

and Pentecost on the o t h e r . 
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2. The Place of the Ascension i n the E a r l y Kerygma 

The e a r l i e s t t e a c h i n g o f t h e d i s c i p l e s about the meaning of 

C h r i s t f o r the w o r l d i s a c c e s s i b l e now s o l e l y through the 

w r i t t e n r e c o r d o f the New Testament. The Acts of the Apostles 

and some o f the E p i s t l e s c o n t a i n more or l e s s d i r e c t accounts 

of the c o n t e n t and t h e o l o g y o f t h i s t e a c h i n g . Ac 2:14-36 t e l l s 

o f P e t er's address t o t h e crowd a f t e r the Pentecost experience. 

I t c o n t a i n s , a t 2:33, the a s s e r t i o n t h a t the r i s e n Jesus has 

been r a i s e d t o the h e i g h t s a t God's r i g h t hand, where the 

Father has g i v e n him the Holy S p i r i t . The c o n n e c t i o n between 

E a s t e r , Ascension, and Pentecost made here was not always taken 

up so c l e a r l y and e x p l i c i t l y i n t h e w r i t t e n New Testament. The 

developments i n t h e a p p r e c i a t i o n o f d o c t r i n e i n the e a r l y 

C h r i s t i a n community seem n o t t o have taken p l a c e i n a simple 

manner, and i n t e r n a l and e x t e r n a l f a c t o r s meant t h a t 

a d a p t a t i o n s took p l a c e which may have had an i n f l u e n c e on the 

p r e c i s e u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f a d o c t r i n e such as the Ascension. 

I n Lk 24:51, be a conscious echo of the 

ascension o f E l i j a h i n 2Kg 2:11. The use of t h i s phrase seems 

t o c a r r y w i t h i t the sense o f t h e f i n a l i t y o f the separation.'^ 

This v e r b i s t o be found i n t h e New Testament o n l y i n the Lucan 

w r i t i n g s . I t can r e f e r , i n Luke, o n l y t o the event of the 

Ascension. I f sUo-n] i s t a k e n here t o mean a d e p a r t u r e which 

i s d i f f e r e n t from those which concluded C h r i s t ' s o t h e r r i s e n 

appearances, t h e n , a t t h e l e a s t , Luke saw t h i s p a r t i c u l a r 

p a r t i n g as the event which concluded h i s Gospel and i n t r o d u c e d 
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the Acts o f t h e A p o s t l e s . ^ The r e a d i n g o f Lk 24:52a which 

i n c l u d e s t h e words ^pooKm-^cayrt; aurov might be taken t o 

r e f l e c t a cons c i o u s c h o i c e by Luke t o postpone the d i s c i p l e s ' 

f i n a l commitment o f f a i t h i n the r i s e n C h r i s t u n t i l the 

c o n c l u s i o n o f t h e Easter events i n the Ascension; and t h a t t h i s 

i s i n t e n d e d as t h e c l i m a c t i c ending o f the whole Gospel. This 

i d e a depends, o f cou r s e , upon t a k i n g the longer t e x t o f verse 

52, which i s the v i r t u a l consensus among s c h o l a r s . There are 

some problems, however, w i t h t he f u r t h e r argument t h a t Luke 

i n t e n d e d t o express t h e r e s e r v a t i o n o f the d i s c i p l e s ' b e l i e f i n 

the R e s u r r e c t i o n u n t i l t h e Ascension, so t h a t b e l i e f i n the 

R e s u r r e c t i o n and b e l i e f i n Jesus as Lord are i n s e p a r a b l e ; This 

c r e a t e s , r a t h e r than s o l v e s , problems concer n i n g the 

c o m p o s i t i o n o f t h e whole c h a p t e r and the p r e c i s e n a t u r e o f the 

e v a n g e l i s t ' s b a s i c i n t e n t i o n s . I t i s p o s s i b l e t h a t Luke uses 

t h e term ^poaKVfi,aavr<! i n i t s s t r i c t sense o f the worship due 

t o t h e D e i t y , ^unlike the use o f the term by the s o l d i e r s a t Mk 

15:19 which i s c l e a r l y i r o n i c b u t may be read as i m p l y i n g 

l e g i t i m a t e homage t o a k i n g . Lk 4:8 and Ac 10:25-26, on the 

w o r s h i p o f Satan and o f Simon P e t e r , seem t o r e i n f o r c e t h i s 

Lucan accuracy, and t o e x p l a i n t he Ascension as the d i s c i p l e s ' 

r e c o g n i t i o n o f t h e proper d i v i n i t y o f C h r i s t : t h e i m p l i c a t i o n 

seems t o be t h a t t h i s i s n ot achieved on the b a s i s of the 

R e s u r r e c t i o n a l o n e . ^ 

T h i s adds w e i g h t t o the argument f o r the importance t o the 

u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f the Acts account o f the Ascension of i t s 

c h r i s t o l o g i c a l s i g n i f i c a n c e b e i n g noted. Lk 23:43 can be read 
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as s u p p o r t i n g the c a s e f o r an A s c e n s i o n of J e s u s from the c r o s s 

a t the moment of h i s d e a t h . T h i s would appear to be p a r t of the 

p r e - L u c a n kerygma which Luke d i d not t a k e up, i n fa v o u r of the 

d e l a y e d A s c e n s i o n to be found i n L u k e - A c t s . I t i s i m p o s s i b l e 

f i n a l l y to prove t h a t any s u c h k e r y g r a a t i c c o n c e p t e x i s t e d , 

d e s p i t e the J o h a n n i n e v i s i o n of the c r o s s as e x a l t a t i o n . ^ 

P h i l i p p i a n s s t r e s s e s t h a t the v e r y g r e a t g l o r y of C h r i s t whom 

God has h i g h l y e x a l t e d , initp^^^^^ , to God the F a t h e r ' s g l o r y , 

(Uhoiav , Ph 2:9-11 and 3:20-1, i s the p a t t e r n by which human 

h u m i l i a t i o n i s t r a n s f o r m e d i n t o " t h e body of h i s g l o r y " ( r i ) 

I t may have been t h a t the author of 

Ph 2:6-11 a c c e p t e d t h e e x a l t a t i o n of the p r e - e x i s t e n t C h r i s t 

and c o u l d w r i t e , w i t h o u t compromising t h i s b e l i e f , of h i s 

s p e c i f i c a l l y human a c t i v i t i e s . ^ I t may even be t h a t vvtpv'^cj^fy 

r e p r e s e n t s the p r e s e r v a t i o n of an e a r l y t r a d i t i o n c o n c e r n i n g a 

p o s t - R e s u r r e c t i o n p r e - A s c e n s i o n e x a l t a t i o n of C h r i s t which took 

p l a c e w h i l e he was s t i l l on e a r t h . ^ C h r i s t i s ' s u p e r - e x a l t e d ' 

by God ( vv(p^o,(^fv ) ; h e r e a p a r t i c u l a r view of the s p a t i a l 

c o m p o s i t i o n of t he u n i v e r s e may w e l l have e x e r t e d i n f l u e n c e . 

C h r i s t ' s e n t r y i n t o t h e h i g h e s t heavens, i s a conc e p t to be 

found i n the L e t t e r to the Hebrews, w i t h which Ph 2:6-11 s h a r e s 
Q 

i d e a s . 

The F i r s t L e t t e r of P e t e r c o n t a i n s a c e r t a i n a m b iguity of 

e x p r e s s i o n w h i c h might mean the g l o r y of the R e s u r r e c t i o n or 

perhaps the asce n d e d g l o r y of C h r i s t ; the author may not w i s h 

to make any d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n i n t h i s m a t t e r i n l P t l : 2 1 "God who 

r a i s e d him from d e a t h and gave him g l o r y " ( ho^av axn& hivra ) . 
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I P t 3:22, a l o n g w i t h Ac 7:56, Rm 8:34, Eph 1:20, C o l 3:1, and 

o t h e r s , may i n d i c a t e an e a r l y b e l i e f i n the h e avenly s e s s i o n of 

J e s u s as an a r t i c l e of f a i t h . T here i s a l s o the q u e s t i o n of 

whether " h a v i n g gone to heaven" ( iropcveds «tV ovpavov ) i s 

based on the J e w i s h w o r l d - p i c t u r e , or whether i t i m p l i e s a l e s s 

s p e c i f i c but s t i l l t r a n s c e n d e n t u n d e r s t a n d i n g of the 

A s c e n s i o n . 

The p o s s i b i l i t y t h a t t h e r e i s to be found i n the New 

T e s t a m e n t a s t r a n d of t r a d i t i o n i n which the A s c e n s i o n of 

C h r i s t , r a t h e r than h i s R e s u r r e c t i o n , i s primary, opens a 

number of q u e s t i o n s about the n a t u r e of the first d i s c i p l e s ' 

e x p e r i e n c e and u n d e r s t a n d i n g of C h r i s t a f t e r h i s C r u c i f i x i o n , 

and i t s development i n the communities out of which the New 

Testament gre'w. The g e n e r a l background to the argument i n 

s u p p o r t of t h i s p o s s i b i l i t y i s the s y n o p t i c problem and the 

v a r i o u s i s s u e s r a i s e d by i t . The p r o b a b i l i t y of t h e r e being a 

v a r i e t y of s o u r c e s f o r the p a r a l l e l s , s i m i l a r i t i e s , and 

d i v e r g e n c e s of the f i r s t t h r e e g o s p e l s means t h a t i t may a l s o 

be f e a s i b l e to d e t e c t w i t h i n e ach g o s p e l a m u l t i p l i c i t y of 

d i s c r e t e c u l t u r a l , p h i l o s o p h i c a l , and even t h e o l o g i c a l 

i n f l u e n c e s . I t i s i n t h i s c o n t e x t t h a t i t may be p o s s i b l e to 

d e t e c t a d i f f e r e n c e of emphasis w i t h i n the New Testament i n the 

r e l a t i o n s h i p between the R e s u r r e c t i o n and the A s c e n s i o n of 

C h r i s t . 
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I n p u r s u i n g t h i s m a t t e r , i t i s not n e c e s s a r y to s u b s c r i b e to 

any p a r t i c u l a r one of the numerous p u t a t i v e s o l u t i o n s to the 

s y n o p t i c problem. What i s n e c e s s a r y , however, i s the a c c e p t a n c e 

of a s o l u t i o n w h i c h a l l o w s t h a t t h e r e s h o u l d be e x p r e s s e d i n 

the d e t a i l of t h e s y n o p t i c s a number of d i f f e r e n t approaches to 

t h e i r c o n t e n t which, a t some s t a g e of t h e i r e x i s t e n c e p r i o r to 

i n c o r p o r a t i o n i n t o t h e f i n a l t h r e e - g o s p e l form, had s u b s t a n t i a l 

i ndependence, i n b e l o n g i n g to t r a d i t i o n s and communities which 

had to make some d e c i s i o n s of t h e i r own about the meaning and 

s i g n i f i c a n c e of the C h r i s t - e v e n t . 

Edward S c h i l l e b e e c k x has argued t h a t the c r u c i a l New 

Testa m e n t s o u r c e f o r an A s c e n s i o n - t h e o l o g y d i s t i n c t from, and 

w i t h a d i f f e r e n t emphasis t o , the R e s u r r e c t i o n - t h e o l o g y which 

came t o predominate i s t h a t which has come to be known as 'Q*. 

He c o n s i d e r s Q to be the pro d u c t of a p a r t i c u l a r community of 

C h r i s t i a n s who, i n the e a r l i e s t s t a g e s a t l e a s t , were Aramaic-

s p e a k e r s and had a p a r t i c u l a r i n t e r e s t i n the h e a v e n l y C h r i s t , 

more so than i n h i s e a r t h l y l i f e , and t h a t t h i s p r e o c c u p a t i o n 

f i n d s i t s way i n t o the p a s s a g e s common to the Go s p e l s of 

Matthew and Luke wh i c h might d e r i v e from t h e i r ' g o s p e l ' . 

S c h i l l e b e e c k x , b e l i e v i n g the L o r d ' s p r a y e r (Mt 6:9-13; Lk 

11:2-4) to be an example of the e a r l i e s t Q m a t e r i a l , s e e s g r e a t 

s i g n i f i c a n c e i n t h i s m a t e r i a l ' s b eing the o n l y r e c o v e r a b l e New 

Testament t r a d i t i o n which shows no t r a c e of accommodation to, 

or r e c o g n i t i o n o f , the d e l a y i n the P a r o u s i a . He b e l i e v e s t h a t 

t h i s o l d e s t Q m a t e r i a l b r i n g s t o g e t h e r the n e a r n e s s of the 

Kingdom of God ( L k 6:20b) and the imminent r e t u r n of the Son of 

45 



man ( L k 12:8-9) i n s u c h a way t h a t i t can o n l y be the h e avenly 

J e s u s who i s s i g n i f i e d . The h e a v e n l y e x a l t a t i o n of J e s u s i s not 

e x p r e s s e d by Q, as i t i s i n d e t a i l i n p r e - P a u l i n e or P a u l i n e or 

o t h e r s y n o p t i c kerygmata, because Q's s e n s e of the n e a r n e s s of 

the P a r o u s i a means t h a t the Q-community does not r e q u i r e t h i s . 

He o b s e r v e s t h a t the o n l y t i t l e u sed of J e s u s i n the e a r l y Q i s 

'son of man' ( L k 1 2 : 8 - 9 ) , and t h a t ' C h r i s t * i s not used as a 

m e s s i a n i c t i t l e i n Q. He c o n c l u d e s t h a t Q has no e x p l i c i t 

R e s u r r e c t i o n kerygma, i t s e q u i v a l e n t b e i n g the o p e r a t i o n of the 

h e a v e n l y C h r i s t i n C h r i s t i a n p r o p h e t s ; but t h a t , on c o n t a c t 

w i t h R e s u r r e c t i o n t r a d i t i o n s , i t c o u l d r e c o g n i s e and i n t e g r a t e 
1 ? 

w i t h t h o s e t r a d i t i o n s i n i t s p r o c l a m a t i o n of the P a r o u s i a . 

F u r t h e r , he goes so f a r a s to a s s e r t t h a t the New Testament 

does n o t , a t any p o i n t , say t h a t the R e s u r r e c t i o n i s the 

d e c i s i v e e v e n t w h i c h took p l a c e between J e s u s ' d e a t h and the 

C hurch's p r o c l a m a t i o n of him.-'-^ 

Mark's G o s p e l , S c h i l l e b e e c k x a r g u e s , does not d e a l w i t h the 

o p e r a t i o n of the h e a v e n l y C h r i s t , s e e i n g e x a l t a t i o n and an 

imminent P a r o u s i a as i d e n t i c a l , i n c o n t r a s t to Q, which has 

R e s u r r e c t i o n , A s c e n s i o n , and e x a l t a t i o n u n d i f f e r e n t i a t e d ; the 

l a t e r , h e l l e n i s e d , Q i s a f f e c t e d by t h i s Marcan emphasis."'"^ Q 

a l s o a p p e a r s to have had some i n f l u e n c e on Mark, he t h i n k s , i n 

t h a t sometimes (Mk 16:6; 8:31; 9:31; 10:34) the R e s u r r e c t i o n i s 

not i n i t s e l f e x a l t a t i o n , but i s r a t h e r the f o u n d a t i o n of the 

e x p e c t a t i o n of P a r o u s i a . The main t h r u s t of Mark's development 

i n t h i s m a t t e r i s the r e f u s a l to accommodate to the d e l a y i n 

the P a r o u s i a i n i n t e r p r e t i n g R e s u r r e c t i o n and A s c e n s i o n , so 
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t h a t Mk 13:26 and 14:62b, i n m a i n t a i n i n g R e s u r r e c t i o n -

e x a l t a t i o n over e x a l t a t i o n - P a r o u s i a , becomes a s o u r c e of 

despondency f o r the i m p a t i e n t C h r i s t i a n , which S c h i l l e b e e c k x 

b e l i e v e s he can d e t e c t i n Mark, and which he t h i n k s was 

c o r r e c t e d by the l a t e r ending of the G o s p e l (Mk 16:9-20).^^ 

I n c o n t r a s t , S c h i l l e b e e c k x p o i n t s to what he s e e s as the 

i n t e r p r e t a t i v e f u n c t i o n of J e s u s ' e x a l t a t i o n i n d i s t i n g u i s h i n g 

h i s R e s u r r e c t i o n from the m i r a c l e s of r a i s i n g the dead and from 

Old Testament a s c e n s i o n s . He b e l i e v e s the dominant New 

Testament p o s i t i o n to be t h a t the R e s u r r e c t i o n , e x a l t a t i o n , and 

empowerment of C h r i s t c o n s t i t u t e a s i n g l e r e a l i t y (Rm 1:4; 

8:34; 14:9; C o l 3:1; I T h 1:9-10; I C o r 15:3-8; Mt 28:18b; Eph 

4:8-10; Heb 1:3, 5; 2:9; 5:5; 1 2 : 2 ) . Even so, he d e t e c t s some 

New Testament r e f e r e n c e s to C h r i s t ' s e x a l t a t i o n , not b e l o n g i n g 

to Q as s u c h , w h i c h appear to p a s s o ver the R e s u r r e c t i o n ; the 

most s i g n i f i c a n t b e i n g the a n c i e n t C h r i s t i a n hymns a t Ph 2:6-11 

and I T i m 3:16, where he r e a d s h u m i l i a t i o n as l e a d i n g d i r e c t l y 

to e x a l t a t i o n . • ' • ^ 

S c h i l l e b e e c k x r e g a r d s a l l t h i s as p o i n t i n g to t h e r e being a 

t r a d i t i o n b e l o n g i n g to the e a r l i e s t C h r i s t i a n b e l i e f which 

makes no mention of the R e s u r r e c t i o n , but e x p r e s s e s C h r i s t ' s 

e x a l t a t i o n by u s i n g o t h e r c a t e g o r i e s . He s e e s i n t h i s the 

i n f l u e n c e of Old Testament Solomonic and Wisdom i d e a s i n which 

e x a l t a t i o n need not i n v o l v e R e s u r r e c t i o n or an empty tomb. I t 

was the growing as c e n d a n c y of R e s u r r e c t i o n - b a s e d C h r i s t o l o g i e s , 

and t h e i r c o n t a c t w i t h o t h e r i d e a s which, S c h i l l e b e e c k x 

b e l i e v e s , p r o v i d e d the i m p u l s e f o r a c l e a r e r d e f i n i t i o n of the 
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r e l a t i o n of R e s u r r e c t i o n and A s c e n s i o n . 

R e s u r r e c t i o n as e x a l t a t i o n i s argued by S c h i l l e b e e c k x to be a 

s l i g h t l y l a t e r p o s i t i o n found among t h e s o u r c e s of Mark. 

Whereas P a u l , from h i s d i f f e r e n t p e r s p e c t i v e , p l a c e d 

R e s u r r e c t i o n and P a r o u s i a f a r a p a r t i n time, so t h a t the 

m i s s i o n to t h e w o r l d , g i v e n a t C h r i s t ' s d e p a r t u r e , may be 

f u l f i l l e d . Luke, by making e x p l i c i t the a s s o c i a t i o n of the 

g i v i n g o f the Holy S p i r i t a t P e n t e c o s t w i t h the s e n d i n g out of 

the A p o s t l e s r e q u i r e s , S c h i l l e b e e c k x a r g u e s , the s e p a r a t i o n of 

R e s u r r e c t i o n and A s c e n s i o n by f o r t y days and a s u b s t a n t i v e 

change i n the i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of the appearances of t he r i s e n 

J e s u s . 1 ^ 

T h i s whole p r o c e s s of t h e i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of t h e meaning of 

t h e p e r s o n and a c t i o n s of C h r i s t , which S c h i l l e b e e c k x c l a i m s 

has l e f t i t s stamp on the New Testament, i s the growth of a 

s y n t h e s i s i n whic h h i s l i f e , d e a t h . R e s u r r e c t i o n - e x a l t a t i o n , 

and P a r o u s i a , become under s t o o d as a s i n g l e whole. The 

d i v e r s i t y of t h e r o u t e s and t i m i n g i n t h e f o r m a t i o n of t h i s 

u n i t y i s t r a c e a b l e i n t h e d i f f e r e n c e s o b s e r v a b l e , he a r g u e s , 

between Q and t h e o t h e r sources.•'•^ The f i n a l s y n t h e s i s b e n e f i t s 

from the e a r l i e r t e n s i o n s and d i s p a r i t y , S c h i l l e b e e c k x 

b e l i e v e s , b e c a u s e a s t r o n g p r e s e n t a t i o n of R e s u r r e c t i o n , 

A s c e n s i o n , e x a l t a t i o n , and P a r o u s i a i s n e c e s s a r y i f the two 

f a c e t s of C h r i s t ' s s a l v i f i c p r e s e n c e - b e i n g a t the F a t h e r ' s 

s i d e and b e i n g p r e s e n t i n a new way to the d i s c i p l e s - a r e to be 

h e l d t o g e t h e r w i t h o u t n e c e s s i t a t i n g the s u b o r d i n a t i o n of one to 

th e o t h e r . 
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C l e a r l y , S c h i l l e b e e c k x ' s argument i s one which i s not s i m p l y 

a c c e p t e d by o t h e r s . T h e r e a r e many a s p e c t s of h i s c a s e which do 

not c o r r e s p o n d w i t h t h e u n d e r s t a n d i n g of the k e r y g m a t i c and 

h i s t o r i c a l background of the New Testament to be found i n 

s c r i p t u r a l and t h e o l o g i c a l s t u d i e s undertaken by o t h e r a u t h o r s . 

These p r e s e n t some a l t e r n a t i v e s which a l s o p r o v i d e v a l u a b l e 

i n s i g h t s i n t o t h e e x p e r i e n c e s and e a r l y i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s of the 

A s c e n s i o n . Those who d i s a g r e e w i t h S c h i l l e b e e c k x ' s view, or 

h o l d o p i n i o n s i n c o m p a t i b l e w i t h i t , do so not on l y on d i r e c t l y 

s c r i p t u r a l grounds, but a l s o on the b a s i s of d i f f i c u l t i e s 

r a i s e d by t h e w i d e r t h e o l o g i c a l i m p l i c a t i o n s of h i s 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of t h e s c r i p t u r a l e v i d e n c e . 

J . A. T. Robinson i s v e r y f a r from S c h i l l e b e e c k x ' s p o s i t i o n , 

i n t h a t he b e l i e v e s t h a t the p a r t i c u l a r s t r e n g t h s of the 

t h e o l o g i e s of c e r t a i n New Testament p a s s a g e s , such as A c t s 2, 

show t h a t the A s c e n s i o n a s e x a l t a t i o n came to be the dominant 

k e r y g m a t i c f o r m u l a t i o n l a t e r , r e s u l t i n g i n some s u p p r e s s i o n of 

e a r l i e r i d e a s w h i c h r e l a t e d t h e e x a l t a t i o n of C h r i s t and the 

coming of the Holy S p i r i t to the R e s u r r e c t i o n a l o n e . 

Robinson b e l i e v e s t h a t Luke, i n A c t s 2, i s a c t u a l l y d e v e l o p i n g 

t h i s i d e a beyond a n y t h i n g to be found e l s e w h e r e i n t he e a r l i e s t 

p r e a c h i n g , w h i c h a s s e r t s t h a t J e s u s i s c o n s t i t u t e d C h r i s t by 

h i s R e s u r r e c t i o n . Robinson t h i n k s the R e s u r r e c t i o n kerygma to 

be e a r l i e r than t h e A s c e n s i o n kerygma, and b e l i e v e s t h a t the 

A s c e n s i o n s t o r i e s emerged as c e n t r a l perhaps due to some 

s e r i o u s u n c e r t a i n t i e s among the l a t e r and widening a u d i e n c e of 

the e a r l y Church about what had a c t u a l l y taken p l a c e . One of 
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t h e d i f f i c u l t i e s i n such an approach as t h i s i s t h a t i t t a k e s 

the A s c e n s i o n s t o r y to be s u p p l y i n g the e x p l a n a t i o n f o r an 

a l r e a d y - e x i s t i n g but u n a d d r e s s e d s i t u a t i o n - t h e i n v i s i b i l i t y of 

t h e r i s e n C h r i s t - r a t h e r than i t s b e i n g a l r e a d y known but 

brought to prominence o n l y a s q u e s t i o n s r e l a t i n g to i t need to 

be answered i n t h e e a r l y p r e a c h i n g . H. B. Swete shed some l i g h t 

on t h i s , i n s e e i n g the A s c e n s i o n as the l a s t o f t h e numerous 

w i t h d r a w a l s of v i s i b l e p r e s e n c e by the r i s e n C h r i s t , the 

s i g n i f i c a n c e of which was r e a l i s e d by t he f i r s t d i s c i p l e s only 

a f t e r an e x tended p e r i o d of r e f l e c t i o n on what i t meant t h a t 

h i s i n v i s i b l e , ascended p r e s e n c e was no l e s s immediate and 

s a l v i f i c t h a t h i s v i s i b l e , r i s e n presence."'-' Hans Kung t a k e s a 

s i m i l a r a p p r o a c h t o t h i s , a r g u i n g t h a t Luke, i n p a r t i c u l a r , i s 

a t t e m p t i n g t h e d i f f i c u l t t a s k of making c o m p r e h e n s i b l e , and 

p r e a c h a b l e , the d e p a r t e d C h r i s t as a s a l v i f i c , though 

i n t a n g i b l e , p r e s e n c e . Kung b e l i e v e s t h a t Luke w i s h e d to have 

the A s c e n s i o n u n d e r s t o o d as an a s p e c t of E a s t e r , r a t h e r than as 

a second ' s a v i n g f a c t ' . ^ ^ 

S y s t e m a t i c t h e o l o g i a n s , i n c o n s i d e r i n g the S c r i p t u r a l r o o t s 

o f t h e d o c t r i n e , have approached the A s c e n s i o n from d i f f e r e n t 

p e r s p e c t i v e s . K a r l B a r t h , however, a g r e e s w i t h Swete and Kung 

i n s e e i n g the A s c e n s i o n as the c o m p l e t i o n of C h r i s t ' s 

R e s u r r e c t i o n . T h i s i s a b a s i c a l l y Lucan approach, and a g r e e s 

w i t h Luke i n h o l d i n g t h a t the A s c e n s i o n i s p r i m a r i l y a 

b e g i n n i n g r a t h e r than an ending, d i r e c t l y c o n n e c t e d w i t h an 

u l t i m a t e , d i v i n e , r e a l i t y . However, B a r t h s t r e s s e s t h a t 

R e s u r r e c t i o n and A s c e n s i o n as e x a l t a t i o n cannot be a l l o w e d to 
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be the r a i s i n g i n t o g l o r y of the Son of God, even as i n c a r n a t e , 

but t h a t they a r e the r e v e l a t o r y m a n i f e s t a t i o n s of t h a t g l o r y 

w h i c h a l w a y s belongs to him. Thus, the r e l a t i o n s h i p of the 

e v e n t s to s u c h a s t a t e w i l l n e c e s s a r i l y be p r o b l e m a t i c a l . 

L i k e Swete, B a r t h t h i n k s the A s c e n s i o n to be the c o n c l u d i n g 

form of the a p p e a r a n c e s of the r i s e n C h r i s t , and to be c h i e f l y 

a r e v e l a t i o n of the e x a l t a t i o n of C h r i s t which o c c u r r e d a t h i s 

R e s u r r e c t i o n . ^ ^ T h i s i s a s o l u t i o n which i s , i n terms of 

r e c o n c i l i n g the temporal and e t e r n a l dimensions of the 

p r i n c i p a l C h r i s t i a n m y s t e r i e s , a p p a r e n t l y s a t i s f a c t o r y . I t 

a c h i e v e s t h i s , however, by accommodating the demands of the 

e t e r n a l through c o m p r e s s i o n of the e f f e c t s of the e v e n t s i n 

t i m e , a s i f the f e w e r the p o i n t s o f c o n t a c t i n time between the 

e t e r n a l and t e m p o r a l the e a s i e r i t i s to e x p l a i n t h e i r 

r e l a t i o n s h i p . As w i l l be argued l a t e r , t h e r e a r e b e t t e r ways of 

h a n d l i n g the t i m e - e t e r n i t y q u e s t i o n i n r e l a t i o n to the 

R e s u r r e c t i o n and A s c e n s i o n . 

G e r a l d O ' C o l l i n s , examining the s c r i p t u r a l a c c o u n t s of 

R e s u r r e c t i o n and A s c e n s i o n , b e l i e v e s the theme of A s c e n s i o n to 

be Luke's own; not d e r i v e d from any t r a c e a b l e s o u r c e . Indeed, 

he does not t h i n k any P a u l i n e or p r e - P a u l i n e t r a d i t i o n s ( a s , 

I C o r 15:3b-5; Rm l : 3 b - 4 ) s e p a r a t e A s c e n s i o n from R e s u r r e c t i o n 

a t a l l . O ' C o l l i n s b e l i e v e s t h i s to be c o n s i s t e n t w i t h the Lucan 

theme of c o n t i n u i t y i n s a l v a t i o n h i s t o r y , c e n t r e d upon the 

u n i t y of C h r i s t as the one who undergoes a l l f o r t h a t 

p u r p o s e . T h e i d e a t h a t the A s c e n s i o n i s a s p e c i f i c a l l y Lucan 

theme does not mean t h a t i t need be thought of as a Lucan 

51 



i n v e n t i o n . The d i f f e r e n c e s of emphasis and p r i o r i t y g i v e n to 

t h e A s c e n s i o n by the v a r i o u s New Testament w r i t e r s , even to the 

p o i n t of i t s o m i s s i o n by some, may be a s s i g n e d to the s p e c i f i c 

agendas to w h i c h e a c h was committed and the d e c i s i o n s which 

t h e s e produced. The Lucan f o r e g r o u n d i n g of the A s c e n s i o n i s , as 

w i l l be d i s c u s s e d l a t e r , d e r i v a t i v e from h i s t h e o l o g i c a l and 

k e r y g m a t i c p e r s p e c t i v e q u i t e as much as the o t h e r New Testament 

a u t h o r s ' c h o i c e s about the p l a c e i t has i n t h e i r w r i t i n g s . 

S c h i l l e b e e c k x c o ncedes two p o i n t s to G. L o h f i n k , and o t h e r s , 

i n r e l a t i o n to the p o s s i b l e p r i o r i t y of the A s c e n s i o n kerygma 

o v e r t h e R e s u r r e c t i o n kerygma: t h a t i n 1 P e t e r R e s u r r e c t i o n and 

e x a l t a t i o n a r e j u x t a p o s e d w i t h o u t any s p e c i f i c attempt to 

r e c o n c i l e them; and t h a t the e x a l t a t i o n - m o t i f need not 

n e c e s s a r i l y be o l d e r than the R e s u r r e c t i o n - m o t i f . ^ ^ L o h f i n k ' s 

argument i s t h a t both R e s u r r e c t i o n and A s c e n s i o n a r e e x p r e s s e d 

i n language d e r i v e d from the Old T e s t a m e n t . S c h i l l e b e e c k x , 

i n c o n c e d i n g t h i s , does not a l l o w t h a t i t can n e c e s s a r i l y be 

i n f e r r e d , t h e r e f o r e , t h a t the e x a l t a t i o n - m o t i f i s undoubtedly 

d e r i v e d from the R e s u r r e c t i o n - m o t i f . 

C. F . D. Moule c o n s i d e r s t h a t the b e s t o v e r a l l i n t e r p r e t a t i o n 

of t h e t o t a l i t y of t h e New Testament r e f e r e n c e s i s to r e g a r d 

A s c e n s i o n , R e s u r r e c t i o n , and e x a l t a t i o n as e n t i r e l y 

i n t e r c h a n g e a b l e t e r m s . He t a k e s the r e f e r e n c e to the f o r t y days 

i n A c t s 1:3 to be p a r t o f Luke's s t r a t e g y of l i n k i n g the 

d e s c e n t of the Holy S p i r i t w i t h the J e w i s h f e a s t of P e n t e c o s t , 

w h i c h as the F e a s t of Weeks r e p r e s e n t e d both the h a r v e s t and 

the g i v i n g of the Law. Moule i n t e r p r e t s P a u l ' s assessment of 
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h i s Damascus road e x p e r i e n c e ( I C o r 15:8) as an E a s t e r encounter 

not d e c i s i v e l y s e p a r a t e d by the A s c e n s i o n from o t h e r s ' meetings 

w i t h t h e r i s e n C h r i s t . Moule c o n s i d e r s the R e s u r r e c t i o n -

A s c e n s i o n p r o g r e s s i o n to have been a l o g i c a l and o r g a n i c 

f u l f i l m e n t of the e x p e c t a t i o n s of a u t h e n t i c e a r l y C h r i s t i a n 

t h o u g h t , and, based on a p p a r e n t e y e w i t n e s s t r a d i t i o n s , to be 

a n a l y s e d and d i s t i n g u i s h e d as s e p a r a t e 'moments' which a r e 
31 

s u c c e s s i v e components of the whole.•-^•^ T h i s seems a promising 

a p p r o a c h i n t h a t i t a l l o w s the i n d i v i d u a l e v ents of 

R e s u r r e c t i o n , A s c e n s i o n , and P e n t e c o s t to r e t a i n t h e i r c o n t e n t , 

w h i l e a t the same time r e t a i n i n g the e s s e n t i a l c o n n e c t i o n 

between them as p a r t of t h e i r meaning and the b a s i s of t h e i r 

o r g a n i c u n i t y . The approach of t a k i n g the terras ' R e s u r r e c t i o n ' , 

' A s c e n s i o n ' , and ' e x a l t a t i o n ' to be i n t e r c h a n g e a b l e i n meaning, 

however, weakens the s e n s e of p r o g r e s s i o n which Moule o t h e r w i s e 

f a v o u r s . 

T. J . Weeden argues t h a t the R e s u r r e c t i o n as the e x a l t a t i o n 

of J e s u s -which he t h i n k s c o u l d be i n f e r r e d from p o s s i b l e pre-

Marcan t r a d i t i o n - underwent a l a t e r r a d i c a l change which p l a c e d 

t h e e x a l t a t i o n i n the c o n t e x t of the P a r o u s i a , perhaps as a 

p o l e m i c a l answer to opponents of the e a r l y p r o c l a m a t i o n s . He 

a r g u e s t h a t i t was the d e l a y i n the P a r o u s i a which n e c e s s i t a t e d 
-so 

c o n s i d e r a t i o n of the r o l e of the ascended C h r i s t . Weeden 

b e l i e v e s t h a t P a u l and o t h e r s found t h i s s h i f t of emphasis a 

c o n t r a d i c t i o n not e a s i l y e x p l a i n e d , making Mark appear 

a n a c h r o n i s t i c , a n o m a l i s t i c , and s t r a i n i n g c r e d i b i l i t y . Working 

w i t h s i m i l a r c o n c e r n s , W. M i l l i g a n a s s e r t s t h a t the 53 



R e s u r r e c t i o n was not t h e c o m p l e t i o n of C h r i s t ' s g l o r y , but a l s o 

t h a t no f u r t h e r change or development of h i s person was 

r e q u i r e d to make him r e a d y f o r the A s c e n s i o n . He s a y s t h a t , a t 

the time o f the w r i t i n g of the G o s p e l s , A s c e n s i o n stood as an 

e q u a l p a r t n e r a l o n g s i d e I n c a r n a t i o n , C r u c i f i x i o n , and 
3 3 

R e s u r r e c t i o n as c o n s t i t u e n t s of the f a i t h . M i l l i g a n a l s o 

t h i n k s t h a t t h e A s c e n s i o n i s b e s t understood as something 

a l r e a d y a t t a i n e d by C h r i s t a t the R e s u r r e c t i o n : u n i t y w i t h the 

F a t h e r i n t h e g l o r y of heaven, a heaven which i s not e l s e w h e r e 

but e v e r y w h e r e ; and t h a t o n l y t o o - l i t e r a l an i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of 

the a c c o u n t s of t h e A s c e n s i o n c o u l d a l l o w i t to be r e p r e s e n t e d 

a s m i g r a t i o n from e a r t h t o a n o t h e r p l a c e c a l l e d heaven. He s e e s 

the A s c e n s i o n a s a c o r o l l a r y of R e s u r r e c t i o n w i t h which i t i s 

i m p l i c i t l y i n v o l v e d and i n s e p a r a b l y c o n n e c t e d . W e e d e n and 

M i l l i g a n , r e s p e c t i v e l y , i n d i c a t e t h e s c r i p t u r a l and t h e o l o g i c a l 

d i f f i c u l t i e s o f a t o o - l i t e r a l i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of the A s c e n s i o n 

a c c o u n t s , and o f f e r s o l u t i o n s to t h o s e d i f f i c u l t i e s . M i l l i g a n ' s 

arguments, b e i n g b a s e d upon the attempt to u n d e r s t a n d the 

n a t u r e of the A s c e n s i o n , a d d r e s s the q u e s t i o n s r a i s e d by the 

phenomenon w h i c h the t e x t s a r e a t t e m p t i n g to put i n t o words; 

Weeden's d i s c u s s i o n i s of t h o s e t e x t s t h e m s e l v e s , to e x p l a i n 

the a n o m a l i e s he found i n them i n terms of t h e i r own o r i g i n s 

and background. The l a t t e r i s , of c o u r s e , a v a l i d method of 

c o n s i d e r i n g t h e problem but i t i s one which does not make 

p o s s i b l e a n e a r e r a p p r o a c h to the A s c e n s i o n as such. The 

former, b e i n g more t h e o l o g i c a l - p h i l o s o p h i c a l i n n a t u r e , i s more 
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d i r e c t i n t h o s e terms. Both g e n e r a t e problems a r i s i n g from 

t h e i r p a r t i c u l a r s t a n c e s . 

S c h i l l e b e e c k x , t h e r e f o r e , h a v i n g a l r e a d y e l s e w h e r e c o n s i d e r e d 
35 

the t h e o l o g i c a l - p h i l o s o p h i c a l n a t u r e of the Ascension-^ , i s , i n 

now t a k i n g the t e x t u a l r o u t e , v e r y t e n t a t i v e i n making h i s 

s u g g e s t i o n s about A s c e n s i o n and R e s u r r e c t i o n i n Q; t h e r e a r e , 

i t c a n be a rgued, a number o f good r e a s o n s f o r t h i s . 

F i r s t l y , t h e r e i s the h y p o t h e t i c a l n a t u r e of the p r o f f e r e d 

s o l u t i o n s t o t h e s y n o p t i c problem, none of which has s o l v e d 

c o n c l u s i v e l y a l l t h e d i f f i c u l t i e s p r e s e n t , and some of which 

p r e s e n t g r e a t e r d i f f i c u l t i e s i n t h i s c o n t e x t : s u c h as t h o s e 

w h i c h s u g g e s t s u b s t a n t i a l o r a l t r a d i t i o n s . 

S e c o n d l y , t h e t h e s i s o f Q as a s e p a r a t e or independent s o u r c e 

w i t h i n the New Testament l e a v e s much of i t s h i s t o r y of 

f o r m a t i o n and i n c o r p o r a t i o n u n c e r t a i n , i f not e n t i r e l y unknown. 

The m a t e r i a l may have undergone p r o c e s s e s which had a profound 

e f f e c t on i t s f i n a l form and may have been used and e n v i s a g e d 

i n ways of w h i c h no knowledge r e m a i n s . 

T h i r d l y , i t c a n n o t be demonstrated t h a t Q d e r i v e d from a 

s p e c i f i c community whic h h e l d the views which might be p i e c e d 

t o g e t h e r from the f r a g m e n t a r y , and u n c e r t a i n l y i d e n t i f i e d , 

m a t e r i a l i n Matthew and Luke. I t i s p o s s i b l e t h a t i t r e p r e s e n t s 

the w r i t i n g s of one o r more i n d i v i d u a l s who had the i n t e n t i o n 

of i n f l u e n c i n g or c h a n g i n g , even c o r r e c t i n g , the emphasis to be 

found dominating a p a r t i c u l a r e a r l y C h r i s t i a n community. 

D i a l e c t i c a l d i s c o u r s e tends not to be w r i t t e n w i t h i n t e r n a l 
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b a l a n c e as a p r i m a r y c o n s i d e r a t i o n ; q u i t e the c o n t r a r y . 

F o u r t h l y , i t would not be p o s s i b l e to be c e r t a i n t h a t the Q 

m a t e r i a l e x p r e s s e s a c o h e r e n t and f u l l y - r e p r e s e n t e d theology. 

Nor c a n i t be shown t h a t t h e t o t a l i t y of the Q m a t e r i a l was 

i n c o r p o r a t e d i n t o t h e New Testament; and, i f i t was not, the 

o m i s s i o n s and a d a p t a t i o n s of t h i s s o u r c e adopted by the e d i t i n g 

e v a n g e l i s t s o r o t h e r s cannot be r e c o v e r e d . I f the Q m a t e r i a l as 

found i n t h e New Testament does not d e a l w i t h the R e s u r r e c t i o n , 

i t c a n n o t be s a i d w i t h c e r t a i n t y t h a t i t d i d not do so i n i t s 

o r i g i n a l form; nor can i t be s a i d w i t h c e r t a i n t y to have d e a l t 

w i t h i t i n a p a r t i c u l a r manner. A l t e r n a t e l y , i t may s i m p l y have 

d e a l t w i t h R e s u r r e c t i o n l e s s s a t i s f a c t o r i l y than another 

s o u r c e , w h i c h was then s e l e c t e d f o r the r e l e v a n t p a s s a g e s . 

I f S c h i l l e b e e c k x ' s argument i s not a c c e p t e d , the d i f f i c u l t i e s 

he h i g h l i g h t s , of the r e l a t i o n i n t he New Testament of 

A s c e n s i o n to R e s u r r e c t i o n , e x a l t a t i o n , P a r o u s i a , and P e n t e c o s t 

do not c e a s e to be p r o b l e m a t i c a l : the endings of the f o u r 

g o s p e l s i l l u s t r a t e t h a t q u i t e c l e a r l y . However, i f the argument 

i s a l l o w e d some v a l i d i t y , t h e r e a r e a number of i n t e r e s t i n g 

i n s i g h t s w h i c h might be d e r i v e d from i t . 

The a p p a r e n t l y d e f i n i t e forms bestowed by the c a r e f u l l y 

a p p l i e d words and symbols of the New Testament upon the 

R e s u r r e c t i o n , A s c e n s i o n , and the o t h e r p o s t - C r u c i f i x i o n 

phenomena, c a n n o t hope t o e x p r e s s f u l l y t h e e x p e r i e n c e of the 

' w i t n e s s e s ' , any more than they c o u l d be e x p e c t e d to e x p r e s s 

the e v e n t s t h e m s e l v e s : by t h e i r n a t u r e n e i t h e r c a t e g o r y can be 

f u l l y r e p r e s e n t e d by words. Working from t h e i r d i f f e r e n t , 
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i n d e e d u n i q u e , p o i n t s of view and comprehension t h e s e w i t n e s s e s 

and t h e i r a s s o c i a t e s had to f i n d words which were both 

c o n s i s t e n t w i t h what they had encountered and a t l e a s t p a r t l y 

c o m p r e h e n s i b l e to t h e i r a u d i e n c e . At the c o r e of t h e i r 

e x p e r i e n c e , as i t s a n c h o r , was the person of J e s u s . 

I f t h e i n d i v i d u a l or group who o r i g i n a t e d the Q m a t e r i a l of 

the New Testament c o n s i d e r e d , a t the e a r l i e s t s t a g e s , t h a t the 

e v e n t w h i c h i s now c a l l e d the A s c e n s i o n was the d e c i s i v e 

t r a n s f o r m a t i o n of J e s u s , and even r e a d back the s i g n i f i c a n c e of 

th e I n c a r n a t i o n , C r u c i f i x i o n , and R e s u r r e c t i o n to t h a t e v e n t , 

i t i s d i f f i c u l t to s e e how, i n the c o n t e x t of the New Testament 

p r o c l a m a t i o n , t h i s c o u l d be r e g a r d e d a s a n y t h i n g o t h e r than a 

g e n u i n e , i f p a r t i c u l a r , a c c o u n t of C h r i s t i a n f a i t h . 

The p l a c i n g of t h e emphasis on e x a l t a t i o n a t the A s c e n s i o n , 

i f t h a t i s what Q does, appears e n t i r e l y u n d e r s t a n d a b l e ; and i f 

l a t e r o r contemporary P a u l i n e , Marcan, Lucan, or Johannine 

t h e o l o g i e s came t o be r e c o g n i s e d as more a p p r o p r i a t e , t h i s does 

not i n v a l i d a t e any or a l l of them, but r a t h e r i n v o l v e s t h e s e 

d i f f e r e n t i n s i g h t s i n a p r o c e s s of mutual i l l u m i n a t i o n . Perhaps 

t h i s i s f o s s i l i s e d e v i d e n c e of one of the e a r l i e s t t h e o l o g i c a l 

d i s c u s s i o n s i n t h e p r i m i t i v e Church. There i s no e x p l i c i t 

c o n t r a d i c t i o n between t h e s e a p p r o a c h e s , nor can an i m p l i c i t 

c o n t r a d i c t i o n be r e a d i n t o them w i t h o u t c o n v o l u t i o n . I f they 

a r e i n some s e n s e r i v a l s , then i t i s a r i v a l r y which cannot 

d i m i n i s h t h e s t a t u s f o r the Church of the C h r i s t they seek to 

p r o c l a i m : c o n c e n t r a t i o n on the A s c e n s i o n i s c o n c e n t r a t i o n on 

C h r i s t ; so i s c o n c e n t r a t i o n on h i s R e s u r r e c t i o n , e x a l t a t i o n , 
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and s e s s i o n . I t i s a s t a t e of a f f a i r s which r e q u i r e s a u n i f y i n g 

a p p r o a c h to the meaning and p l a c e of the r i s e n C h r i s t , but one 

w h i c h a l s o r e t a i n s the v a l u e of e ach p a r t as an i n d i s p e n s a b l e 

c o n s t i t u e n t of t h a t u n i t y . 

I n e x p l o r i n g t h i s a r e a , S c h i l l e b e e c k x has p o i n t e d out a most 

h e l p f u l d i s t i n c t i o n i n the r e l a t i o n s h i p between the w i t n e s s e s ' 

e x p e r i e n c e of t h e r i s e n C h r i s t and the e x p r e s s i o n of t h a t 

e x p e r i e n c e . Whether S c h i l l e b e e c k x ' s t h e s i s i s c o r r e c t i n 

l o c a t i n g t he A s c e n s i o n t r a d i t i o n as p r i m i t i v e or not, and i t i s 

d i f f i c u l t to s e e how i t c o u l d be f i n a l l y proved or d i s p r o v e d , 

i t does not a l t e r t h e f a c t t h a t t h e A s c e n s i o n i s p r e s e n t i n the 

New Testament i n s u c h a way t h a t , as an element of the e a r l y 

C h r i s t i a n f a i t h and p r o c l a m a t i o n , i t cannot be put a s i d e . Thus, 

i t s r e l a t i o n to R e s u r r e c t i o n , P e n t e c o s t , e x a l t a t i o n , and 

P a r o u s i a , as e x p r e s s e d i n the New Testament, demand 

c o n s i d e r a t i o n . S c h i l l e b e e c k x ' s p r o b i n g of t h i s q u e s t i o n has the 

e f f e c t , a t l e a s t , of f o r c i n g i n t o the foreground t h e s e 

i m p o r t a n t and r e l a t i v e l y u n e x p l o r e d i s s u e s r e l a t i n g to the 

A s c e n s i o n . 
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3. C o n f l a t i o n of the Re s u r r e c t i o n and the Ascension 

The n a t u r e o f Ascension and R e s u r r e c t i o n , i n c l u d i n g , as they 

do, a d i v i n e t r a n s c e n d e n t dimension, means t h a t temporal and 

l i n g u i s t i c c a t e g o r i e s used t o express them, and d i f f e r e n t i a t e 

between them, w i l l i n e v i t a b l y g i v e r i s e t o anomalies and 

d i f f i c u l t i e s . One d i r e c t i o n i n which New Testament w r i t e r s seem 

t o have been l e d by t h i s p r o b l e m a t i c i s t h a t o f r e l a t i n g 

R e s u r r e c t i o n and Ascension, so c l o s e l y t h a t t h e d i s t i n c t i o n s 

between them are not emphasised, even t o the e x t e n t of t h e i r 

b e i n g r e g a r d e d as a s i n g l e c h r i s t o l o g i c a l phenomenon. T h i s can 

serve t h e s t r o n g u n i f y i n g t h r u s t o f the a p o s t o l i c p r o c l a m a t i o n , 

b u t i t can a l s o b l u r t h e c a t e g o r i e s which a l l o w i n s i g h t i n t o 

these fundamental d o c t r i n e s on t h e b a s i s o f t h e i r d i s t i n c t i v e 

c h a r a c t e r s and c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s . 

I n Lk 24:50, ^iy^yayty si adroCs » seems t o i m p l y t h a t the 

Ascension took p l a c e oh the day o f the R e s u r r e c t i o n , which, 

however, would c o n t r a d i c t Ac 1:3. I t may be s i m p l y t he omission 

of m e n t i o n i n g t h e space of time which i s expressed so 

a c c u r a t e l y , i f s y m b o l i c a l l y , i n A c t s , or i t may r e f l e c t two 

d i f f e r e n t accounts of the experie n c e which were known t o the 

a u t h o r and which he chose t o leave u n r e s o l v e d i n Luke-Acts ."̂ ^ 

E i t h e r e x p l a n a t i o n would be c o n s i s t e n t w i t h t h e thoroughness 

which Luke c l a i m e d f o r h i s i n v e s t i g a t i o n i n t o t h e events of 

Luke-Acts, i n Lk 1:1-4. I t has even been s p e c u l a t e d t h a t when 
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he w r o t e h i s Gospel Luke was u n c e r t a i n o f the l e n g t h of time 

which e l a p s e d between Easter and C h r i s t ' s Ascension; but t h a t 

he had d i s c o v e r e d t h i s by the time he wrote A c t s . I t i s more 

l i k e l y t h a t si i s used here t o i n t r o d u c e a new occasion. The 

passage i n The E p i s t l e o f Barnabas, 15.9, which places the 

Ascension on Easter day or one of the f o l l o w i n g f i r s t days of 

t h e week, may be evidence o f a t r a d i t i o n about the temporal 

r e l a t i o n between the two e v e n t s ; however, the grammatical 

a m b i g u i t y o f t h e s e c t i o n , and the E p i s t l e ' s apparent motive of 

r e i n f o r c i n g t he l e g i t i m a c y of keeping the day a f t e r the Jewish 

sabbath as a h o l y day, are s u f f i c i e n t e x p l a n a t i o n s of i t s 

l i m i t e d v a l u e i n t h i s m a t t e r . 

A s t r o n g e r argument may be t h a t Luke si m p l y mentioned the 

Ascension as a f a c t w i t h o u t a t t e m p t i n g t o i n d i c a t e i t s r e l a t i o n 

t o what has gone b e f o r e or t o i t s t i m i n g . This was perhaps 

because the end o f Luke's Gospel was merely a b r i e f s k e t c h i n 

which the a u t h o r does not c o n s i d e r d i s c u s s i n g whether or not 

the Ascension took p l a c e on the same day as the R e s u r r e c t i o n , 

l e a v i n g f u r t h e r p a r t i c u l a r s f o r A c t s . 

I n Lk 5:35, i t i s not c l e a r whether the t a k i n g of the 

bridegroom dnapOf] dn avrwv i s the C r u c i f i x i o n or the Ascension. 

Nonetheless, the days t o come are p o r t r a y e d here as a time of 

f a s t i n g , o f t r i a l . The e a r l y Church d i d f a s t . ^ ^ There i s 

perhaps t h e i m p l i c a t i o n t h a t Jesus i s the bridegroom of the 

Church as God i s t h e bridegroom of I s r a e l i n the Old Testament; 

such a l o n g e r - t e r m r e l a t i o n s h i p might suggest the extended 

p e r i o d a f t e r t he Ascension as the dominant meaning of Lk 5:35. 
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The words o f Jesus t o the r e p e n t a n t t h i e f i n Lk 23:43 seem t o 

i m p l y t h a t he w i l l not simply be a l o n g s i d e Jesus, ,aZv , but 

w i l l share w i t h him, iitr inoO. , i n what he possesses. The 

s t r e s s on 'today' and the use of the word 'Paradise', w i t h i t s 

meaning o f 'enclosed garden', perhaps evoke the R e s u r r e c t i o n 

and, p o s s i b l y , t h e Ascension. 

The phrases fix^irovriDv avrwv and Tovovpavov , i n Acts 1:9 and 

10, need n o t be seen as dependent upon a pre-Copernican w o r l d 

view i n o r d e r t h a t i t be p l a u s i b l e . The use of px̂ w*. seems t o 

p l a c e the Ascension i n the same c a t e g o r y o f events as the o t h e r 

events r e c o r d e d i n the l i f e o f J e s u s . I t may a l s o be t h a t i t 

i s i m p l i e d t h a t t h e d i s c i p l e s expected Jesus s t i l l t o be t h e r e 

when the c l o u d vanished, as some o f those present had 

ex p e r i e n c e d a t t h e T r a n s f i g u r a t i o n (Lk 9:34-36). The use o f the 

image o f t h e c l o u d i n the Old Testament, as w e l l as i n the New 

Testament, i s , among o t h e r t h i n g s , a way of e x p r e s s i n g the 

i n c o m p r e h e n s i b i l i t y o f the d i v i n e n a t u r e and d i v i n e e vents. I n 

Acts 1:9, i t conveys a d i v i n e event whose human dimension i s 

expressed by the t a k i n g up o f Jesus' r i s e n body. Ascension on 

the f o r t i e t h day, or whenever i t o c c u r r e d , was the end of the 

s e r i e s of encounters between the r i s e n C h r i s t and the 

d i s c i p l e s . Acts c o n t a i n s the o n l y account of the Ascension 

which t r e a t s i t as a v i s i b l e e vent. 

I n Acts 2:33-36, Peter's Pentecost sermon, c i t i n g Ps 110:1, a 

s i n g l e u n i t o f e x p r e s s i o n i s formed by the i n s t r u m e n t a l d a t i v e 

•nj Se^i^. (by the r i g h t hand of God) and iK8.£,ovnou ( a t , or 

l i t e r a l l y , f r o m , my r i g h t ) , which g i v e s a complete p i c t u r e of 
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movement i n t o and e s t a b l i s h m e n t i n the p o s i t i o n o f e x a l t a t i o n . 

T h i s i s a l s o t h e v i n d i c a t i o n o f C h r i s t ' s words t o the Sanhedrin 

i n Lk 22:69, f u l f i l l e d w i t h i n two months of t h e i r being the 

f i n a l reason f o r h i s condemnation. 'Therefore' c o u l d mean t h a t 

R e s u r r e c t i o n and e x a l t a t i o n a re understood here t o be a s i n g l e 

45 e v e n t . 

Mt 28:18-20, which c o n t a i n s t h e g r e a t commission o f C h r i s t t o 

h i s d i s c i p l e s arid concludes t h e Gospel, does not r e f e r d i r e c t l y 

t o t h e Ascension. However, i t does appear t o assume the 

d e p a r t u r e o f C h r i s t , i n t h a t i t c o n t a i n s a statement o f Jesus, 

who i s m a n i f e s t l y p r e s e n t , r e f e r r i n g t o a time when he w i l l be 

w i t h them i n a d i f f e r e n t way. The emphasis i s upon the a c t i v i t y 

o f t h e d i s c i p l e s a c t i n g on h i s b e h a l f and under h i s a u t h o r i t y 

w h i c h , though n o t b e i n g e x e r c i s e d from a d i s t a n c e , f e a t u r e s a 

broader and l e s s l o c a l i s e d i n v olvement o f C h r i s t . A l so, the 

presence o f C h r i s t w i t h t h e Church u n t i l t h e end o f the age i s 

c l e a r l y one which i s n o t based upon a m o r t a l , as i t were 

earthbound, l i f e , b u t one which transcends m o r t a l l i f e and i s 

c o n t i n u o u s w i t h , though d i f f e r e n t f r o m , the k i n d of c o n t a c t 

which has taken p l a c e i n t h e p o s t - R e s u r r e c t i o n encounters. 

Matthew, in d e e d , seems t o assume t h a t , i n some way, C h r i s t i s 

a l r e a d y e x a l t e d a t t h i s p o i n t , i m p l y i n g t h a t i t i s R e s u r r e c t i o n 

r a t h e r than Ascension which i s the d e c i s i v e moment of 

e x a l t a t i o n . 

I n Mt 28:18, Traaa i^ovaia appears n o t o n l y t o mean t h a t t h e r e 

i s no a u t h o r i t y which i s not g i v e n t o the r i s e n C h r i s t , but 
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a l s o t h a t he i s t h e r e f o r e n e c e s s a r i l y w i t h o u t r i v a l s ( c f . Dan 

7:13; Ph 2:9-11). I t i s p o s s i b l e t h a t t h i s c l a i m represents the 

acceptance by the r i s e n Jesus o f what i s s a i d o f the "one l i k e 

a Son o f Man" i n Dan 7:14, t h a t " t o him was g i v e n dominion and 

g l o r y and kingdom, t h a t a l l peoples, n a t i o n s , and languages 

s h o u l d serve him...". The i m p o r t a n t p o i n t i s t o determine what 

t h i s passage might have meant f o r the community f o r which 

Matthew w r o t e ; i t seems t o r e f e r t o the c o n t i n u i n g r o l e i n the 

l i f e o f the e a r l y community o f C h r i s t h i m s e l f . This s e c t i o n , Mt 

28:16-20, c o u l d be taken as a summary o f the whole Gospel. 

The r e f e r e n c e s i n the Gospel o f John t o Jesus being " l i f t e d 

up", v</jwO{ivai a t 3:14, and ^cioTjTe a t 8:28, are placed a f t e r 

s t a t e m e n t s a t t r i b u t e d t o Jesus about h i s Ascension and h i s 

b e l o n g i n g t o heaven. So i t i s necessary i n r e a d i n g these 

passages t o be aware o f the a m b i g u i t y , probably intended as 

such by the a l j t h o r , i n the i d e a o f l i f t i n g up. John's theme o f 

the Cross as the g l o r i f i c a t i o n o f C h r i s t i s not t o be taken as 

the e x h a u s t i o n o f h i s t h e o l o g y o f C h r i s t ' s e x a l t a t i o n , as these 

c o n j u n c t i o n s i n d i c a t e . The a s s o c i a t i o n of the Cross and 

Ascension o f Jesus may d e r i v e from the use by the e a r l y Church 

of t h e Aramaic ' " s t l q " w h i c h , l i k e the Greek, u n i t e s both 

meanings; and may have been t h e word-play which r e i n f o r c e d the 

i n i t i a l s t r o n g a s s o c i a t i o n . ' ^ ^ 

I n John, Jesus* 'hour' takes on such a s i g n i f i c a n c e t h a t i t 

may s i g n a l t h a t i t i s not a p p r o p r i a t e t o attempt d e f i n i t i v e l y 

t o s e p a r a t e Cross, R e s u r r e c t i o n , e x a l t a t i o n , and se s s i o n . John 
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uses a ' m y t h o l o g i c a l ' method of e x p r e s s i n g 'ascent', which i s 

conceived d i f f e r e n t l y from t he Lucan 'ascension'. The Fourth 

Gospel can, by t h i s approach suggest s t r o n g l y the simultaneous 

presence and transcendence o f the e x a l t e d C h r i s t . ' ^ ^ 

Jn 20:22, d e s c r i b e s t h e Holy S p i r i t being g i v e n t o the 

d i s c i p l e s ; and i n 20:27 Thomas, u n l i k e Mary Magdalene i n 20:17, 

i s i n v i t e d t o to u c h t h e r i s e n C h r i s t . I t has been speculated 

t h a t t h e e v a n g e l i s t b e l i e v e d t h a t between these two encounters 

C h r i s t ' s Ascension or g l o r i f i c a t i o n had taken p l a c e . Perhaps 

the p o i n t b e i n g made i s t h a t t h e R e s u r r e c t i o n has al l o w e d a new 

and more d i r e c t u n i o n between C h r i s t and those c r e a t u r e s who 
49 

have come t o f a i t h i n him. 

The pas t tenses i n Rm 8:28-30 mean t h a t Paul probably 

regarded a l l t h e m a t t e r s mentioned - f o r e k n o w i n g , p r e o r d i n a t i o n , 

e l e c t i o n , j u s t i f i c a t i o n , and g l o r i f i c a t i o n - as being a l r e a d y a t 

work f o r the b e l i e v e r . R m 8:34 seems t o i n d i c a t e t h a t 

C h r i s t ' s b e i n g a t the r i g h t hand of God ( 

Oiov ) i s i n some sense d i s t i n c t from h i s i n t e r c e s s o r y r o l e 

( (vrvyxwit vnip •>)jxu,v ) . The r e f e r e n c e t o the g l o r i f i c a t i o n of 

C h r i s t i n Rm 8:34 om i t s d i r e c t mention o f the Ascension, which 

i s n e v e r t h e l e s s i m p l i c i t i n t h i s sentence. 

S a l v a t i o n takes p l a c e i n the heavenly C h r i s t , a c c o r d i n g t o 

Ephesians. The c o n s t r u c t i o n , «V ( T W ) XPKTTU, ('/TJCTOC ) , i s unique 

t o Ephesians, where i t occurs i n i t s v a r i o u s forms s e v e r a l 

times ( 1 : 3 , 20; 2:6; 3 : 1 1 ) . ' T o us' or ' f o r us', i n Eph 1:19, 

s t r e s s e s t h e s o t e r i o l o g i c a l dimension o f the Father's d i v i n e 
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power and g l o r y . The f i n a l words o f Eph 1:23, ronXripwixa 

Tov TO.-navra iv TTaaiv-nXrjpoviUvov ('the f u l n e s s of a l l t h i n g s i n a l l 

f u l f i l m e n t ' ) c o n s t i t u t e a s t r a n g e and dense and, u l t i m a t e l y , 

i n d e f i n a b l e form o f e x p r e s s i o n . The emphasis o f Eph 2:5-6 

c o n t i n u e s t h e t h e o c e n t r i c i t y which i s a p a r t i c u l a r f e a t u r e of 

Eph 1.53 

Eph 4:8-10 i s a more t r a n s c e n d e n t e x p r e s s i o n o f the Ascension 

than Lk 24:51, i n t h a t i t i s p o r t r a y e d as a heavenly s t a t e 

r a t h e r than as a q u a s i - p h y s i c a l e v e n t . The descent o f C h r i s t i s 

t h a t made i n g l o r y i n t h e descent o f the Holy S p i r i t . I n the 

f i n a l phrase o f ve r s e 10: r^o irA7)ptti<n; r d Wi^a , the ' f i l l i n g ' 

and ' f u l f i l l i n g ' aspects o f i t s p o s s i b l e meaning must both 

c a r r y t h e i r w e i g h t . T h e q u o t a t i o n i n Eph 4:8 o f Ps 68:18 

r e l a t e s t h e Ascension o f C h r i s t t o the g i f t s o f the S p i r i t and 

a l s o g i v e s i t a s o t e r i o l o g i c a l r e f e r e n c e i n the phrase "he l e d 

c a p t i v i t y c a p t i v e " fiXfia\<i«oa«v olxnaXowtav 

The b l u r r i n g o f t h e edges between R e s u r r e c t i o n and Ascension 

i n p a r t s o f the New Testament i s a complex m a t t e r , w i t h a 

v a r i e t y o f i n f l u e n c e s i n c l u d i n g l i n g u i s t i c , t h e o l o g i c a l , 

l i t e r a r y , k e r y g m a t i c , and o t h e r f a c t o r s . The i n t e r a c t i o n 

between, and even t h e i d e n t i f i c a t i o n o f , these d o c t r i n e s need 

not be taken t o i m p l y a l a c k o f c l a r i t y as the primary cause of 

t h i s e a r l y c o n f l a t i o n , w h i c h i s i n any case not unanimous. The 

ev e n t s , a c c o u n t s , and e x p l o r a t i o n o f both Ascension and 

R e s u r r e c t i o n i n t h e New Testament are such as t o encourage the 

use o f d i v e r s e v o c a b u l a r i e s and imagery, which can o v e r l a p and 
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l e a v e room f o r l a t e r l a t i t u d e o f i n t e r p r e t a t i o n . The d i f f e r e n t 

methods o f b o t h e x p r e s s i o n and i n t e r p r e t a t i o n t o be found i n 

t h e Gospel o f John and i n Luke-Acts i l l u s t r a t e t h i s c l e a r l y . 

The Lucan t e x t s p r e s e n t i n one way an experience which the 

Johannine t e x t p r e s e n t s i n a d i f f e r e n t way. Each uses a 

s p e c i f i c v o c a b u l a r y o f words and symbols - i n the Johannine case 

one which seems d e l i b e r a t e l y narrow- which a t t e m p t t o extend 

t h e meanings o f those v o c a b u l a r i e s by the way i n which they are 

used. T h e i r purpose i s the same: t o express t he meaning of 

C h r i s t ; t h e i r p e r s p e c t i v e i s q u i t e d i f f e r e n t . So, the 

a m b i g u i t y , i f t h a t i s what i t i s , which b o t h a u t h o r s f i n d i n 

th e r e l a t i o n s h i p o f t h e R e s u r r e c t i o n and the Ascension perhaps 

r e f l e c t s a common p e r c e p t i o n o f an i n d i s p e n s a b l e dimension of 

th e n a t u r e o f b o t h d o c t r i n e s , r a t h e r than something a r i s i n g 

from t h e s t y l e and p r e s u p p o s i t i o n s o f these and o t h e r New 

Testament a u t h o r s . 

That t h i s k i n d o f c o n f l a t i o n took p l a c e throws l i g h t on the 

e a r l i e s t u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f b o t h d o c t r i n e s , and on the 

s i g n i f i c a n c e o f t h e C h r i s t - e v e n t i n t o t a l . The most obvious 

i n t e r n a l reason f o r i t would appear t o be t h a t the R e s u r r e c t i o n 

and t h e Ascension were p e r c e i v e d a t a very e a r l y stage as two 

si d e s o f a s i n g l e development i n the person and r e l a t i o n s h i p s 

of C h r i s t . I n t h i s r e s p e c t , t he d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n i n the New 

Testament o f t h e d o c t r i n e s , examined a l o n g s i d e t h e i r c o n f l a t i o n 

i n t h e w r i t i n g s o f the same a u t h o r s , can i n i t s e l f be a means 

of e x p l o r i n g t h e c o n t e n t o f the New Testament d o c t r i n e s o f the 

Ascension o f C h r i s t . 
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4. D i f f e r e n t i a t i o n of the Resurrection and the Ascension 

I n Luke-Acts and John's Gospel, p a r t i c u l a r l y , the d i s t i n c t i o n 

between the R e s u r r e c t i o n o f C h r i s t and h i s Ascension i s used t o 

make s u b t l e p o i n t s about t he person of C h r i s t and the f o r m a t i v e 

events i n v o l v i n g him. The d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n of the d o c t r i n e s i s 

sometimes p r e s e n t e d as t h e i r b e i n g stages i n a sequence of 

t e m p o r a l l y - d i s t i n c t events and sometimes as d i f f e r e n t l a y e r s 

w i t h i n t h e f o r m a t i o n o f the person of C h r i s t , but the p o i n t 

they have i n common i s t h a t R e s u r r e c t i o n and Ascension 

r e p r e s e n t two p a r t i c u l a r and separate u n i t s o f meaning w i t h i n 

t he u n i t y o f t h e Gospel p r o c l a m a t i o n o f C h r i s t . 

The Gospel a c c o r d i n g t o Luke and the Acts o f the Apostles 

c o n t a i n t h e c l e a r e s t and most c o n s i s t e n t d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n of 

C h r i s t ' s R e s u r r e c t i o n and Ascension i n the New Testament; 

a l t h o u g h , as d i s c u s s e d i n the pr e c e d i n g s e c t i o n , t h i s i s not a 

w h o l l y unambiguous s i t u a t i o n . The reason f o r t h i s r e l a t i v e 

c l a r i t y i s t h e te m p o r a l d i s p a r i t y between the two 'events'; 

though t h e r e a r e d i f f e r e n c e s between the two accounts over 

t i m i n g and t h e p r e c i s e sequence of events. 

I n Lk 24:51, t h e word dvi<j,4piTol i s used of the Ascension; i t 

i s an unusual term. I t s v e r y unusualness m i t i g a t e s a g a i n s t i t s 

b e i n g due t o a c o p y i s t ' s e r r o r i n a p e r i o d when AfoXap-pi^u had 

become t h e e s t a b l i s h e d t e r m . ^ ^ I t might bear a s u b s i d i a r y 

meaning of 'was l e d up'. The use of the i m p e r f e c t may suggest a 

g r a d u a l p a r t i n g . dvcjitpfro o f t e n has a l i t u r g i c a l c o n n o t a t i o n 
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i n t h e Old Testament. I n the Septuagint i t i s used t o t r a n s l a t e 

' q a - t a r ' , meaning 'burn a s a c r i f i c e ' . Even when used i n a more 

extended sense o f s a c r i f i c i a l o f f e r i n g ( I s 53:11; Heb 7:27) i t 

has a c l e a r l i t u r g i c a l o r i g i n . I t i s d i f f i c u l t t o i d e n t i f y 

the m o t i v e f o r the omis s i o n o f the words «:at a.t^tpeTo eU 'T6V 

ovpai-ou i n the A l e x a n d r i n u s , V a t i c a n u s , F r e e r i a n u s , and T i f l i s 

m a n u s c r i p t s , and by St Au g u s t i n e , o t h e r than t h e i r absence from 

e a r l i e r documents. They may be a g l o s s on SUarrj ; or i t may be 

t h a t Luke ( o r someone e l s e ) added them t o a second e d i t i o n of 

the Gospel t o c l a r i f y t h e meaning o f the preceding phrase. The 

change o f tense from a o r i s t t o i m p e r f e c t i s a l s o n o t a b l e . 

T h i s phrase has been c l a s s i f i e d as a 'Western non-

i n t e r p o l a t i o n ' , o m i t t e d from t h e Western t e x t but i n c l u d e d i n 

the s o - c a l l e d ' N e u t r a l ' t e x t . I t may be t h a t the omission of 

t h i s phrase had t h e purpose o f harmonising Luke and A c t s , so 

t h a t t h e f u l l e r t e x t may be t h e o r i g i n a l . I t may a l s o be t h a t 

when the Gospels were u n i t e d i n a s i n g l e c o l l e c t i o n ( c . AD 

100?) r e s u l t i n g i n the s e p a r a t i o n o f Luke and A c t s , i t was f e l t 

t o be necessary t o make s l i g h t adjustments t o the t e x t s of both 

so t h a t they would read c o h e r e n t l y i n t h e i r separate 

e x i s t e n c e s . T h i s might account f o r the p l a c i n g i n Acts 1:2 of 

iviXripL^dri , "was taken up", a l s o a non-Western r e a d i n g , as a 

l i n k w i t h t h e Gospel. 

The o v e r a l l s i t u a t i o n seems t o le a n towards t h e r e being some 

q u e s t i o n as t o whether w o.v«j>4p(ro fls TOV ovpai'ov. belongs to 

the o r i g i n a l Lucan account, which makes sense w i t h o u t i t . I f i t 

i s e x p l a n a t o r y o f Bua-n] dn avTo,v , e i t h e r by the author or by 
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a n o t h e r , i t need n o t be regarded as the i n s e r t i o n of the 

Ascension account as an a f t e r t h o u g h t : "he p a r t e d from them" i s , 

i n c o n t e x t , an adequate way t o d e s c r i b e , f o r b e l i e v e r s , the 

d e p a r t u r e o f the r i s e n Jesus from ' v i s i b l e ' c o n t a c t w i t h the 

d i s c i p l e s . I t c o u l d w e l l be t h a t as the Gospel t e x t became an 

i n s t r u m e n t o f e v a n g e l i s a t i o n and an a p o l o g i s t ' s t o o l i t was 

seen t o be necessary t o c o u n t e r t h e c r i t i c i s m t h a t the 

d e p a r t u r e o f Jesus was s i m p l y h i s g e o g r a p h i c a l m i g r a t i o n a f t e r 

h a v i n g s u r v i v e d t he C r u c i f i x i o n , which was m a n i f e s t l y not the 

meaning i n t e n d e d by the a u t h o r o f Luke-Acts. 

Other forms o f the e x p l a n a t i o n o f the two accounts of the 

Ascension i n t h e Lucan w r i t i n g s i n c l u d e : t he adding o f the 

account i n the Gospel a t the s e p a r a t i o n o f Luke-Acts, e i t h e r by 

Luke o r a l a t e r e d i t o r ; o r , the i n t r o d u c t i o n o f the n a r r a t i v e 

i n t o b o t h Luke and Acts where n e i t h e r had p r e v i o u s l y had any 
5Q 

account o f i t . - ^ ^ None o f these p r o p o s a l s has gained much 

s u p p o r t . There a r e arguments a g a i n s t t h e i d e a t h a t Luke-Acts 

ever had e x i s t e n c e i n s i n g l e volume form; Acts 1:1-2 being the 

s t r o n g e s t i n t e r n a l evidence f o r t h i s . There does not seem to 

have e x i s t e d , a t t h e time o f the c r e a t i o n o f the New Testament 

canon, an a u t h o r i t y capable o f e n s u r i n g t h a t a u n i f o r m e d i t i o n 

o f t e x t s would be u n i v e r s a l l y adopted; t he process seems t o 

have been over a l o n g p e r i o d , and no evidence o f a s i n g l e -

volume Lucan account has been found. I t does not seen f e a s i b l e 

t o suggest t h a t t h e a u t h o r would have been prepared, a g a i n s t 

h i s own s t a t e d purpose and r e f e r e n c e t o a time d i f f e r e n c e i n 

a u t h o r s h i p ( A c t s 1:1), t o have r a d i c a l l y r e v i s e d the events of 
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the Gospel i n o r d e r t h a t the a p o s t o l i c account c o u l d be 

i n c l u d e d as a s i n g l e h i s t o r y , when the C h r i s t - e v e n t i t s e l f had 

such precedence and independent s i g n i f i c a n c e i n Luke's 

c o n c e r n s . I t may be t h a t t h e i n c l u s i o n of the Ascension i n 

b o t h Luke and Acts i s s i m p l y the obvious consequence of the 

r o l e i t has as t h e c o n n e c t i n g l i n k between them, but the 

s e p a r a t i o n o f R e s u r r e c t i o n and Ascension accounts which r e s u l t s 

makes i t c l e a r t h a t Luke does n o t see them as i d e n t i c a l . ^ ' ' " 

The Gospel a c c o r d i n g t o John a l s o recognises a d i s t i n c t i o n of 

meaning between R e s u r r e c t i o n and Ascension. M-q fiov avrov ^ â.' 

20:17, has t h e -present i m p e r a t i v e , meaning "cease h o l d i n g ( o r 

t o u c h i n g ) me", perhaps, r a t h e r than "do not h o l d me".°'^ I t 

p r o b a b l y has s e v e r a l meanings f o r John i n a d d i t i o n t o the 

obvious p h y s i c a l one. These might i n c l u d e : the proper s p i r i t u a l 

r e l a t i o n s h i p o f the r i s e n C h r i s t and the d i s c i p l e ; the 

s i t u a t i o n a t 'that p o i n t i n C h r i s t ' s j o u r n e y t o the Father; the 

n a t u r e o f C h r i s t ' s r i s e n e x i s t e n c e ; and so on. ovnoiyo-p 

p r o b a b l y has t h e purpose o f d i s t i n g u i s h i n g between C h r i s t ' s 

being r i s e n , which had happened, and h i s being ascended, which 

had n o t a t t h a t p o i n t ; and a l s o o f e s t a b l i s h i n g the c o n t i n u i t y 

of Jesus b e f o r e and a f t e r h i s death and R e s u r r e c t i o n . ^ ^ 

AvAP('p-i)t<a-irpos i s used r a t h e r than the word ' g l o r i f i e d ' . Jesus 

i s g l o r i f i e d i n t h e Cross and R e s u r r e c t i o n , but t h i s f i n a l set 

of encounters between Jesus and h i s d i s c i p l e s must s t i l l 
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occur. 
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The t r a n s f o r m a t i o n o f C h r i s t , expressed i n i t s f i n a l complete 

form i n t h e Ascension, was perhaps understood as being made 

a v a i l a b l e t o t h e d i s c i p l e s i n the p o s t - R e s u r r e c t i o n p e r i o d , 

d u r i n g which t i m e they became i n c r e a s i n g l y aware o f the nat u r e 

of t h e change i n t h e form o f h i s e x i s t e n c e as a p r o s p e c t i v e and 

f o u n d a t i o n a l e v e n t . T h e r e appears t o be an i m p l i c a t i o n , noted 

above, t h a t when Jesus has ascended then w i l l be the time t o 

c l i n g t o him. The apparent i l l o g i c a l i t y o f t h i s idea suggests 

i t has a more p r o f o u n d meaning, and expresses i n s i t u the theme 

of d e p a r t u r e t o t h e F a t h e r , so s t r o n g throughout John's 

G o s p e l . A n a l t e r n a t i v e view o f t h i s might be taken, i n t h a t 

i t may be t h a t o n l y a f t e r t h e d i s c i p l e s ' own deaths t h a t they 

can have t h e f u l l u n i o n which seems t o be i n d i c a t e d i n the 

d i s c o u r s e s . 

An i n t e r e s t i n g balance o f emphasis occurs i n the Johannine 

h a n d l i n g o f a d i f f e r e n t i a t e d R e s u r r e c t i o n and Ascension. I t 

f i n d s e x p r e s s i o n i n t h e a d j a c e n t accounts o f the meeting o f 

Mary Magdalene w i t h t h e r i s e n C h r i s t ( Jn 20:11-18) and the 

i n c i d e n t i n v o l v i n g Thomas ( J n 20:19-29); but i t must be noted 

t h a t these t e x t s can be used t o support the c o n f l a t i o n of 

R e s u r r e c t i o n and Ascension, as a l r e a d y discussed. I n the former 

passage, Jesus makes i t c l e a r t o Mary a t 20:17 t h a t , as has 

been n o t e d , she s h o u l d n o t h o l d on t o him y e t : he i s r i s e n , but 

no t y e t ascended; h i s ascending t o the Father f o r the d i s c i p l e s 

i s spoken o f as t h e d e c i s i v e s t e p f o r them. I n the l a t t e r , 

Thomas i s t o l d a t 20:29 t h a t blessedness f o r Jesus' f o l l o w e r s 

i n t o t a l does n o t depend upon t h e i r s h a r i n g the t a n g i b l e 
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e x p e r i e n c e o f t h e w i t n e s s e s t o h i s being r i s e n , but upon t h e i r 

b e l i e v i n g i n him i n s p i t e o f h i s i n v i s i b i l i t y t o them; the 

Ascension i s t h e p o i n t o f d i s t i n c t i o n between these s t a t e s . 

T h i s cannot be read as a demotion o f the R e s u r r e c t i o n i n 

r e l a t i o n t o t h e Ascension, but i t i s an e x p r e s s i o n of the 

e s s e n t i a l r o l e t o be p l a y e d by the r e l a t i o n s h i p of the d i s c i p l e 

w i t h the ascended C h r i s t , perhaps as a p r i o r i t y over 

r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h t h e r i s e n b u t not y e t ascended C h r i s t which 

was t h e e x p e r i e n c e o f the f i r s t d i s c i p l e s . This opens t o the 

d i s c i p l e who i s t e m p o r a l l y and s p a t i a l l y more d i s t a n t from the 

events o f t h e Gospel a r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h C h r i s t which i s as 

c l o s e as t h a t o f t h e c l o s e s t witnesses of h i s l i f e , death, and 

R e s u r r e c t i o n . The a p p a r e n t l y l a t e r and more d i s t a n t w r i t i n g of 

John's Gospel, and t h e m e d i t a t i o n on the u n i v e r s a l s i g n i f i c a n c e 

o f C h r i s t w h i c h i t c o n t a i n s , seems t o p o i n t towards t h i s as a 

c o n s c i o u s l y - c h o s e n theme o f the e v a n g e l i s t . I t places the 

Ascension a t t h e h e a r t o f t h e v i s i o n of t h i s Gospel. 

The g l o r i f i c a t i o n o f the Son, as expressed i n Jn 17:1-26, i s 

n o t a reward f o r v i r t u e b u t i s , r a t h e r , the source of s a l v a t i o n 

f o r a l l . I f t h e g l o r i f i c a t i o n o f Jesus i s understood t o be 

h i s R e s u r r e c t i o n and Ascension, then i t i s c o n f e r r e d upon him 

by t h e Father as t h a t which i s h i s r i g h t . 

John, however, o f t e n seems t o r e g a r d the c r u c i a l f u n c t i o n of 

the Ascension as t h e d e p a r t u r e o f Jesus, i n i t s e l f . This may be 

connected w i t h h i s emphasis on the r e l a t i o n between the 

c o m p l e t i o n o f C h r i s t ' s m i s s i o n from the Father, and the mission 
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o f t h e Holy S p i r i t which i s made p o s s i b l e by t h a t c o m p l e t i o n ; 

t h i s i s r e p e a t e d l y emphasised i n the d i s c o u r s e s i n the Gospel. 

The l o n g e r , and p r o b a b l y l a t e r , ending of St Mark's Gospel 

begins a t 16:9 w i t h Mary Magdalene's meeting w i t h the r i s e n 

C h r i s t and ends a t 16:19-20 w i t h the Ascension and c o n t i n u i n g 

presence o f C h r i s t . There i s , i n t h i s , a c l e a r s e p a r a t i o n of 

t h e events o f R e s u r r e c t i o n and Ascension and a very c l o s e 

r e l a t i o n s h i p , i n terms o f c o n t e n t a t l e a s t , w i t h Jn 20 and 21, 

and w i t h Lk 24:13-43. The o m i s s i o n , i n Mt 28:16-20, of any 

mention o f t h e d e p a r t u r e o f Jesus a l l o w s the emphasis on h i s 

c o n t i n u i n g presence w i t h t h e d i s c i p l e s t o be expressed w i t h o u t 

q u a l i f i c a t i o n ; b u t t h i s i s done i n terms which leave i t very 

c l o s e t o Mk 16:20 and t o the whole b a s i s f o r A c t s , b o t h of 

which g i v e accounts o f t h e Ascension. 
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5. E x a l t a t i o n - P a r o u s i a and Ascension-Pentecost Relationships 

The n a t u r e o f the New Testament un d e r s t a n d i n g of the 

A s c e n s i o n - E x a l t a t i o n o f C h r i s t i s i n f l u e n c e d by the emphasis 

g i v e n t o i t s c o n n e c t i o n w i t h t h e subsequent event or s t a t e , 

Pentecost or Pa r o u s i a , which i s judged t o be i t s primary 

purpose. The i n f l u e n c e o f t h i s u n d e r s t a n d i n g can be t r a c e d i n 

the passages i n the Gospels and The Acts o f the Apostles which 

are concerned w i t h t h e Ascension; t he o t h e r New Testament 

w r i t i n g s , e s p e c i a l l y t h e P a u l i n e corpus, c o n c e n t r a t e on the 

s i g n i f i c a n c e o f the e x a l t a t i o n o f C h r i s t as d e f i n i n g h i s 

p r e s e n t s t a t e . Two s t r o n g c a n d i d a t e s f o r t h i s c e n t r a l r o l e i n 

the e f f e c t s o f Ascension are p r e s e n t i n t h e New Testament: the 

r e t u r n o f C h r i s t a t t h e P a r o u s i a ; and, the coming o f the Holy 

S p i r i t a t Pentecost. 

The e s c h a t o l o g i c a l r e t u r n o f C h r i s t as the primary 

consequence o f t h e Ascension i s handled i n a v a r i e t y o f ways. 

I n Ac 1:10, the u n i d e n t i f i e d ai-Spcg Svo makes a c l e a r l i n k 

w i t h t h e R e s u r r e c t i o n (Lk 2 4 : 4 ) , perhaps i n d i c a t i n g t h a t Luke 

understood t h i s t o be a d e c i s i v e event o f the same species. I t 

a l s o makes i t l e s s l i k e the T r a n s f i g u r a t i o n , which had, w i t h 

i t s two well-known f i g u r e s , r a t h e r t h e n a t u r e of a r e v e l a t o r y 

v i s i o n , a t t h e end of which no permanent o n t o l o g i c a l change i s 

s u g g e s t e d . o u r o y , i n verse 1 1 , i s repe a t e d , and t h i s 

s t r e s s e s t h a t i t i s " t h i s same" Jesus who ascends t o heaven who 

w i l l r e t u r n i n the same way. There i s a l s o the assumption t h a t 
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t h i s i s t h e same Jesus who has been the focus o f Luke's g o s p e l ; 

c o n t i n u i t y o f person i s emphasised as much as i t i s p o s s i b l e . 

The t h o u g h t t h a t t h e a p o s t l e s were chosen by the Holy S p i r i t 

may be an i n d i c a t i o n t h a t Luke, and p o s s i b l y the e a r l y Church 

i n g e n e r a l , u n d e r s t o o d t h e S p i r i t as be i n g i n some re s p e c t s 

a l r e a d y p r e s e n t and a c t i v e i n the w o r l d p r i o r t o the Ascension 

and P e n t e c o s t , l e a v i n g t he Parousia i n the p r i n c i p a l c l i m a c t i c 

r o l e . 7 0 

The p a s s i v e , 4v.x.̂ 4̂.eT i n Mk 16:19 and ITim 3:16, may best be 

un d e r s t o o d as a ' t h e o l o g i c a l p a s s i v e ' , t h a t i s , d e s c r i b i n g the 

a c t i o n o f God w i t h o u t a t t e m p t i n g t o d e f i n e t h a t a c t i o n , merely 

n o t i n g i t s 'observable' e f f e c t s . AvtAV*?"! i s used i n Ac 1:2, 

1 1 , 22, and I T i m 3:16 t o d e s c r i b e C h r i s t ' s e x a l t a t i o n . The 

Creeds used dt-opa^u or AWpxofidi t o r e f e r t o the Ascension, 

r a t h e r t h a n ,av(Xi]fx<f,er^ , perhaps because t h e l a t t e r ' s passive 

form a l l o w s a d o c e t i c i n t e r p r e t a t i o n ; though the Greek Church 

c a l l e d t h e A s t e n s i o n ^ d i - a X ^ ^ f i r or /pprj r ^ t iva\w'i'fa>s from 

v e r y e a r l y t i m e s . 

The phrase "ainpn ^ b e f o r e oi/'eaO* , i n Jn 1:51, i s perhaps 

b e s t t r e a t e d as a s c r i b a l a d d i t i o n ; t h i s means t h a t the verse 

r e f e r s t o t h e , perhaps d i s t a n t , f u t u r e , r a t h e r than 

' h e n c e f o r t h ' . The verb f>isjAyoy,m i s always used i n John of the 

v i s i o n o f heavenly or s p i r i t u a l r e a l i t i e s , r a t h e r than of 

p h y s i c a l s i g h t . ' ' ^ The r e f e r e n c e t o heaven's being open may be a 

symbol o f f r e e exchange between God and man, a f t e r the manner 

of I s 64:1. The s t r o n g a s s o c i a t i o n o f angels w i t h the End, 

which i s so dominant i n the Apocalypse, f o r example, i s l i k e l y 
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t o be an element i n Jn 1:51. The order "ascending and 

descending" may be s i g n i f i c a n t , i n t h a t i t might be taken t o 

mean t h a t the messengers of God hear t he pra y e r s made on e a r t h 

and c a r r y them t o God, and r e t u r n w i t h the answer. 

The v i s i o n o f Jacob (Gen 28:12) i s l i k e l y t o be the source of 

t h i s imagery, b u t t r a n s f o r m e d i n t o an e x p r e s s i o n o f the r e a l i t y 

o f r e l a t i o n s between the d i v i n e and the created.^-^ I n n e i t h e r 

Genesis nor John i s i t made c l e a r what the angels are doing 

"ascending and descending". I t i s i n t e r e s t i n g t o note t h a t a 

l a t e r P a l e s t i n i a n Targum takes t he angels* m o t i v a t i o n i n the 

Jacob s t o r y t o be t h e i r w i s h t o observe God. Jn 1:51 may be 

best seen as an- a d a p t a t i o n o f the r e l i c o f the s y n o p t i c s a y i n g 

about t he coming o f the Son o f Man (Mk 14:62; Mt 26:64; c f . Lk 

22:69), adapted t o the framework p r o v i d e d by the Jacob s t o r y , 

b u t making t he d i v i n e f i g u r e a c t i v e r a t h e r than passive i n 

r e l a t i o n t o the an g e l s ' a c t i v i t y . 

There would be problems i n a r g u i n g t h a t t h e angels are 

m i n i s t e r s o f the r e l a t i o n s h i p between God the Father and God 

the Son, which i s an i d e a q u i t e f o r e i g n t o the gospels.''^ Jesus 

speaks i n the p l u r a l , t h a t i s t o a l l the d i s c i p l e s , not t o 

Nathanael o n l y . Both Nathanael and Jesus use terms from 

contemporary Jewish messianism, but t h i s verse opens the 

concept o f the Messiah t o mean much more than the usual 

e x p e c t a t i o n s , so t h a t he i s t o be the i n s t r u m e n t of u n i t y 

between heaven and e a r t h , . a n d between time and e t e r n i t y . 

The word fVl , used t o r e l a t e t h e ascent and descent o f the 

angels 'upon' the Son of Man i n Jn 1:51, presents the image of 
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C h r i s t as t h e ' l a d d e r ' between heaven and e a r t h , and the 

emphasis here may be n o t so much on t h e movement o f the angels 

as upon t h e c o n n e c t i n g r o l e o f C h r i s t i n r e l a t i o n t o heaven and 

e a r t h . The Gospel w i l l e x p l o r e the s o t e r i o l o g i c a l and 

c h r i s t o l o g i c a l consequences o f t h i s r o l e of Jesus i n 

e s t a b l i s h i n g u n i t y between heaven and earth.'^^ 

Chapters 7 and 8 of John's Gospel expound upon the d e p a r t u r e 

of Jesus and h i s p l a c e w i t h t h e F a t h e r . The importance o f 

Jesus* i d e n t i f i c a t i o n o f h i s o r i g i n s and d e s t i n y i n Jn 8:14 i s 

t h a t he e s t a b l i s h e s t h e a u t h o r i t y o f h i s wit n e s s t o h i m s e l f , 

w h i c h , i n Jn 5:31, on o t h e r grounds, he d e c l i n e s t o e x p l o i t . 

The r e p e a t e d use o f ^yj, and iywdiu i n Jn 8:21-23 i s p a r t of 

the process i n John by which Jesus c l a i m s c e r t a i n t i t l e s which 

b o t h d e f i n e h i s m i s s i o n and i m p l i c i t l y l a y c l a i m t o r e c o g n i t i o n 

of h i s d i v i n i t y . The o p p o s i t i o n s 'below:above' and ' t h i s 

w o r l d : n o t t h i s w o r l d ' may be understood as r e f o r m u l a t i o n s o f 

the Jewish ' ' t h i s age:age t o come', which i s c l e a r l y 

e s c h a t o l o g i c a l i n purpose, a l l i e d w i t h r e f e r e n c e s t o Greek 

t h o u g h t p a t t e r n s . ^ ' ^ 

The sending o f the S p i r i t , consequent upon the r e t u r n o f 

Jesus t o the F a t h e r , i s a theme p r e s e n t i n John's Gospel, and 

a l s o i n Luke-Acts. 
Jn 14:1-31 concerns Jesus' g o i n g t o the Father and sending 

the Holy S p i r i t ; i t a l s o i n c l u d e s t h e e f f e c t s o f Jesus' r e t u r n 

on t h e u l t i m a t e f a t e o f h i s d i s c i p l e s . Only i n John's Gospel i s 

the word /lo^•a^ used i n the New Testament. Jesus leaves i n order 
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t h a t h i s d i s c i p l e s may come t o the 'mansions' of heaven (Jn 

14:2).7^ The d e p a r t u r e o f Jesus c o n t a i n s the u l t i m a t e 

c o n s o l a t i o n , t h a t Jesus leaves h i s d i s c i p l e s o n l y so t h a t he 

may be w i t h them f o r e v e r . Jesus w i l l e s t a b l i s h a permanent home 

f o r human beings w i t h t h e Father. The 'many rooms' might be 

read as a f i g u r e f o r t h e u n i v e r s a l i t y o f the s a l v a t i o n wrought 

by Jesus. 7^ Jesus g i v e t he reason f o r h i s d e p a r t u r e as a 

c o m f o r t t o t h e d i s c i p l e s , f o r the time when he w i l l no longer 

be v i s i b l y p r e s e n t among them; and verse 3 i n d i c a t e s t h a t t h e 

s e p a r a t i o n i s n o t one which w i l l c o n t i n u e u n t i l a d i s t a n t 

Parousia.^0 The r e p e t i t i o n o f the theme o f 'going and coming' 

shows John's t h o u g h t t h a t t h e s y n o p t i c n o t i o n o f the Parousia 
O "I 

does n o t exhaust t h i s i d e a . Verses 2-3 r e i n f o r c e the thought 

t h a t Jesus' d e p a r t u r e i s i t s e l f the c o n d i t i o n o f the r e t u r n ; 

the e l e v a t i o n o f Jesus' humanity and the c e s s a t i o n o f the 

contemporary c i r c u m s t a n c e s o f h i s r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h h i s 

d i s c i p l e s making ready t h e place f o r complete union o f God and 
Q O 

c r e a t u r e s . 
I n Jn 14:12, t h e " g r e a t e r works" may be understood as those 

which are i n s p i r e d by the Holy S p i r i t f o l l o w i n g the 

R e s u r r e c t i o n and Ascension o f C h r i s t ( 7 : 3 9 ) . I n h i s e x a l t e d 

s t a t e , C h r i s t i s p o r t r a y e d as c a r i n g f o r the Church i n i t s 

a p o s t o l i c t a s k . Thus, t h e F o u r t h Gospel c l e a r l y i n c l u d e s t he 

id e a t h a t t h e " g r e a t e r works" depend upon the d e p a r t u r e of 

C h r i s t , which i s t h e c o m p l e t i o n , i n some way, of h i s work. The 

gr e a t n e s s o f the Church's works i s not connected w i t h i t s 

s t a t u r e , r e l a t i v e t o C h r i s t , but r a t h e r w i t h i t s basis being 
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the p r i o r f u l f i l m e n t achieved by C h r i s t , u l t i m a t e l y i n h i s 

A s c e n s i o n . T h e " g r e a t e r works" seem t o be not e x t e r n a l 

successes b u t , r a t h e r , t h e i n c r e a s i n g f l o w o f d i v i n e power i n t o 

the human w o r l d ; t he d i s c i p l e s are promised a p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n 

th e a c t i v i t y o f t h e Father and t h e Son and the S p i r i t . 

The d e p a r t u r e o f Jesus i s n o t an abandonment of h i s d i s c i p l e s 

which leaves them unsupported and unguided; t h i s i s emphasised 

i n Jn 14:16-18. I t has a s u b s t a n t i v e purpose: t he sending of 

the S p i r i t o f t r u t h . The e f f i c a c y o f the a c t i o n s o f the 

d e p a r t e d C h r i s t depends upon the d i s c i p l e s f e l l o w s h i p w i t h him 

i n l o v i n g obedience. I n Jn 14:18-19 t h e ' s h o r t t i m e ' seems t o 

r e f e r t o the R e s u r r e c t i o n appearances of Jesus, b u t t h a t does 

not n e c e s s a r i l y exhaust t h e meaning of t h i s passage. The l a c k 

of a c o n j u n c t i o n between " I w i l l n o t leave you orphans" and " I 

w i l l come t o you", i n Jn 14:18, may be an e x p r e s s i o n b o t h o f 

the b r i e f n e s s o f t h e i n t e r r u p t i o n i n Jesus' r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h 

the Church and o f t h e immediacy o f comfo r t o f f e r e d t o the 

d i s c i p l e s i n t h e i r s i t u a t i o n as 'orphans'.^^ 

Jesus' r e t u r n t o t h e F a t h e r , as a t Jn 14:28, i s a 

s o t e r i o l o g i c a l s t a t e m e n t o f t h e need f o r h i s d e p a r t u r e i n o r d e r 

t h a t h i s promises t o t h e d i s c i p l e s may come t o f u l f i l m e n t . Jn 

14:28-31 may be taken as an i n d i c a t i o n t h a t the peace of C h r i s t 

f l o w s from t h e accomplishment o f h i s work i n heaven as w e l l as 

on e a r t h . Jn 14:29 seems t o be a r e t u r n t o the emphasis t h a t , 

p r o p e r l y u n d e r s t o o d , Jesus' d e p a r t u r e i s t o be a cause o f j o y , 

and t h a t t h i s i s a p r o p e r t y o f the Church's c h a r a c t e r d e r i v i n g 

from t h i s . 
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As expressed i n Jn 16:7, the Ascension, as a d e p a r t u r e , was 

regarded as an a b s o l u t e l y necessary p r e c o n d i t i o n f o r the coming 

of t h e Holy S p i r i t . C h r i s t ' s sending o f the Holy S p i r i t i s 

p o r t r a y e d as d e r i v i n g from h i s ascended humanity. The sending 

of t h e Holy S p i r i t r e q u i r e s the t o t a l u nion o f God and man i n 

C h r i s t , and, t h e r e b y , the e x a l t a t i o n o f h i s humanity. The 

S p i r i t , i n some sense, 'cannot' be sent from the Father u n t i l 

t h e Son has completed h i s m i s s i o n and r e t u r n e d . " The P a r a c l e t e 

w i l l b r i n g t h e g l o r y o f C h r i s t i n t o the h e a r t s o f the d i s c i p l e s 

p r i o r t o h i s r e t u r n i n the Parousia. 

The f a r e w e l l d i s c o u r s e o f Jesus i n Jn 13-17 c o n t a i n s an 

extended e x p l i c a t i o n o f h i s d e p a r t u r e and g l o r i f i c a t i o n , and 

the consequences o f t h i s . 

F. F. Segovia i d e n t i f i e s a c h i a s t i c s t r u c t u r e i n Jn 13:31-2, 

i n which t he second phrase i s re v e r s e d i n t h i s p a t t e r n : ABCCBA. 

A: the t i m e o f g l o r i f i c a t i o n ( Ncv and <>5̂ i>f ) . 

B: the g l o r ^ . f i c a t i o n i t s e l f . 

C: the g l o r i f i c a t i o n o f God i n Jesus ( ivairS, ). 

Segovia a l s o f i n d s s i g n i f i c a n t the temporal r e f e r e n c e s o f the 

elements of t h e s t r u c t u r e , as i n d i c a t i o n s o f a complex which i s 

a p r o f o u n d e x p l o r a t i o n o f the r e l a t i o n o f time and e t e r n i t y i n 

the Ascension o f the Son of man: 

A: p r e s e n t B: past ( a o r i s t ) C: past ( a o r i s t ) 

C: past ( c o n d i t i o n a l ) B: f u t u r e A: f u t u r e (and p r e s e n t ) 

The s u b t l e t y o f t h i s temporal p a t t e r n may be demonstrated i n 

the two A elements o f the chiasmus. The a o r i s t iSoidaO-q ( f i r s t 

o c c u r r e n c e ) t o g e t h e r w i t h Nov emphasises t h a t the g l o r i f i c a t i o n 
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i s a l r e a d y i n some sense accomplished. Then, fvOds So$<iafi 

places immediacy and f u t u r e t o g e t h e r i n a p r o x i m i t y which 

a s s e r t s t h a t t h e g l o r i f i c a t i o n i s s t i l l t o be c o m p l e t e d . T h i s 

i s a s u g g e s t i o n which sees the f u l f i l m e n t o f C h r i s t ' s m i s s i o n 

as f u t u r e , b u t n o t o n l y f u t u r e , s u g g e s t i n g t h a t the r o l e o f the 

Holy S p i r i t , r a t h e r than a d i s t a n t P arousia, i s meant t o be 

unde r s t o o d as t h e next stage o f t h a t m i s s i o n . 

The F i r s t L e t t e r o f John, 2:1, speaks o f Jesus as "a 

P a r a c l e t e c l o s e t o the F a t h e r " ( np6s TOV Uartpa ) . Th i s i s a 

d i f f e r e n t use o f t h e term ' p a r a c l e t e ' than t h a t found i n John's 

Gospel (14:26; 15:26; 16:7; though 14:16 i m p l i e s I J n 2:1) and 

suggests t he a c t i v e n a t u r e o f the r o l e o f the ascended C h r i s t , 

which i s q u i t e c o n s i s t e n t w i t h the p i c t u r e o f the departed 

Jesus g i v e n i n t h a t Gospel (14:1-6, 13-14). 

Jesus may be making an orthodox messianic c l a i m i n Mk 14:62, 

i n t h a t t h e p o s i t i o n o f power next t o God i s one of the r o l e s 

of t h e t r u e Messiah; the h i g h p r i e s t ' s subsequent charge of 

blasphemy may be a d e n i a l o f the l e g i t i m a c y o f Jesus' c l a i m , or 

an a s s e r t i o n t h a t Jesus has gone beyond such a c l a i m , o r , most 

l i k e l y , takes Jesus' words as they stand as evidence o f the 

blasphemy f o r which he i s s e a r c h i n g . J e s u s ' answer combines 

q u o t a t i o n s from Ps 110:1 and Dan 7:13, but t h e i r use i s not 

t h a t expected i n contemporary Judaism. The two present 

p a r t i c i p l e s Kaenjievov and «px4ii«vov cannot be s i m u l t a n e o u s l y 

l i t e r a l l y t r u e , except i n a transcendent c o n t e x t , and r e f l e c t 

t h e i r r o l e as Old Testament a l l u s i o n s . This i s an apparent 

c l a i m t o e s c h a t o l o g i c a l s i g n i f i c a n c e , but what i s i m p o r t a n t i n 
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the c o n t e x t o f Jesus as the sender or en a b l e r o f the coming of 

the d i v i n e S p i r i t , though t h a t i s n ot r e f e r r e d t o here, i s t h a t 

d i v i n e s t a t u s i s r e q u i r e d by C h r i s t t o do t h i s . The 

e s c h a t o l o g i c a l r o l e o f C h r i s t and the sending o f the Pentecost 

S p i r i t a r e not o n l y c o m p a t i b l e , b u t m u t u a l l y necessary. 

I n Mt 28:19, ovv i s s i g n i f i c a n t i n p o i n t i n g out the n e c e s s i t y 

o f t h e l i n k between the empowerment and g l o r i f i c a t i o n o f Jesus 

and t h e i m p e r a t i v e o f s p r e a d i n g t he word, h e a l i n g , and 

b a p t i s i n g on the b a s i s o f t h a t power. ' fl^ T6 Svofia and what 

f o l l o w s i t , p l a c e d h e r e , has a number o f consequences: t h a t i t 

a c t u a l l y names the Persons o f the T r i n i t y ; t h a t i t acknowledges 

the r i g h t o f a l l Three, i n c l u d i n g t h e Holy S p i r i t , t o worship; 

i t r e c o g n i s e s t h e source o f the b l e s s i n g s g i v e n t o the 

d i s c i p l e s ; and, t h e use o f t h e names i s a pledge o f obedience 

t o C h r i s t ' s a u t h o r i t y . 

Jesus' promise, i n verse 20, t h a t he w i l l s t i l l be w i t h the 

d i s c i p l e s i n d i c a t e s t h a t , though e x a l t e d , he w i l l not be 

absent; perhaps i t was i m p l i c i t l y understood by the e a r l y 

Church t h a t t h e S p i r i t r e p r e s e n t s a t l e a s t one mode of h i s 

p r e s e n c e . f u i s r i j s a w r f X i l a s T O S a l w v o s i s 3 p e c u l i a r l y 

Matthean c o n s t r u c t i o n , found a l s o a t Mt 13:39f, 49; 24:3, which 

mig h t be taken as r e f e r r i n g t o the era of the Church. 

'Judge', i n Mt 19:28, may be b e s t understood here i n the Old 

Testament sense of ' r u l e ' , r a t h e r than 'passing a v e r d i c t ' . The 

'new b i r t h ' may a c t u a l l y r e f e r t o the p h y s i c a l r e s t o r a t i o n of 

the l a n d o f I s r a e l . I n Mt 26:64, •nX^ffi' c o u l d be understood as 

meaning ' f u r t h e r m o r e ' w i t h o u t l o s s o f i t s a d v e r s a r i a l f o r c e i n 
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i d e n t i f y i n g t he l i f t i n g up o f the Son o f man as h i s 

v i n d i c a t i o n . 

Luke-Acts makes the e x p l i c i t c o n n e c t i o n between the d e p a r t u r e 

o f C h r i s t and t h e coming o f the Holy S p i r i t , but i n a much less 

emphatic way than i s t o be found i n John's Gospel. Luke 

i n d i c a t e s t h a t the Ascension w i l l precede Pentecost (Lk 24:49; 

Ac 1:5, 8 ) ; r a t h e r than t h a t i t must (Jn 16:7). Luke does not 

emphasise t h e element o f n e c e s s i t y i n t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p between 

Ascension and Pentecost, but he does seem t o take i t f o r 

g r a n t e d t h a t t h e r e i s a l i n k , d i s c e r n i b l e i n the a c t u a l 

e x p e r i e n c e o f the e a r l y Church. John's more a n a l y t i c a l 

t r e a t m e n t o f t h e events i n v o l v i n g C h r i s t appears t o have l e d 

him t o p l a c e t h i s c o n n e c t i o n i n the realms o f n e c e s s i t y . 

The v i s i o n o f the g l o r i f i e d Son o f man i n Rev 1:12-20, along 

w i t h t h e v i s i o n o f t h e Lamb t h a t was s l a i n ( 5 : 5 - 1 4 ) , presents a 

c l e a r p i c t u r e o f the c e n t r a l i t y o f the g l o r i f i e d C h r i s t as the 

c o r e o f t h e end o f t h e ages, as t h i s i s presented i n 

R e v e l a t i o n . G. B. C a i r d i n t e r p r e t s Rev 5:6, along w i t h 4:5-6, 

as God's S p i r i t b e i n g separated from the c r e a t e d w o r l d by a sea 

o f g l a s s ; he sees i n t h i s a reason f o r the n e c e s s i t y of the 
9 5 

b r e a k i n g o f t h e s e a l by t h e ascended C h r i s t . 
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Both the P a r o u s i a - c e n t r e d and the Pentecost-centred 

approaches t o t h e e f f e c t s o f t h e A s c e n s i o n - E x a l t a t i o n o f C h r i s t 

can be demonstrated t o have New Testament s u p p o r t . Indeed, 

t h e r e i s no c o n f l i c t between t h e focus on Pentecost and t h a t on 

the P a r o u s i a ; b o t h can be h e l d , and must be h e l d , t o g e t h e r t o 

p r e s e n t t h e f u l l p i c t u r e o f t h e p o s t - R e s u r r e c t i o n f u n c t i o n s of 

C h r i s t i n b o t h p r e s e n t and f u t u r e . Taken as complementary 

dimensions o f t h e Ascension they produce a much r i c h e r and more 

i n c l u s i v e i n s i g h t i n t o t h e s o t e r i o l o g i c a l e f f e c t s of C h r i s t ' s 

Ascension than t h e i r s e p a r a t e t r e a t m e n t p e r m i t s . 

They a l s o combine t o r e i n f o r c e the necessary, indeed 

d e f i n i n g , c h a r a c t e r i s t i c o f t h e Ascension understood as the 

d i v i n e mystery i t i s p r o c l a i m e d t o be i n the New Testament: the 

i m p o s s i b i l i t y i n p r i n c i p l e o f i t s being d e f i n e d comprehensively 

or expressed c o m p l e t e l y i n terms o f o t h e r r e a l i t i e s or i n words 

a l o n e . The d i f f i c u l t i e s o f e x p r e s s i n g the s p e c i f i c and unique 

r o l e o f the Ascension i n a way which does j u s t i c e t o i t s place 

i n t h e c o n t e x t o f t h e C h r i s t - e v e n t are m a n i f e s t i n the 

c o m p l e x i t i e s o f i t s New Testament e x p r e s s i o n . 
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6. Conclusions 

xoi'pu i s a Lucan m o t i f : j o y b e i n g the dominant emotion a t 

b o t h the b i r t h o f Jesus (Lk 1:28,44,47; 2:14,20,38), and h i s 

p a r t i n g . T h e ' j o y ' c a r r i e s t he f i r s t p a r t o f the s t o r y , i n 

The Gospel o f Luke, i n t o t h e second p a r t . The Acts of the 

A p o s t l e s ; t he Ascension a c t i n g as t h e l i n k . The Ascension i s 

c l e a r l y u nderstood i n t h e New Testament t o be a dimension of 

the t r i u m p h o f C h r i s t over d e a t h and e v i l a l o n g s i d e the 

R e s u r r e c t i o n , and t h e p a r t i n g which i t r e p r e s e n t s i s not i n any 

way regarded as a d i s a s t e r ; t h i s may be compared w i t h the 

d e v a s t a t i o n e x p e r i e n c e d by t h e d i s c i p l e s a f t e r the C r u c i f i x i o n 

as i t i s p o r t r a y e d p r i o r t o the R e s u r r e c t i o n . The c o n t i n u i n g 

presence of t h e ascended C h r i s t i s an i m p o r t a n t element i n 

c r e a t i n g t h e atmosphere o f j o y f u l n e s s which pervades the p o s t -

R e s u r r e c t i o n , post-Ascension Church. 

The Ascension i s handled by t h e a u t h o r s of the Gospels and 

The Acts of the A p o s t l e s i n ways which make a recovery of the 

n a t u r e o f the w i t n e s s e s ' experiences a most d i f f i c u l t t a s k . 

T h i s i s t r u e i n p a r t o f the ' e x t e r n a l s ' o f the event: what was 

a c t u a l l y seen and heard by those p r e s e n t ? ; when d i d the event 

take p l a c e ? ; where d i d i t occur?; and so on. I t i s a l s o t r u e of 

the ' i n n e r ' meaning o f t h e e v e n t : what r e l a t i o n of the body t o 

the s p i r i t i s expressed by i t ? ; how are the concepts of 

d e p a r t u r e and c o n t i n u i n g presence t o be h e l d t o g e t h e r ? ; i n what 

sense a r e the ideas o f d i v i n e i m m u t a b i l i t y and change m o d i f i e d 

by t h e Ascension?; what i s i t s h i s t o r i c a l s t a t u s ? ; and so on. 
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W i t h o u t a v o i d i n g these v a l i d q u e s t i o n s , which are addressed 

by p a t r i s t i c and modern a u t h o r s , who g i v e p a r t i c u l a r a t t e n t i o n 

t o t h e P a u l i n e i s s u e s r e g a r d i n g the Ascension, i t seems 

p o s s i b l e t o argue t h a t the New Testament i s u n e q u i v o c a l i n i t s 

a s s e r t i o n t h a t C h r i s t ascended, even i f i t i s d e c i d e d l y 

e q u i v o c a l i n i t s i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f t h a t event, i f event i s the 

c o r r e c t terra. The t h e o l o g i c a l issues i t r a i s e s are so 

s u b s t a n t i a l t h a t t h e e f f e c t o f i t s presence i n C h r i s t i a n f a i t h 

and t e a c h i n g i s beyond doubt, and even i f i t were n o t i n the 

e x p l i c i t S c r i p t u r a l r e v e l a t i o n i t s meaning o f the simultaneous 

d e p a r t u r e and non-departure o f C h r i s t would c e r t a i n l y have t o 

be addressed i n some form. 

The Ascension o f C h r i s t and the s t a t e o f a f f a i r s r e s u l t i n g 

f r om i t can be seen t o have a p e r v a s i v e and o f t e n i m p l i c i t 

i n f l u e n c e upon t h e New Testament i n t o t a l by i t s being 

i n t e r p r e t e d as t h e achievement and e x p r e s s i o n of the a l r e a d y -

r e a l i s e d promise o f f i n a l v i c t o r y by C h r i s t . I t i s i t s e l f a 

major theme which i n t e r a c t s w i t h the o t h e r main themes of the 

New Testament i n a way which i s b o t h l i n g u i s t i c a l l y and 

t h e o l o g i c a l l y complex. This i s a c e n t r a l p a r t of the 

e x p l a n a t i o n o f t h e immensely v a r i e d i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s o f the r o l e 

and s i g n i f i c a n c e o f the Ascension t o be found i n the w r i t i n g s 

produced i n t h e c e n t u r i e s f o l l o w i n g the a p o s t o l i c age. The 

p a t r i s t i c w r i t i n g s , t o be c o n s i d e r e d n e x t , c o n t a i n i m p o r t a n t 

d i s c u s s i o n s o f t h e Ascension, and i t s t h e o l o g y , a d d r e s s i n g 

p a r t i c u l a r l y those issues r a i s e d by the d i f f i c u l t i e s i n h e r e n t 

i n t h e New Testament accounts and i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s . 
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CHAPTER I I I 

INSIGHTS INTO THE THEOLOGY OF THE ASCENSION 

DURING THE PATRISTIC ERA 

INCLUDING THE PARTICULAR CONTRIBUTION 

OF SAINT HILARY OF POITIERS 

There i s , i n g e n e r a l , a l e s s s y s t e m a t i c and u n i f o r m concern 

w i t h t h e Ascension evidenced i n the work o f the p a t r i s t i c 

w r i t e r s and t h e i r c o n t e m p o r a r i e s than t h e r e i s w i t h the o t h e r 

p r i n c i p a l c h r i s t o l o g i c a l d o c t r i n e s . Some w r i t e r s do have 

s i g n i f i c a n t p o i n t s t o make about C h r i s t ' s Ascension, both i n 

i t s e l f and, e s p e c i a l l y , i n r e l a t i o n t o o t h e r d o c t r i n e s and 

o t h e r concerns; b u t t h e e x t a n t w r i t i n g s of many i m p o r t a n t 

t h e o l o g i c a l f i g u r e s o f t h i s p e r i o d g i v e l i t t l e or no extended 

c o n s i d e r a t i o n t o the n a t u r e o r t o the consequences of the 

Ascension. T h i s may be, i n i t s e l f , an i n d i c a t i o n o f t h e i r 
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e s t i m a t i o n o f i t s s i g n i f i c a n c e , o r o f i t s b e i n g a d o c t r i n e 

w hich has a secondary p l a c e i n r e l a t i o n t o one or more 

' p r i m a r y ' d o c t r i n e s : p a r t i c u l a r l y R e s u r r e c t i o n and Pentecost. 

Whatever t h e p l a c e g i v e n t o the Ascension by the w r i t e r s of 

these e a r l y c e n t u r i e s , t h e volume o f t h e o l o g i c a l , a p o l o g i s t , 

h o m i l e t i c , and o t h e r C h r i s t i a n w r i t i n g s produced d u r i n g t h i s 

p e r i o d means t h a t among them t h e r e was i n e v i t a b l y some 

c o n s i d e r a t i o n o f t h i s d o c t r i n e because i t has s c r i p t u r a l r o o t s 

and was b e g i n n i n g , i n an i r r e g u l a r and o f t e n l o c a l i s e d manner, 

t o be c e l e b r a t e d as a d i s t i n c t f e a s t i n the C h r i s t i a n calendar. 

There were a l s o a few t h e o l o g i a n s who argued t h a t a more 

s i g n i f i c a n t r o l e be r e c o g n i s e d as b e l o n g i n g t o the Ascension. 
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1. Pr i n c i p a l P a t r i s t i c Themes 

While every i m p o r t a n t a u t h o r o f t h i s p e r i o d has a d i f f e r e n t 

approach t o the Ascension, as t o o t h e r d o c t r i n e s , f o u r b a s i c 

types o f answers t o t h e problem o f the p l a c i n g o f the Ascension 

emerge as i d e n t i f i a b l e themes. They are not r e a l l y schools of 

t h o u g h t which can be r e l a t e d t o groups o f l i k e - m i n d e d t h i n k e r s 

or t o a p a r t i c u l a r t i m e or t r a d i t i o n , b u t , r a t h e r , they seem t o 

develop o u t o f the common emphases o f i n d i v i d u a l s a p p l y i n g 

t h e i r minds t o the same problem or s e t o f q u e s t i o n s . 

a) The ascended Christ and the Church 

One approach t o the u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f the Ascension grew out 

of a concern w i t h t h e r e l a t i o n o f the ascended C h r i s t t o the 

Church. T h i s i n v o l v e d t a k i n g the Ascension t o be e s s e n t i a l l y a 

s h i f t i n the emphasis o f t h e person and work o f C h r i s t from the 

c r e a t e d t o the d i v i n e realm, r e c o g n i s i n g t h a t a t a l l p o i n t s he 

must be d i r e c t l y i n v o l v e d i n b o t h . 

J u s t i n M a r t y r , i n Chapter 26 of h i s F i r s t Apology, i n d i c a t e d 

t h a t he regarded the Ascension as the d e c i s i v e moment a t which 

th e Church becomes s u b j e c t t o p e r s e c u t i o n i n i t s defence o f 

t r u t h . He regarded t h i s as the p o i n t a t which t he work o f God 

i s c a r r i e d on by the heavenly C h r i s t p r i m a r i l y t hrough h i s 

pe o p l e . Concerning t he time p r i o r t o the Ascension, J u s t i n saw 
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t h i s work as c a r r i e d o u t d i r e c t l y by C h r i s t ' s i n c a r n a t e person 

f o r those people, who were, d u r i n g C h r i s t ' s v i s i b l e 

I n c a r n a t i o n , s o l e l y t h e r e c i p i e n t s o f t h i s a c t i o n , as d i s t i n c t 

f r om t h e i r b e i n g a l s o i t s agents i n the post-Ascension, p o s t -

Pentecost Church. J u s t i n even went so f a r as t o see i n the 

Ascension t he empowerment o f the Church, g i v i n g i t s p i r i t u a l 

l e g i t i m a c y t o a c t i n God's name; i n do i n g so he assigned t o the 

ascent o f C h r i s t some o f the e f f e c t s u s u a l l y assigned t o the 

descent o f t h e Holy S p i r i t , perhaps w i s h i n g t o a v o i d too 

complete a d i s t i n c t i o n between them. 

Two c e n t u r i e s l a t e r , Gregory o f Nyssa came t o a s i m i l a r 

u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f C h r i s t ' s Ascension as a m o d i f i c a t i o n o f the 

mode o f h i s presence t o t h e d i s c i p l e s . I n h i s O r a t i o 

C a t e c h e t i c a , 32, he w r o t e o f C h r i s t ' s promise t o be always w i t h 

h i s d i s c i p l e s i n a way which p r e c l u d e d t h e i r ever being 

s e p a r a t e d by e x t e r n a l f o r c e s ( c f . Mt 28:16-20; Mk 16:19-20; Jn 

14:18-21; Rm 8:38-39).^ Gregory c o n t r a s t e d the Ascension t o 

heaven as a ' v i s i b l e ' event w i t h i t s i n v i s i b l e consequence 

which a l l o w e d t h e d i s c i p l e s t o r e t a i n the c o n v i c t i o n t h a t the 

ascended C h r i s t c o n t i n u e s t o be everywhere p r e s e n t . There i s 

some a m b i g u i t y i n t h i s s t a t e m e n t , s i n c e i t seems t o i m p l y t h a t 

C h r i s t ' s post-Ascension presence i s l o c a t e d i n the minds of the 

d i s c i p l e s . W i t h o u t d i r e c t l y a ddressing t h i s apparent 

d i f f i c u l t y , Gregory a l s o spoke o f the post-Easter events and 

t h e i r " d i v i n e q u a l i t y and t h e i r c o n n e c t i o n w i t h sublime and 

tr a n s c e n d e n t power" and t h e i r " s u p e r n a t u r a l c h a r a c t e r " ; t h i s 

was worded i n such a way as t o leave no p o s s i b l e doubt t h a t he 
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b e l i e v e d t h e Ascension t o be a d i v i n e r e a l i t y and not simply a 

p r o d u c t o f the Church's f a i t h . 

L e t t e r 17, 12, C y r i l o f A l e x a n d r i a made i t c l e a r t h a t he 

b e l i e v e d t h a t t h e n a t u r e o f the s a c r i f i c e o f the E u c h a r i s t 

depends upon an u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f the s p i r i t u a l n a t u r e of 

C h r i s t ' s e x i s t e n c e as d e r i v a t i v e from h i s being b o t h r i s e n and 

ascended, and be i n g t h e r e b y p r e s e n t t o a l l mankind. C y r i l 

r i d i c u l e d t h e i d e a t h a t t h e Ascension r e p r e s e n t s the removal o f 

C h r i s t t o "a s a f e and secure p l a c e " which would leave him i n 

th e p o s i t i o n o f h a v i n g f l e d from t h e c o n t i n u i n g danger of being 

ensnared or p l o t t e d a g a i n s t by h i s enemies. I n L e t t e r 50, 15, 

he p o i n t e d t o t h e t r i u m p h a n t way i n which the Ascension i s 

p o r t r a y e d i n S c r i p t u r e as a c o n c l u s i v e s i g n t h a t C h r i s t 

c o n t i n u e s t o work f o r humanity, p a r t i c u l a r l y through the 

Church, as God and man i n the presence o f the Father, having 

d e f e a t e d t h e enemies b o t h o f God and o f mankind.*^ 

The s p e c i a l c o n t r i b u t i o n made by t h i s type o f c o n s i d e r a t i o n 

o f t h e Ascension i s t h a t i t bases t h e presence of C h r i s t t o the 

Church and t o a l l c r e a t i o n on h i s heavenly e x i s t e n c e . Other 

ways o f e x p r e s s i n g t h i s presence tend t o see i t as based i n the 

R e s u r r e c t i o n and t h r o u g h t h e agency o f the Pentecost S p i r i t . 

T h i s approach does n o t d e t r a c t from t h a t b a s i s , but i t does 

r e c o g n i s e t he s i g n i f i c a n c e , i n i t s own r i g h t and not as simply 

a necessary p r e c o n d i t i o n f o r the o t h e r s , o f the d e f i n i t i v e 

e n t r y i n t o t h e d i v i n e realm o f God made man. 
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b) Development of the person of the ascended C h r i s t 

A second theme, which i s c l o s e l y r e l a t e d t o the f i r s t , i s 

t h a t t h e Ascension r e p r e s e n t s t h e e n t r y i n t o a d i f f e r e n t mode 

of e x i s t e n c e f o r C h r i s t i n h i m s e l f , and not s o l e l y i n r e l a t i o n 

t o t h e Church. T h i s i s n o t i n o p p o s i t i o n t o the f i r s t theme, 

b u t i t does r e p r e s e n t a d i f f e r e n c e i n emphasis and i n 

t h e o l o g i c a l i n s i g h t . 

I n L i b e l l u s de O r a t i o n e , 23.1-2, Origen s t r e s s e d t he need t o 

a v o i d s p a t i a l c a t e g o r i e s i n speaking o f the Ascension and i n 

see k i n g t o understand t h e mode o f e x i s t e n c e o f the ascended 

one.^ He d i d t h i s by emphasising t h a t the R e s u r r e c t i o n and 

Ascension o f C h r i s t must be i n h i s s p i r i t u a l body. This was an 

e x p l a n a t i o n w i t h which Methodius, i n De R e s u r r e c t i o n e , 7.8, 

took i s s u e by d e f e n d i n g , from t h e s t a r t i n g p o i n t o f C h r i s t ' s 

p h y s i c a l i t y , t h e complete i d e n t i t y o f the i n c a r n a t e , r i s e n , and 

ascended body of C h r i s t . ^ 

John Chrysostom, i n c o n t r a s t , assessed t he s i g n i f i c a n c e o f 

the Ascension by c o n c e n t r a t i n g p a r t i c u l a r l y on i t s e f f e c t upon 

the humanity o f C h r i s t . He b e l i e v e d t h a t the humanity which was 

encountered by the d i s c i p l e s i n the p e r i o d between R e s u r r e c t i o n 

and Ascension was c o n s t i t u t e d d i f f e r e n t l y than i t had been 

d u r i n g t h e I n c a r n a t i o n as such. He argued t h a t the r i s e n C h r i s t 

was seen by t h e d i s c i p l e s d u r i n g the ' f o r t y days', but not i n 

the same, c o n t i n u o u s , way t h a t he was b e f o r e the R e s u r r e c t i o n , 

b u t r a t h e r i n a way which r e f l e c t e d h i s new e x i s t e n c e and the 

purposes f o r which t h a t e x i s t e n c e had been brought about. He 
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i m p l i e d , t o o , t h a t t h i s e x i s t e n c e c o n t i n u e s i n the ascended 

C h r i s t . ^ He c o n s i d e r e d t h a t the Ascension was a r e a l d e p a r t u r e 

o f t h e r i s e n C h r i s t from even h i s p o s t - R e s u r r e c t i o n form of 

c o n t a c t w i t h t h e o r d i n a r y w o r l d o f human l i f e . C h r i s t ' s unique 

r e l a t i o n t o t h e d i v i n e , even i n h i s humanity, was understood by 

Chrysostom t o be t h e whole p o i n t of a l l t h a t the New Testament 

has t o say, and t h a t t h e Ascension r e p r e s e n t s the f u l f i l m e n t of 

h i s m i s s i o n from t h e F a t h e r . The d i s c i p l e s ' r e a c t i o n t o h i s 

d e p a r t u r e , as compared t o t h e i r r e a c t i o n t o h i s C r u c i f i x i o n , 

was, he argued, p r o o f o f the p o s i t i v e n a t u r e o f t h a t d e p a r t u r e 

and o f i t s p l a c e i n t h e d i v i n e p l a n . ^ 

T h i s theme, o f t h e Ascension as an event and s t a t e of being 

w i t h e f f e c t s upon t h e person o f C h r i s t , r e f l e c t s a concern w i t h 

q u e s t i o n s about t h e n a t u r e o f the Ascension as a c h r i s t o l o g i c a l 

e v e n t , r a t h e r t h a n as p r i m a r i l y an e c c l e s i o l o g i c a l m a t t e r . I t 

l o o k s a t t h e e f f e c t s o f t h e Ascension s p e c i f i c a l l y upon the 

ascended one, b u t , l i k e t h e f i r s t theme, i t does not seek t o 

e x p l o r e i n a more developed way the wider t h e o l o g i c a l 

r a m i f i c a t i o n s . 
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c ) C h r i s t ' s Ascension as the opening of Heaven 

The t h i r d theme does go f u r t h e r i n t r a c i n g t he e f f e c t s of the 

Ascension i n t h a t i t a t t e m p t s an e x p l a n a t i o n o f i t s purpose. 

T h i s i s t h e dominant p a t r i s t i c approach t o the Ascension and i s 

t o be found t h r o u g h o u t the p e r i o d i n i t s v a r i o u s forms. I t s 

b a s i c i d e a i s t h a t t h e Ascension o f C h r i s t r e p r e s e n t s the 

opening up o f t h e way t o heaven, or o f t h e gates o f heaven, f o r 

humanity. I t b r i n g s i n t o d i s c u s s i o n , though o f t e n i n an 

undeveloped f o r m , t h e s o t e r i o l o g y o f the Ascension. 

T e r t u l l i a n , i n Adversus Gnosticos Scorpiace, Chapter X, 

a s s e r t e d t h a t heaven i s open t o t h e C h r i s t i a n through the 

Ascension, p r i o r t o any a c t u a l e n t r y , so t h a t when the worthy 

i n d i v i d u a l comes t o i t s t h r e s h o l d t h e r e i s no a d d i t i o n a l d e l a y , 

b u t s i m p l y d i r e c t e n t r y prepared f o r by C h r i s t , who i s w a i t i n g 
q 

t o r e c e i v e h i s people.^ This i s an i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f the 

Ascension which addresses i t s n a t u r e p r i m a r i l y i n terms of i t s 

f u n c t i o n . I t i s concerned w i t h the p r e s e n t or e t e r n a l f u n c t i o n 

o f the Ascension of C h r i s t , w h i l e n o t s e p a r a t i n g t h i s from the 

event i t s e l f , u s i n g an approach which i s more commonly a p p l i e d 

t o o t h e r c h r i s t o l o g i c a l - s o t e r i o l o g i c a l m y s t e r i e s , e s p e c i a l l y to 

the C r u c i f i x i o n and t h e R e s u r r e c t i o n . 

I n h i s E x p o s i t i o F i d e i , Athanasius regarded C h r i s t ' s 

Ascension as showing the way f o r humanity t o heaven by 

f u l f i l l i n g t h e r o l e o f p r e c u r s o r , 'prodromos', i n h i s own 

c r u c i f i e d and r i s e n humanity, i n which he a c t s as judge of who 

i s w o r t h y t o e n t e r heaven.•'•^ A t h a n a s i u s , i n r e f e r r i n g t o the 
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Ascension, p a r t i c u l a r l y i n Contra A r i a n o s , 2.15, 1.40, was 

o f t e n concerned t o defend t h e c o n s u b s t a n t i a l i t y o f the Father 

and Son a g a i n s t A r i a n s u b o r d i n a t i o n i s m , by i n s i s t i n g t h a t i n 

the Ascension i t i s C h r i s t ' s humanity alone which ascends and 

i s e x a l t e d , because t h e f u l l d i v i n i t y o f the Son cannot be 

e x a l t e d . T h i s k i n d o f a c c e n t u a t i n g o f the e f f e c t o f the 

Ascension s p e c i f i c a l l y upon the humanity of C h r i s t - w h i l e such 

an emphasis does a l l o w a defence o f h i s r e a l d i v i n i t y - can 

depend upon a t h e o l o g y o f Ascension as e x a l t a t i o n which does 

n o t a l l o w f o r t h e p o s s i b i l i t i e s which can a r i s e from e x p l o i t i n g 

t h e r a d i c a l u n i t y o f C h r i s t ' s personhood and i t s consequences. 

R u f i n u s o f A q u i l e i a (AD 345-410), a monk and an opponent of 

Jerome, i n Commentarius i n Symbolum Apostolorum, 3 1 , emphasised 

t h e Ascension's r o l e i n t a k i n g t h e f l e s h l y dimension o f the 
1 ? 

Word made f l e s h t o i t s r i g h t f u l p l a c e i n h e a v e n . ^ J. G. 

Davies' sympathy f o r , i f n o t agreement w i t h , R u f i n u s ' concept 

o f a non-personal humanity of C h r i s t taken up a t the Ascension, 

as t h e means by which the Ascension a p p l i e s t o a l l humanity, 

seems t o r e g a r d as d i s p e n s a b l e the necessary p a r t i c u l a r i t y of 

human e x i s t e n c e i n t h e cause of an idea of the t r a n s m i s s i o n of 

s a l v a t i o n which seems dependent upon the P l a t o n i c t h e o r y of 

forms, and seems a l s o t o compromise the r e a l i t y , and t h e r e f o r e 

the s o t e r i o l o g i c a l e f f i c a c y o f the humanity of C h r i s t , r a i s i n g 
1 

more d i f f i c u l t i e s t han i t solves.^-^ 

The c e n t r a l purpose o f C h r i s t ' s I n c a r n a t i o n , Ambrose wrote i n 

T r a c t a t u s de Fide Orthodoxa, 3.51, i s the p r e p a r a t i o n of the 

road t o heaven f o r humanity. C h r i s t can do t h i s , Ambrose argued 95 



i n s e c t i o n 4.7, because h i s R e s u r r e c t i o n and Ascension are 

those a l s o o f a l l mankind, or a t l e a s t o f a l l b e l i e v e r s who 

c o n s t i t u t e h i s Body, t h r o u g h h i s redeeming person. Such a 

use o f t h e d o c t r i n e o f the m y s t i c a l body t o account f o r the 

means by which the s o t e r i o l o g i c a l b e n e f i t s o f C h r i s t ' s 

Ascension are t r a n s m i t t e d t o o t h e r s has i t s advantages: i t 

dispenses w i t h t he need t o argue f o r a quasi-medium f o r the 

t r a n s m i s s i o n o f s a l v a t i o n from C h r i s t t o c r e a t u r e s ; i t i n v o l v e s 

a d i r e c t n e s s o f c o n n e c t i o n between C h r i s t and the Church which 

i s s a c r a m e n t a l ; and, i t has an i n t e r n a l c o n s i s t e n c y o f argument 

which seems s u p e r i o r t o the c l a s s i c a l t h e o r y o f atonement, w i t h 

i t s c o n c e n t r a t i o n on the d e f e a t o f the d e v i l . I t s p r i n c i p a l 

d i s a d v a n t a g e i s t h a t i t seems t o r e q u i r e an e x p l i c i t f a i t h i n 

C h r i s t as t h e means o f becoming a t t a c h e d t o s a l v a t i o n , which i s 

p r o b l e m a t i c a l t o t h e idea o f the u n i v e r s a l i t y o f the s a l v a t i o n 

a c hieved by C h r i s t . 

An Ascension sermon, a t t r i b u t e d t o John Chrysostom but 

p o s s i b l y w r i t t e n by N e s t o r i u s , i n 'Codex B e r o l i n e n s i s ' , 77, 

c o n s i d e r e d t h e Feast of the Ascension t o be t h a t o f the success 

o f t he m i s s i o n of C h r i s t and h i s v i c t o r y , i n which he ascends 

" i n o r d e r t o make heaven passable t o those upon earth".-'•^ This 

i d e a i s not developed i n t h e sermon, but even i n such an 

u n e x p l i c a t e d form i t does a t t r i b u t e t o the Ascension a v i t a l 

f u n c t i o n i n t h e e n t r y o f c r e a t e d persons i n t o heaven, from 

which they a r e o t h e r w i s e excluded by t h e i r not b e l o n g i n g t h e r e . 

S i m i l a r l y , Maximus, the f i f t h c e n t u r y Bishop of T u r i n , 

d e s c r i b e d C h r i s t as h a v i n g , a t h i s Ascension, f o r e v e r opened 
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t h e g a t e s o f heaven t o man, now made r i g h t f u l l y an i n h a b i t a n t , 

by h i s d e f e a t o f d e a t h and t h e d e v i l ; t h e Ascension being 

proved by Pentecost.•'•^ Maximus had a s o p h i s t i c a t e d theology o f 

the Ascension which p l a c e s many o f h i s thoughts i n the f o u r t h 

of t h e g e n e r a l approaches o f h i s era t o the s u b j e c t , but the 

b r e a d t h o f h i s i n s i g h t means t h a t he, more so than o t h e r s , 

cannot s i m p l y be c a t e g o r i s e d e x c l u s i v e l y i n t o any one o f these 

groups o f i d e a s . 

The theme o f t h e opening o f heaven by the Ascension o f 

C h r i s t , i n p a r t i c u l a r , leads t o t h e obvious q u e s t i o n s of why 

and i n what manner i t may be s a i d t o have been c l o s e d t o e n t r y . 

Whether t h e c l o s u r e was understood as being due t o s i n , or the 

d e v i l (Maximus), o r t o t h e n a t u r e o f e x i s t e n c e ( T e r t u l l i a n , 

Ambrose, C h r y s o s t o m / N e s t o r i u s ) , i t had a s t r o n g i n f l u e n c e upon 

th e i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f C h r i s t ' s Ascension. A l l i e d t o t h i s was 

t h e q u e s t i o n o f how heaven c o u l d be c l o s e d by any o f these 

a g a i n s t t h e w i l l o f God. 
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d) The Ascension and the Holy T r i n i t y 

I t was t h e f o u r t h o f t h e types o f p a t r i s t i c approach t o the 

u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f t h e Ascension which enabled those who pursued 

t h i s way t o produce t h e most i n c i s i v e answers t o the k i n d o f 

q u e s t i o n s r a i s e d by t h e o t h e r themes, though not n e c e s s a r i l y i n 

the same terms as those on which the qu e s t i o n s were posed. This 

approach c o n c e n t r a t e d on t h e e f f e c t s w i t h i n the T r i n i t y o f the 

e n t r a n c e i n t o t h e d i v i n e l i f e o f God made man, and the 

consequences o f those e f f e c t s i n s o t e r i o l o g i c a l and o t h e r 

terms. I t i s t h i s approach which appears the most f r u i t f u l f o r 

l a t e r development o f the d o c t r i n e o f Ascension, and, i n 

c o n j u n c t i o n w i t h t h e theme o f the opening o f Heaven, t o be 

e s p e c i a l l y i n c i s i v e f o r contemporary t h e o l o g y . So, i t i s the 

e f f e c t o f t h e Ascension upon t h e T r i n i t y which seems the most 

u s e f u l o f t h e f o u r main themes t o e x p l o r e i n d e t a i l . The 

dominant, though n o t t h e o n l y , p a t r i s t i c f i g u r e t o take t h i s 

r o u t e was H i l a r y o f P o i t i e r s . 
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2. H i l a r y ' s Methodology 

H i l a r y ' s p a r t i c u l a r p e r s p e c t i v e on the Ascension grew, t o 

some e x t e n t , out o f the t h e o l o g i c a l method he used i n examining 

t h i s d o c t r i n e . H i l a r y ' s involvement i n the A r i a n c o n t r o v e r s y 

was one o f t h e p r i n c i p a l e x t e r n a l i n f l u e n c e s on h i s d i s c u s s i o n s 

of C h r i s t ' s e x a l t a t i o n . I n a r g u i n g a g a i n s t the d i v i n i t y o f 

C h r i s t , New Testament passages such as Ph 2:9, Ac 2:36, and 

ICor 15:24-28, were f r e q u e n t l y used by A r i a n w r i t e r s t o c l a i m 

t h a t the e x a l t a t i o n o f C h r i s t proved t h a t he c o u l d not be 

d i v i n e because God c o u l d n o t be e x a l t e d . These t e x t s , and 

o t h e r s , became t h e b a t t l e g r o u n d between the A r i a n and a n t i -

A r i a n p a r t i e s , and r e q u i r e d a t r e a t m e n t d i f f e r e n t from the non-

c o n t r o v e r s i a l exegesis which had been a p p l i e d t o them i n 

e a r l i e r w r i t i n g s . Those i n v o l v e d i n a r g u i n g over these passages 

i n c l u d e d : t h e A r i a n s Germinius, M a r c e l l u s of Ancyra, and 

Eunomius; and t h e a n t i - A r i a n s Eusebius of Caesarea, Gregory of 

Nyssa, and B a s i l o f Caesarea.•'•^ 

H i l a r y , l i k e Gregory o f Nyssa, approached the task of 

d e f e n d i n g o r t h o d o x d o c t r i n e by u s i n g exegesis of s c r i p t u r e as a 

s t a r t i n g p o i n t f o r argument and d e v e l o p i n g t h i s f a r beyond the 

e x p l i c i t meaning of p a r t i c u l a r t e x t s , i n a manner which i s 

c l o s e t o what has come t o be c a l l e d s y s t e m a t i c t h e o l o g y . This 

was necessary i n t h e c o n t e x t o f the A r i a n c o n t r o v e r s y because 

b o t h s i d e s were u s i n g t h e same s c r i p t u r a l t e x t s t o j u s t i f y 

t h e i r r e l a t i v e p o s i t i o n s ; so i t was necessary t o c o n s t r u c t 

complex arguments which drew on a l l p a r t s o f the New and Old 
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Testaments, and on t h e l o g i c o f p h i l o s o p h i c a l method, t o 
1 8 

r e i n f o r c e t h e i n t e r p r e t a t i o n i n s i t u o f the key t e x t s . 

The areas o f d o c t r i n e on which H i l a r y c o n c e n t r a t e d , and the 

p r e s s u r e o f t h e c o n t r o v e r s i e s i n which he engaged, l e d him t o 

i d e n t i f y and address q u e s t i o n s which soon came t o be w i d e l y 

debated as c r u c i a l m a t t e r s o f d o c t r i n e . B a s i l o f Caesarea, 

Gregory Nazianzen, and Gregory o f Nyssa worked t o b r i n g a 

c o n s i s t e n t v o c a b u l a r y t o bear upon the d i s c u s s i o n o f the 

T r i n i t y and t h e I n c a r n a t i o n which Athanasius and, l a t e r , H i l a r y 

had l e d by t h e i r championing of the homoousion t e r m i n o l o g y . 

Even so, H i l a r y sometimes chose t o use words i n ways which l e f t 

t h e i r p r e c i s e meaning i n doubt, a r g u i n g , f o r reasons o f 

c o n c i l i a t i o n , t h a t 'homoiousios' c o u l d express the Nicene 

d o c t r i n e , w h i l e p r e f e r r i n g 'homoousios'. However, even when he 

appeared t o s t r a y i n t o q u e s t i o n a b l e language H i l a r y seemed t o 

do so d e l i b e r a t e l y , i n o r d e r t o push the p o s s i b i l i t i e s o f t h a t 

language beyond i t s contemporary l i m i t a t i o n s ; f o r example, the 

apparent d o c e t i s m o f De T r i n i t a t e 10.27-28, 35, and 11.2 i s 

balanced by t h e c l e a r l y n o n - d o c e t i c o b s e r v a t i o n s of 10.24, i n 

which C h r i s t ' s e a t i n g and d r i n k i n g are c i t e d as demonstrating 

the r e a l i t y o f h i s human n a t u r e . 

H i l a r y ' s d e s i r e t o encourage d i a l o g u e between the e a s t e r n and 

wes t e r n Church seems t o have developed i n p a r t from h i s own 

sympathy f o r b o t h approaches t o the ta s k o f t h e o l o g y . His 

concern w i t h s p e c u l a t i v e t h e o l o g y was i n s e p a r a b l e from h i s 

concern w i t h s a l v a t i o n i n De T r i n i t a t e , 6.35, 8.7, 12.56-57, 

where he wished t o show the i n d i s p e n s a b i l i t y of f a i t h f o r 
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i n d i v i d u a l s i n o b t a i n i n g t h e s a l v a t i o n made p o s s i b l e by the 

I n c a r n a t i o n . H i l a r y appeared p o s i t i v e l y t o promote the b e l i e f 

t h a t p h i l o s o p h y and m y s t i c i s m are the t w i n requirements of a 

v a l i d theology.•^^ 

One p a r t i c u l a r l y v a l u a b l e aspect of H i l a r y ' s methodology was 

h i s w i l l i n g n e s s t o address l o g i c a l d i f f i c u l t i e s which he 

encountered i n t h e course o f h i s t h i n k i n g about the T r i n i t y and 

about s a l v a t i o n . His m y s t i c a l l e a n i n g s d i d not l e a d him t o use 

the concept o f mystery as a way of a v o i d i n g apparent problems, 

b u t as a spur t o e x p l o r i n g them as i m p o r t a n t m a t t e r s of f a i t h . 

I f h i s approach was n o t as l i n g u i s t i c a l l y r i g o r o u s as t h e 

Cappadocians i t was nonetheless i n c i s i v e , as h i s examination o f 

C h r i s t ' s Ascension demonstrates. 
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3. H i l a r y on the Ascension 

H i l a r y ' s c o n s i d e r a t i o n o f the i m p l i c a t i o n s o f C h r i s t ' s 

Ascension i s t o be found m a i n l y i n h i s De T r i n i t a t e , w r i t t e n 

a g a i n s t t he A r i a n s d u r i n g h i s e x i l e i n As i a Minor from AD 356 

t o 360. 

De T r i n i t a t e has as i t s main concern t he person of C h r i s t , 

p a r t i c u l a r l y the f u l l r e a l i t y o f t h e humanity and d i v i n i t y 

w h ich c o n s t i t u t e h i s person, r a t h e r than t he d o c t r i n e of the 

T r i n i t y i t s e l f . H i l a r y chose t o address t he A r i a n p e r s p e c t i v e 

on t h e weakness of C h r i s t ' s humanity by c o n c e n t r a t i n g on the 

d i v i n e Logos i n i t s t h r e e stages o f p r e - e x i s t e n c e , k e n o s i s , and 

e x a l t a t i o n . I n t h e course o f d o i n g t h i s , H i l a r y showed h i s 

awareness o f s o t e r i o l o g y as an i n d i s p e n s a b l e element i n the 

u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f t h e person and n a t u r e o f C h r i s t . 

H i l a r y b e l i e v e d t h a t the problems connected w i t h 

u n d e r s t a n d i n g t he n a t u r e o f the u n i o n o f God and man i n C h r i s t 

a r e b e s t addressed by t a k i n g the I n c a r n a t i o n and the Ascension 

as two d i s t i n c t b u t m u t u a l l y e n l i g h t e n i n g m a n i f e s t a t i o n s of the 

same process. He c o n s i d e r e d , i n T r a c t a t u s super PsaImos, 68.25, 

th e l o g i c a l problem posed by the e x i s t e n c e o f the s i t u a t i o n i n 

which t h e i n c a r n a t e Son o f God seemed not t o overwhelm, by the 
22 

g l o r y o f h i s Godhead, the humanity which had been assumed. 

The s o l u t i o n f a v o u r e d by H i l a r y was t o argue t h a t the e f f e c t s 

w h i c h such a uni o n would n a t u r a l l y produce had somehow been 

n u l l i f i e d by d i v i n e d e c i s i o n . He used t h e word 'evacuatio' t o 
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express t h i s , b u t was c a r e f u l t o a v o i d g i v i n g the impression 

t h a t t h e word meant a n y t h i n g beyond the meaning of the 
7 3 

n e u t r a l i s i n g o f the v i s i b l e e f f e c t s o f t h i s u n i o n . However, 

H i l a r y d i d n o t address the p r e s u p p o s i t i o n u n d e r l y i n g t h i s i d e a ; 

he accepted t h a t the p r o x i m i t y of C h r i s t ' s d i v i n i t y would have 

overwhelmed h i s humanity. There i s no r e c o g n i t i o n o f the c l e a r 

C h r i s t i a n t e a c h i n g on the u b i q u i t y of God, which means, i n a 

d i f f e r e n t sense, t h a t a , l l human beings are i n a d i r e c t 

p r o x i m i t y t o t h e d i v i n e w i t h o u t any sensual or p s y c h o l o g i c a l 

d i s t u r b a n c e o r even e f f e c t . Thus, d i s r e g a r d i n g such a c o n t r a r y 

p e r s p e c t i v e , H i l a r y was l e d t o commit h i m s e l f t o a r g u i n g from 

p o s i t i o n s which d i d n o t r e a l l y s t r e n g t h e n t h e e s s e n t i a l t h r u s t 

o f h i s argument, and may not have been necessary t o i t : t h i s 

a s pect o f H i l a r y ' s d i s c u s s i o n seems t o have taken him away from 

more c e n t r a l i s s u e s . I t i s a c h o i c e of d i r e c t i o n which, w h i l e 

i t does m o d i f y , does n o t s e r i o u s l y weaken, h i s case f o r the 

c e n t r a l i t y o f C h r i s t ' s o n t o l o g y t o the meaning o f s a l v a t i o n , 

and t h e r o l e o f t h e Ascension i n i t . 

One o f H i l a r y ' s c h i e f i n s i g h t s i n t o the Ascension d e r i v e d 

from h i s defence o f the f u l l d i v i n i t y o f C h r i s t . Despite h i s 

r e l a t i v e l y t o l e r a n t a t t i t u d e t o the use of the homoiousion as a 

way o f e x p r e s s i n g o r t h o d o x C h r i s t i a n d o c t r i n e , as i n L i b e r de 

S y n o d i s , 67-9, 74, H i l a r y took w i t h g r e a t seriousness the 

consequences o f the u n i t y o f God and man i n C h r i s t , both i n 

i t s e l f and i n r e l a t i o n t o the T r i n i t y . H e used the concept of 

k e n o s i s t o d e a l w i t h the t e n s i o n s t h i s c r e a t e s i n speaking of 

t h e i n c a r n a t e Son, i n De T r i n i t a t e , 12.6, 9.38.^^ H i l a r y ' s 
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w o r k i n g out o f t h e i m p l i c a t i o n s o f these t e n s i o n s f o r the 

ascended C h r i s t , i n r e l a t i o n p a r t i c u l a r l y t o the Father, y i e l d s 

some ve r y i n t e r e s t i n g i n s i g h t s . 

The u n i t y o f God and man i n C h r i s t , on the basis o f which he 

i s a b l e t o a c t as M e d i a t o r , was understood by H i l a r y as the 

means by which s a l v a t i o n i s made a v a i l a b l e t o c r e a t u r e s . I t 

i s t h e s i n g l e e n t i t y , i n which C h r i s t u n i t e s a b s o l u t e l y and 

c o m p l e t e l y t h e d i v i n e and the c r e a t e d , which H i l a r y saw as the 
? 7 

a c t i v e c e n t r e o f t h e s o t e r i o l o g i c a l r o l e o f the Ascension.'" 

T h i s i s t o be p l a c e d i n t h e c o n t e x t o f the a b s o l u t e o n t o l o g i c a l 

o t h e r n e s s o f t h e d i v i n e which i s i m p l i e d i n H i l a r y ' s d i s c u s s i o n 
no 

o f t h e d i s t i n c t i o n s between God and raan."^" 

However, a t times H i l a r y h i m s e l f appeared t o f i n d the 

a b s o l u t e n a t u r e o f such a d i s t i n c t i o n t oo severe and he seemed 

t o f i n d i t necessary, when speaking o f the s u f f e r i n g s o f 

C h r i s t ' s humanity, t o t a k e up an almost d o c e t i c stance: "why do 

we t h i n k o f t h e f l e s h c o nceived by the S p i r i t i n terms of the 

n a t u r e o f an o r d i n a r y human body? 

H i l a r y ' s apparent r e l u c t a n c e t o ap p l y the i m p l i c a t i o n s o f 

o n t o l o g i c a l o t h e r n e s s r i g o r o u s l y t o the i n c a r n a t e C h r i s t d i d 

not extend t o h i s t h i n k i n g about the ascended C h r i s t . Indeed, 

i t was perhaps h i s d e t e r m i n a t i o n t o p o r t r a y the Ascension as a 

c r u c i a l o n t o l o g i c a l advance i n the person and r e l a t i o n s h i p s of 

C h r i s t which has l e d t o the p a r t i c u l a r r e s e r v a t i o n s he allowed 

i n r e l a t i o n t o t h e i n c a r n a t e C h r i s t . H i l a r y , i n De T r i n i t a t e , 

9.6, w r o t e : "There i s a d i s t i n c t i o n between the t h r e e s t a t e s : 

God, b e f o r e h i s human l i f e ; then God-and-man; and t h e r e a f t e r 104 



w h o l l y God and w h o l l y man."^^ He takes t he argument f u r t h e r by 

s a y i n g t h a t " i n t he Lord Jesus C h r i s t a person o f bo t h natures 

i s e n c o u n t e r e d " . T h e s e two s t a t e m e n t s , taken t o g e t h e r , show 

H i l a r y b e g i n n i n g t o grasp t he i m p l i c a t i o n s o f the Ascension 

understood as an i n d i s p e n s a b l e stage i n a s o t e r i o l o g y which 

has, as one of i t s d e f i n i n g purposes, the o n t o l o g i c a l 

c o n c i l i a t i o n o f God and non-god. 

H i l a r y seems c o n s i s t e n t l y t o have had as h i s understanding of 

C h r i s t ' s e x a l t a t i o n t h e s h a r i n g by h i s humanity i n the g l o r y 

and honour o f t h e F a t h e r . T h i s e x a l t a t i o n , which H i l a r y 

sometimes i d e n t i f i e d w i t h t h e R e s u r r e c t i o n , i s the ' b i r t h ' i n t o 

t h e l i f e o f the T r i n i t y o f the Son o f man.-""̂  

H i l a r y ' s c o n c e p t i o n o f t h e d i v i n e p l a n was t h a t i t s purpose 

was t h e e x a l t a t i o n o f t h e humanity of C h r i s t t o become f u l l y 

u n i t e d w i t h t h e d i v i n e T r i n i t y t h r o u g h union w i t h God the Son, 

and t o share as f u l l y as i s l o g i c a l l y p o s s i b l e i n the power of 

the Godhead. 

I n De T r i n i t a t e , 10.6, i n c o n t r a d i c t i o n o f the A r i a n argument 

t h a t Jesus' words about h i m s e l f can, i n g e n e r a l , o n l y r e f e r t o 

h i s human n a t u r e , and n o t t o h i s d i v i n i t y , which they d i s p u t e d , 

H i l a r y w r o t e : 

"We are n o t , o f c o u r s e , denying t h a t a l l these words 
of h i s do r e f e r t o h i s Being. But, g r a n t e d t h a t Jesus 
C h r i s t i s b o t h God and man, and t h a t he d i d not begin 
t o be God when he became man, or cease t o be God also 
when he was man; - g r a n t e d t o o , t h a t a f t e r h i s humanity 
was taken up i n t o God, t h e e n t i r e humanity was t o t a l l y 
d e i f i e d , - t h e meaning of h i s words must correspond 
e x a c t l y w i t h t h e mystery o f h i s e x i s t e n c e . " 33 
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H i l a r y read "Deus e r i t omnia i n omnibus" ( I C o r 15:28; Vulgate 

t r a n s l a t i o n ) as meaning t h a t C h r i s t , a t h i s R e s u r r e c t i o n , has 

become i n a l l r e s p e c t s d i v i n e so t h a t h i s humanity and d i v i n i t y 

t o g e t h e r p a r t i c i p a t e f u l l y i n t h i s g l o r y . He argued t h a t a l l 

people who r i s e from t h e dead through the s a l v a t i o n i n i t i a t e d 

by C h r i s t w i l l a l s o be d e i f i e d i n t h e i r r i s e n b o d i e s , and w i l l 

come t o share i n t h e same g l o r y . The mechanism f o r t h i s 

t r a n s f e r r i n g f rom C h r i s t t o h i s people o f the p o s s i b i l i t y o f 

e n t r y i n t o d i v i n e g l o r y i s , H i l a r y t h o u g h t , the l i k e n e s s t o 

C h r i s t g i v e n t o t h e redeemed i n the g e n e r a l resurrection.-^'^ 

H i l a r y t o o k Eph 4:4-10 t o mean t h a t t h e r e i s a d i r e c t 

c o n n e c t i o n made between t h e i d e a of God's being over, t h r o u g h , 

and i n a l l and the Ascension o f C h r i s t as t h a t which 

u n i v e r s a l i s e s h i s a c t i v e presence. Ephesians uses the 

P s a l m i s t ' s c o n n e c t i o n , i n Ps 68:18, between the ascending on 

h i g h o f t h e Lo r d and l e a d i n g o f c a p t i v i t y as i t s e l f a c a p t i v e , 

t o emphasise t h e v i c t o r i o u s n a t u r e o f the Ascension o f C h r i s t 

t o which i t i s a p p l i e d , and H i l a r y regarded t h i s c o n n e c t i o n as 

a key t o t h e s o t e r i o l o g i c a l s i g n i f i c a n c e o f the Ascension. 

I t was i n h i s d i s c u s s i o n o f the n a t u r e and p l a c e o f the 

Ascension t h a t H i l a r y went f u r t h e s t i n examining the f o r m a t i v e 

r o l e which o n t o l o g i c a l i m p e r a t i v e s might have i n an orthodox 

s o t e r i o l o g y . H i l a r y ' s s t r e n g t h a t t h i s p o i n t was i n h i s 

w i l l i n g n e s s t o e x p l o r e t he u n d e r l y i n g p h i l o s o p h i c a l q u e s t i o n s 

r a i s e d by t h e s c r i p t u r a l accounts and e x p l i c a t i o n s , and being 

prepared t o acknowledge paradoxes and d i f f i c u l t i e s w i t h o u t 
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f e e l i n g t h a t t he New Testament's i n t e g r i t y i s t h r e a t e n e d by 

them. 

One o f H i l a r y ' s key a n t i - A r i a n t e x t s was Jn 17:5-11. The 

p o l e m i c a l s t r e n g t h o f t h i s t e x t i s i n Jesus' words a s k i n g the 

Father t o g l o r i f y him w i t h t h e g l o r y he had w i t h t he Father 

b e f o r e t h e w o r l d came t o be. I t a l s o i n c l u d e s the i d e a t h a t the 

f o l l o w e r s o f Jesus w i l l a l s o share h i s g l o r y when they become 

one w i t h hira as he i s w i t h t h e F a t h e r . The e x a l t a t i o n o f C h r i s t 

i s p r e s e n t e d as t h e f u l f i l l i n g o f a process which begins w i t h 

t h e w i t h d r a w a l - i n some sense- from d i v i n e g l o r y by C h r i s t , 

f o l l o w e d by a r e t u r n t o t h a t g l o r y which i n c l u d e s humanity: 

b o t h h i s own and t h a t o f h i s d i s c i p l e s . T h i s , f o r H i l a r y , was 

th e c l e a r assignment o f a s o t e r i o l o g i c a l r o l e t o the e x a l t a t i o n 

o f t h e whole person o f C h r i s t . An i m p l i c a t i o n o f t h i s i s t h a t 

t h e 'forma s e r v i ' which C h r i s t assumed should be g l o r i f i e d i n 

th e F a t h e r . H i l a r y used t h e Johannine concept of ' g l o r i a ' t o 

examine t h e 'advent' o f C h r i s t ; i n t h i s c o n t e x t i t becomes 

c l e a r e r why H i l a r y p r e f e r r e d t h e term 'advent' t o d e s c r i b e the 

coming o f C h r i s t , w i t h i t s emphasis on the c o n t i n u i t y of h i s 

person, w h i l e a v o i d i n g here t h e term ' i n c a r n a t i o n ' . ^ ^ 

I f t h e Ascension r e p r e s e n t s , as H i l a r y argued, a l a t e stage 

i n a process o f development i n t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p between the 

d i v i n e and t h e n o n - d i v i n e , t h e n the o r i g i n s , e v o l u t i o n , and 

c o n c l u s i o n o f t h a t process must be an i m p o r t a n t d e t e r m i n i n g 

f a c t o r i n t h e need f o r , and form o f , the person and works of 

C h r i s t as Saviour or M e d i a t o r . H i l a r y expressed the development 

i n these terms: " u t cum a l i u d s i t ante hominem Deus, a l i u d s i t 
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homo e t Deus, a l i u d s i t p o s t hominem e t Deura t o t u s homo t o t u s 

Deus"; t h e c o r e i d e a of which might be expressed as "God, 

b e f o r e h i s human l i f e ; then God-and-man; and t h e r e a f t e r [ a f t e r 

b e i n g d i v i n e and human] w h o l l y God and w h o l l y man."^^ This i s a 

condensed and e n i g m a t i c summary of a complex t h e o l o g i c a l 

p o s i t i o n w i t h w i d e - r a n g i n g c h r i s t o l o g i c a l and s o t e r i o l o g i c a l 

i m p l i c a t i o n s . 

"God, b e f o r e h i s human l i f e " ( o r , "God i s one t h i n g b e f o r e he 

became man") i s a phrase which can be p r o p e r l y understood as 

p a r t o f o r t h o d o x t h e o l o g i c a l d i s c u s s i o n o n l y i f the word 

" b e f o r e " i s used t o express p r i o r i t y , and i s recognised as a 

t e m p o r a l metaphor i n r e l a t i o n t o e t e r n a l r e a l i t y . The problems 

i n v o l v e d i n h a n d l i n g events and persons which are argued t o 

e x i s t i n t h e realms o f b o t h time and e t e r n i t y are present 

t h r o u g h o u t any C h r i s t i a n s o t e r i o l o g y , and H i l a r y does not t r y 

t o a m e l i o r a t e them i n h i s c h o i c e o f t e r m i n o l o g y . The 

d i f f i c u l t i e s o f d e f e n d i n g b o t h t h e i m m u t a b i l i t y of God and the 

e f f e c t i v e n e s s o f t h e C h r i s t - e v e n t i n the d i v i n e sphere are 

b r o u g h t t o t h e i r s harpest focus i n the I n c a r n a t i o n and 

Ascension o f C h r i s t . I f t h e phrase i m p l i e s n o n - u n i t y , p r i o r t o 

the I n c a r n a t i o n , o f the humanity and d i v i n i t y o f C h r i s t from 

the c r e a t e d p e r s p e c t i v e , i t a c c u r a t e l y r e p r e s e n t s the p o s i t i o n . 

I f i t were t o be taken t o mean change i n the T r i n i t y from non-

u n i t y t o u n i t y o f t h e human and d i v i n e i n C h r i s t , i t would 

r e p r e s e n t a c o n c e p t i o n o f e t e r n i t y as time w r i t l a r g e . H i l a r y , 

t h e r e f o r e , almost c e r t a i n l y meant t h i s t o be a phrase grounded 

i n c r e a t u r e l y , p e r c e p t i o n of the process he d e s c r i b e s . The same 
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c a u t i o n a p p l i e s t o the second phrase i n h i s summary. 

"Then God-and-man" ( o r , "man and God t o g e t h e r i s another 

t h i n g " ) i s a v e r y compressed d e s c r i p t i o n o f the b a s i c premiss 

of t h e I n c a r n a t i o n . I t c o n c e n t r a t e s on t h e u n i t i n g o f the 

d i v i n e n a t u r e and human n a t u r e i n C h r i s t as the stage between 

t h a t a t which t h e d i v i n i t y alone e x i s t s and the humanity i s a 

p o t e n t i a l and t h e i r b e i n g u n i t e d i n a way which somehow i m p l i e s 

an enhancement o f b o t h n a t u r e s by a subsequent development. I n 

the s i m p l e adjacency o f 'God' and 'man', which t h i s middle 

stage s u g g e s t s , H i l a r y appears t o r e f e r t o the I n c a r n a t i o n as 

such, l e a v i n g t h e f i n a l stage t o be reached i n the R e s u r r e c t i o n 

o r Ascension or b o t h . However i t i s i n t e n d e d , i t seems l o g i c a l 

t o i n t e r p r e t H i l a r y ' s assessment of the I n c a r n a t i o n as a 

c e n t r a l b u t p e n u l t i m a t e p a r t o f the process l e a d i n g from the 

separateness o f God and non-god t o the uni o n o f God and non-god 

t h r o u g h C h r i s t . 

"And t h e r e a f t e r w h o l l y God and w h o l l y man" ( o r , " a f t e r man 

and God, man i s complete, God i s complete") i s a very s t r a n g e 

e x p r e s s i o n i n d e e d . There i s n o t h i n g t o i n d i c a t e t h a t H i l a r y 

b e l i e v e d t h e humanity o f the i n c a r n a t e C h r i s t t o be inc o m p l e t e ; 

and c e r t a i n l y t h e idea t h a t h i s d i v i n i t y was l a c k i n g i n some 

way would have been a l i e n t o H i l a r y ' s t h e o l o g y and f a i t h . The 

concept o f t h e development of C h r i s t ' s humanity " a l i u d s i t post 

hominem e t Deum" t o a f u l n e s s , as a p o s s i b l e meaning of " t o t u s 

homo", would be c o n s i s t e n t , but t o apply t h a t idea t o the 

d i v i n e would n o t . "Totus Deus" may be i n t e n d e d as an analogous 

or m e t a p h o r i c a l way o f i n c l u d i n g the d i v i n i t y o f C h r i s t i n the 

109 



t o t a l f u l f i l m e n t of h i s person i n the R e s u r r e c t i o n and 

Ascension. One p o s s i b l e way o f t a k i n g H i l a r y ' s phrase, which 

a l l o w s i t t o have a n o n - t h e o r e t i c a l f o r c e i s t o take " t o t u s 

homo t o t u s Deus" t o ap p l y t o the h y p o s t a t i c union and t o the 

i n t e g r a t i o n o f t h e two n a t u r e s i n C h r i s t ' s s i n g l e person. This 

i s a l s o a p o t e n t i a l means o f e x t e n d i n g , w i t h i n an orthodox 

c h r i s t o l o g y , t h e e x a l t a t i o n o f C h r i s t t o i n c l u d e h i s d i v i n i t y 

w i t h o u t i m p l y i n g t h a t God can be ' e x a l t e d ' . For H i l a r y , the 

e f f e c t s o f t h e R e s u r r e c t i o n , and p a r t i c u l a r l y o f the Ascension, 

must a l s o be a p p l i c a b l e t o the Godhead. There appears t o be 

here a s o l u t i o n t o the q u e s t i o n , r a i s e d by H i l a r y , o f the way 

i n which t h e ' d i s t u r b a n c e ' c r e a t e d i n the T r i n i t y by the union 

o f God t h e Son w i t h human n a t u r e can be r e s o l v e d . I f the 

d i s t u r b a n c e caused by the adjacency o f the d i v i n e and human i n 

C h r i s t i s due t o d i s p a r i t i e s o f o n t o l o g i c a l response and 

r e l a t i o n s h i p o f t h e two n a t u r e s w i t h t h e Father and S p i r i t , the 

t o t a l i n t e g r a t i o n o f God and man i n C h r i s t may be the u n i t i n g 

and r e s o l v i n g o f t h e two i n t o a s i n g u l a r i t y of being which i s 

si m p l e and i n c l u s i v e . 

H i l a r y saw t h e Ascension as the m i r r o r - i m a g e o f the processes 

i n v o l v e d i n t h e advent of C h r i s t , but w i t h o u t l o s i n g what had 

been gain e d d u r i n g t h e I n c a r n a t i o n . He b e l i e v e d t h a t i n the 

e x a l t a t i o n o f C h r i s t , o f which the Ascension i s an 

i n d i s p e n s a b l e element, "evacuatur forma s e r v i e t assumitur 

forma D e i " ; t h i s i s the means by which, as both God and man, 

C h r i s t r e i g n s i n heaven a t the Father's r i g h t hand.^^ 

110 



I n a c e n t r a l passage on t h i s theme, De T r i n i t a t e , 11.28, 

H i l a r y combined a c o n s i d e r a t i o n o f the n o t i o n o f the 'defeat of 

d e a t h ' w i t h ideas drawn from P h i l 3:21 on being conformed t o 

t h e body o f C h r i s t ' s g l o r y , t o produce a s y n t h e s i s of the 

e f f e c t s o f the Ascension on the ascended one.-^° He argued t h a t 

t h e humanity o f the e x a l t e d C h r i s t i s t r a n s f o r m e d , w i t h o u t 

b e i n g d e s t r o y e d o r overwhelmed, from i t s n a t u r a l s t a t e of 

e x i s t e n c e i n t o t h a t o f h i s d i v i n i t y , by which i t i s e l e v a t e d 

and t o which i t i s s u b j e c t e d ; and by t h i s , d eath i s transformed 

i n t o l i f e . ^ ^ H i l a r y ' s word ' s u b i e c t i o ' r e a l l y i m p l i e d t h a t , i n 

t h e Ascension, C h r i s t ' s humanity became the s u b j e c t of h i s 

d i v i n i t y , r a t h e r than s u b j e c t t o i t . 

The a s s e r t i o n t h a t i n the I n c a r n a t i o n C h r i s t i s 'God-and-

man', but t h a t o n l y t h r o u g h C r u c i f i x i o n , R e s u r r e c t i o n , and 

Ascension does he become 'wholly God and w h o l l y man', suggests 

t h a t H i l a r y b e l i e v e d t h i s advance t o be one of the primary 

g o a l s o f t h e C h r i s t - e v e n t . I t suggests, t o o , t h a t H i l a r y , i n 

c o n s i d e r i n g t h e Ascension, had i n mind the a r r i v a l a t a p o i n t 

i n t h e development of C h r i s t ' s person and r e l a t i o n s h i p s which 

was w i l l e d from t h e o u t s e t by God, but which c o u l d o n l y be 

b r o u g h t about by t h e s p e c i f i c stages o f development which had 

preceded i t , and w i t h o u t which stages i t c o u l d not be achieved. 

H i l a r y seemed t o be i n search o f the s t r u c t u r e s which support 

t h i s s i t u a t i o n , but i n s t e a d o f p u r s u i n g t h i s l i n e o f thought he 

t u r n s h i s a t t e n t i o n t o t h e p r e s e n t means by which the c r e a t u r e 

i s i n c o r p o r a t e d i n t o t h e process: f o r him, t h i s i s p r i n c i p a l l y 

t h e E u c h a r i s t . 

I l l 



His approach t o t h e d i s c u s s i o n o f the E u c h a r i s t showed h i s 

i n t e r e s t i n t h e e s t a b l i s h m e n t o f the i n d w e l l i n g of God i n man 

as " t h e mystery o f t h e r e a l and n a t u r a l u n i t y " ; "raysterium 

verae ac n a t u r a l i s u n i t a t i s " , i n De T r i n i t a t e S.l?.'^^ This i s 

q u i t e c o n s i s t e n t w i t h h i s o v e r a l l u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f s a l v a t i o n as 

the f u l l e s t e x p l o i t a t i o n o f t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p between God and 

c r e a t u r e , which i s made p o s s i b l e by C h r i s t . 

H i l a r y used t h e phrase "Deus e r i t omnia i n omnibus" t o extend 

t o t h e Body o f C h r i s t (meaning, h i s people) the concept t h a t 

C h r i s t ' s human n a t u r e p a r t i c i p a t e d i n the 'forma Dei' of h i s 

d i v i n e n a t u r e ; so t h a t , as t h e Church i s u n i t e d t o C h r i s t and 

i n t h a t sense i s ^ C h r i s t , so i t p a r t i c i p a t e s i n t h a t 'forma 

Dei'.'^^ I t i s t h i s p a r t i c i p a t i o n which, H i l a r y argued, 

c o n s t i t u t e s e n t r y i n t o heaven and, t h e r e f o r e , s a l v a t i o n . 

H i l a r y s t r e s s e d t he r o l e o f E u c h a r i s t i c communion, i n which, 

he argued, b e l i e v e r s a r e capable o f r e c e i v i n g i n t o t h e i r human 

n a t u r e t h e i n d w e l l i n g o f t h e f l e s h o f C h r i s t , and which, 

t h r o u g h C h r i s t ' s g e n e r a t i o n by t h e Fa t h e r , a l l o w s a mediated 

but d i r e c t access o f t h e c r e a t u r e t o a God w i t h whom i t does 

not share any o n t o l o g i c a l commonality.^^ 

The purposes f o r which H i l a r y wrote De T r i n i t a t e , e s p e c i a l l y 

h i s c r i t i c i s m s o f A r i a n c h r i s t o l o g y and h i s wish t o achieve 

progress by r e a s s e s s i n g some o f the t e r m i n o l o g y used i n the 

c o n t r o v e r s i e s , meant t h a t one p a r t i c u l a r and most su g g e s t i v e 

area o f h i s th o u g h t remained l a r g e l y undeveloped. That area i s 

h i s a t t e n t i o n t o the extended i m p l i c a t i o n s o f the t o t a l 
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o t h e r n e s s o f b e i n g o f the d i v i n e and the c r e a t e d , and the 

c o n c i l i a t i o n o f t h e two incommensurable o n t o l o g i e s by the 

m e d i a t o r i a l r o l e o f C h r i s t . H i l a r y c e r t a i n l y recognised t h i s 

dimension o f t h e s a v i n g person and work of C h r i s t but chose, 

f o r p e r f e c t l y v a l i d reasons, t o develop h i s arguments i n o t h e r 

d i r e c t i o n s . 

I n d o i n g t h i s , H i l a r y h i n t e d a t a whole s e r i e s of 

i n t e r c o n n e c t e d m a t t e r s which touch upon the n a t u r e of the 

s o t e r i o l o g i c a l e n t e r p r i s e and the f a c t o r s which determine i t s 

f o r m , b o t h i n t o t a l and a t each sta g e . This i s not seen i n 

i s o l a t i o n from t h e o t h e r l e v e l s a t which the redemptive process 

o p e r a t e s , b u t i t i s as a fundamental and i n d i s p e n s a b l e 

dimension i n i t s own terms. 

Perhaps t h e most i n c i s i v e i n s i g h t o f H i l a r y of P o i t i e r s i n t o 

the s o t e r i o l o g i c a l r o l e o f t h e Ascension was h i s p a r t i c u l a r 

i n t e r e s t i n one aspect o f i t s n a t u r e : t h a t the Ascension may be 

understood as t h e ending o f a d i s t u r b a n c e i n the d i v i n e u n i t y 

which t h e k e n o t i c I n c a r n a t i o n produced (De T r i n i t a t e , 12.6, 

9.38). I t has been argued t h a t t h i s remarkable a s s e r t i o n grew 

out o f H i l a r y ' s c o n c e n t r a t i o n upon the s e l f - e v a c u a t i o n and 

s e l f - r e n u n c i a t i o n o f d i v i n e g l o r y ( i m p l i e d i n P h i l 2:5-11, 

e s p e c i a l l y v. 7) which God the Son embraced i n becoming man.^^ 

The source o f t h i s imputed d i s t u r b a n c e of the d i v i n e u n i t y i s 

th e i n f i n i t e o n t o l o g i c a l d i s t a n c e between the humanity of 

C h r i s t and t h e d i v i n i t y o f God the Father, compounded w i t h the 

i n d i s s o l u b l e u n i o n o f humanity and d i v i n i t y i n the person of 

C h r i s t . I n t h i s , s t r e s s i s l a i d upon the i m p o r t a n t r o l e of the 
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u n i t y o f C h r i s t ' s p e r s o n . H i l a r y p l a c e d the s i g n i f i c a n c e o f 

the Ascension i n i t s b eing t he e l e v a t i o n o f the humanity of 

C h r i s t i n t o harmonious a s s o c i a t i o n w i t h t h e Godhead of the 

Fath e r and t h e Son. H i l a r y may be read as c o n s i d e r i n g t h i s t o 

be t h e g o a l o f the I n c a r n a t i o n . 

H i l a r y acknowledged t h a t t h e humanity o f C h r i s t i s t h a t which 

was b o r n , s u f f e r e d , and d i e d ; but he a l s o s t r e s s e d t he g l o r y 

i n t o w hich t h a t n a t u r e i s trans f o r m e d i n or d e r t h a t i t be 

e f f e c t i v e as t h e s a v i n g r e p r e s e n t a t i v e o f a l l human n a t u r e (De 

T r i n i t a t e , 1.33). I n f o l l o w i n g t h i s t h r o u g h , H i l a r y seemed t o 

i m p l y t h a t i t i s t h e i m p e r a t i v e o f the u n i t y o f C h r i s t ' s person 

which makes what may be s a i d about the Ascension, as p r i m a r i l y 

the e x a l t a t i o n o f C h r i s t ' s human n a t u r e (De T r i n i t a t e , 11.14), 

a l s o r e f e r i n some sense t o h i s d i v i n i t y and, by e x t e n s i o n , t o 

the Godhead's u n i t y which i s as i t were r e i n s t a t e d by the 

' r e u n i o n ' o f C h r i s t w i t h the Father. 

While f i n d i n g t h i s t o be a v a l u a b l e approach b o t h t o 

s o t e r i o l o g y and, s p e c i f i c a l l y , t o Ascension, Davies seeks t o 

l i m i t t h e scope o f what may l e g i t i m a t e l y be s a i d i n t h i s 

r e s p e c t , wary o f i t s a p p l i c a t i o n b eing taken beyond reasonable 

l i m i t s . He comments: 

"We may even then go as f a r as H i l a r y i n a s s e r t i n g t h a t 
t h e I n c a r n a t i o n i n v o l v e d a p a r t i a l d i s r u p t i o n o f the 
d i v i n e u n i t y , which was r e s t o r e d by the Ascension, i_f 
we understand t h a t d i s r u p t i o n not i n a m e t a p h y s i c a l ^ 
sense b u t as t a k i n g p l a c e i n the sphere of consciousness. 46 
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Davies seems t o understand H i l a r y ' s t h e s i s o f the d i s t u r b a n c e 

o f t h e d i v i n e u n i t y , r e s o l v e d by the Ascension of C h r i s t , as no 

more than a necessary e v i l which c o u l d not be avoided i f the 

I n c a r n a t i o n was t o occur; whereas H i l a r y seemed r a t h e r t o imply 

t h a t t h i s d i s r u p t i o n and i t s r e s o l u t i o n i s the means by which 

th e o n t o l o g i c a l d i s t a n c e between God and C r e a t i o n i s 

trans c e n d e d . Davies f u r t h e r emphasised h i s own d i f f i c u l t y w i t h 

t h i s i d e a by s t r e s s i n g t h a t i t r e p r e s e n t s a p s y c h o l o g i c a l , 

r a t h e r than an o n t o l o g i c a l , d i s c o n t i n u i t y i n the i n c a r n a t e 

C h r i s t . T h i s would g r e a t l y weaken the s o t e r i o l o g i c a l impact and 

r o l e which H i l a r y , w i t h o u t d e v e l o p i n g i t very f a r , assigned t o 

t h i s phenomenon. 

H i l a r y ' s c o n c l u s i o n was t h a t the Ascension's r e a l meaning i s 

t h a t t he Son o f man now a l s o has as h i s d w e l l i n g p l a c e God the 

F a t h e r . The I n c a r n a t i o n d i s r u p t e d the u n i t y o f Father and Son 

and t he Ascension has r e s t o r e d t h a t p e r f e c t u n i t y , adding t o i t 

t h i s new s t a t e o f a f f a i r s , t h a t t h r o u g h t he I n c a r n a t i o n t he Son 

of God i s now a l s o t he Son o f man. T h i s appears t o be the idea 

a t t h e h e a r t o f H i l a r y ' s u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f the kenosis and the 

e x a l t a t i o n o f C h r i s t . 

There i s t h e c l e a r e x p r e s s i o n i n the w r i t i n g s o f H i l a r y t h a t 

he b e l i e v e d t h a t t h e Ascension should be regarded as, 

p r i n c i p a l l y , a stage i n the development of the person and 

r e l a t i o n s h i p s o f C h r i s t . One consequence of t h i s , t o which he 

gave c o n s i d e r a b l e a t t e n t i o n , was t h a t he saw t h a t the 

succeeding stages o f the C h r i s t - e v e n t c o u l d o n l y be f u l l y 
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a p p r e c i a t e d i n r e l a t i o n t o each o t h e r ; so, I n c a r n a t i o n , 

C r u c i f i x i o n , R e s u r r e c t i o n , Ascension, and Pentecost, are the 

stages which take the r e l a t i o n s h i p between the d i v i n e and the 

n o n - d i v i n e from C r e a t i o n t o Eschaton. I n d o i n g t h i s , he d i d not 

l o s e s i g h t o f t h e o t h e r c e n t r a l focus o f h i s s o t e r i o l o g y , t h a t 

e v e r y t h i n g connected w i t h C h r i s t i s u n i f i e d p r e c i s e l y by i t s 

dependence upon h i s person and the r e l a t i o n s h i p s generated by 

h i s e x i s t e n c e . 
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4. Subsequent U r i t i n g s 

H i l a r y d i d n o t f o l l o w up a l l the consequences o f the i n s i g h t s 

h i s thought g e n e r a t e d , because he had o t h e r concerns. Other 

a u t h o r s , i n c l u d i n g some major p a t r i s t i c w r i t e r s , d i d take up 

some o f these m a t t e r s and developed them i n ways which p r o v i d e d 

a d d i t i o n a l i n s i g h t s i n t o them. This does n o t n e c e s s a r i l y mean 

t h a t t h i s was the r e s u l t o f a d i r e c t i n f l u e n c e on them by the 

w r i t i n g s o f H i l a r y , but i t does r e f l e c t a development i n 

t h e o l o g i c a l t h o u g h t along s i m i l a r l i n e s t o t h a t which he found 

so i n c i s i v e . 

For example, i n Sermon 39A, Maximus o f T u r i n argued t h a t the 

prop e r u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f t h e Ascension depends upon a c h i e v i n g 

th e p r o p e r p e r s p e c t i v e on the e x i s t e n c e o f d i v i n i t y and 

humanity t o g e t h e r i n C h r i s t . H i s emphasis on the 

i n s e p a r a b i l i t y o f the Father and the Son meant t h a t he found a 

s i m p l i s t i c descent-ascent t h e o l o g y t o be q u i t e inadequate f o r 

e x p r e s s i n g t h e r e l a t i o n a l developments from I n c a r n a t i o n t o 

Pen t e c o s t . Maximus used the i n c i d e n t o f the encounter between 

Mary Magdalene and t h e r i s e n C h r i s t , i n Jn 20:11-18, as a means 

o f examining t h i s dimension o f the d i v i n e r e l a t i o n s h i p s i n the 

c o n t e x t o f R e s u r r e c t i o n and Ascension. The main i n s i g h t he had 

i n t o t h e consequences o f t h i s i n c i d e n t was t h a t the Ascension 

i s a c t u a l l y t h e human p e r s p e c t i v e on a d i v i n e event. Magdalene 

i s t o l d n o t t o c l i n g t o Jesus, Maximus b e l i e v e d , because she 

has n o t y e t come t o 'grasp' the n a t u r e o f the r i s e n C h r i s t , 
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u n l i k e Stephen a t h i s martyrdom. The Ascension i s t o be 

u n d e r s t o o d , t h e r e f o r e , as the m a n i f e s t a t i o n of the the 

d i s c i p l e s ' c o r r e c t r e a l i s a t i o n t h a t C h r i s t i s t o be looked f o r 

f i r s t o f a l l i n heaven. For Maximus, the d e c i s i v e change i s i n 

the p o i n t o f view o f t h e b e l i e v e r i n apprehending the e t e r n a l 

t r u t h w i t h which he i s c o n f r o n t e d ; the Ascension i s n o t , he 

argued, an a l t e r a t i o n i n t h e d i v i n e economy so much as i t i s a 

r e v e l a t i o n o f t h a t economy i n i t s e t e r n a l form, based upon the 

C h r i s t - e v e n t . A l s o , i n Sermon 44, Maxiraus examined the 

a p p l i c a t i o n o f t h e phrase from Psalm 68:18, "Ascending on h i g h , 

he l e d c a p t i v i t y c a p t i v e ; he gave g i f t s t o men". His 

e x p l a n a t i o n has a s t r o n g l y s o t e r i o l o g i c a l f l a v o u r ; he w r o t e : 

" T h i s phrase i s t o be understood i n t h i s way- t h a t the 
c a p t i v i t y o f t h e human b e i n g , whom the d e v i l had cap
t u r e d f o r h i m s e l f , the Lord c a p t u r e d f o r Himself by 
r e s c u i n g him, and t h i s v e r y c a p t i v e c a p t i v i t y , as i t 
says. He took t o t h e h e i g h t s o f the heavens. Both 
c a p t i v i t i e s are c a l l e d by the same name, th e n , but 
b o t h a r e n o t e q u a l , f o r t h e d e v i l ' s c a p t i v i t y s u b j e c t s 
a person t o e v i l , whereas C h r i s t ' s c a p t i v i t y r e s t o r e s 
a person t o l i b e r t y . " 49 

Maximus saw t h e imagery o f the Ps 68 as one which compares the 

Ascension o f C h r i s t t o the t r i u m p h a l procession of a v i c t o r i n 

which the imagery i s n o t o f c a p t i v e s forming p a r t of the 

p r o c e s s i o n , b ut r a t h e r t h a t c a p t i v i t y i t s e l f i s paraded as 

h a v i n g been conquered. He a l s o understood the phrase "he gave 

g i f t s t o men" as a r e f e r e n c e t o the supreme g i f t of the Holy 

S p i r i t , and a l l t h e s u b o r d i n a t e g i f t s which accompany t h a t 

g i f t . He a l s o regarded the Session of C h r i s t a t the r i g h t hand 
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o f t h e F a t h e r , i l l u s t r a t e d by the use o f Ps 110:1, as a 

r e f u t a t i o n o f the v a l i d i t y o f any s u b o r d i n a t i o n i s t d o c t r i n e , 

and thus as v i t a l t o a c o r r e c t u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f the n a t u r e o f 

the d i v i n e T r i n i t y . 

A u g u s t i n e o f Hippo began h i s sermon De Ascensione Domini IV 

by n o t i n g t h a t some m y s t e r i e s i n s c r i p t u r e a re y e t t o be 

d i s c o v e r e d , which seems t o i n d i c a t e , i n c o n t e x t , t h a t he 

b e l i e v e d t h a t some m y s t e r i e s connected w i t h the Ascension f a l l 

i n t o t h i s c a t e g o r y . T h i s , perhaps, i n d i c a t e d h i s own 

d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n w i t h t h e l i m i t a t i o n s on what c o u l d be s a i d 

about t he Ascension, and an awareness t h a t i t s place i n the 

o v e r a l l d o c t r i n a l scheme was not y e t adequately worked o u t . I n 

paragraph 2, Augustine envisaged t h e Ascension as C h r i s t ' s 

l i b e r a t i o n from e a r t h l y l i m i t a t i o n s i n order t h a t he may c a r r y 

out h i s u n i v e r s a l t a s k o f b r i n g i n g mankind t o h i s Father. A l s o , 

he argued, t h i s l i b e r a t i o n makes i t p o s s i b l e f o r C h r i s t t o have 

access t o t h e inward l i f e o f the b e l i e v e r , which he regarded as 

anot h e r c r u c i a l o b j e c t i v e o f C h r i s t ' s work. Augustine, i n 

paragraph 3, understood s a l v a t i o n as the r e s t o r a l o f f o r f e i t e d 

i m m o r t a l i t y , so t h a t the Ascension i s the f u l f i l m e n t i n C h r i s t 

of t h a t i m m o r t a l i t y which makes him the a c t i v e c e n t r e o f the 

access t o e t e r n a l l i f e o f f a l l e n c r e a t u r e s . Augustine's 

i n s i g h t , i n paragraph 4, i n t o the c o m p l e x i t y o f the ascended 

C h r i s t ' s r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h t h e F a t h e r , and the Holy S p i r i t , 

w hich was c l o s e t o the thought o f H i l a r y of P o i t i e r s , i s 

perhaps a c l u e t o h i s t h i n k i n g about t he mechanism by which the 
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Ascension i s the p o i n t o f the i r r e v e r s i b l e achievement of the 

s o t e r i o l o g i c a l work o f C h r i s t . Augustine's a n a l y s i s o f the 

t r a n s m i s s i o n o f s a l v a t i o n has d e f i n i t e P l a t o n i c echoes, 

e s p e c i a l l y i n t h e a l l u s i v e b u t undeveloped phrase "unformed 

form o f a l l t h i n g s " ^ ^ , but h i s o v e r a l l c o n s i d e r a t i o n o f the 

Ascension was n o t dominated by t h i s approach. Indeed, i n 

paragraph 6, he used t h e P a u l i n e image of C h r i s t as Head of the 

Body, ICor 12:12-30, t o d i s c u s s the ascended C h r i s t ' s r o l e as 

S a v i o u r . A u g u s t i n e concluded t he sermon w i t h a r e a f f i r m a t i o n o f 

h i s b e l i e f t h a t b e i n g i n c a r n a t e ' a l l o w s ' C h r i s t t o be Saviour, 

and t h a t b e i n g ascended completes what t h i s makes p o s s i b l e . 

A u g ustine's d o c t r i n e o f ' t o t u s C h r i s t u s ' was one of the main 

themes a t t h e h e a r t o f what he had t o say about t he Ascension. 

The purpose o f t h i s d o c t r i n e was t o address t he q u e s t i o n o f how 

the Ascension o f C h r i s t i s a s a l v i f i c event or s t a t e f o r the 

r e s t o f humanity. I t d i d t h i s by c o n c e n t r a t i n g on the wholeness 

of C h r i s t ' s ' m y s t i c a l body' whose Head i s C h r i s t and whose 

members a r e those who a r e u n i t e d w i t h him. Augustine a s s e r t e d 

t h a t t he i n d i v i d u a l b e l i e v e r w i l l a l s o undergo b o t h 

r e s u r r e c t i o n and ascension.^"^ This union o f the Body of C h r i s t 

was seen by A u g u s t i n e as the c o n t e x t w i t h i n which, and by 

which, t h e Ascension o f C h r i s t which i s proper t o him alone 

becomes a v a i l a b l e t o mankind as a s o t e r i o l o g i c a l enablement i n 

which i t can p a r t i c i p a t e . 

I n De F i d e e t Symbolo, 6, Augustine took a very s u b t l e 

approach t o the r e c o g n i t i o n the genuine d i f f i c u l t i e s of 

e x p l a i n i n g t o n o n - b e l i e v e r s t h e ide a t h a t t h e r e c o u l d be i n 
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heaven something p e r t a i n i n g t o e a r t h . H i s answer t o t h i s grew 

out o f ICor 15:44, which i s p a r t of an e x p l a n a t i o n by Paul i n 

response t o s i m i l a r d i f f i c u l t i e s . Paul's approach was t o 

emphasise t h e r a d i c a l d i f f e r e n c e between the n a t u r a l and the 

s p i r i t u a l , r a t h e r than one which sought t o b l u r or lessen t h a t 

d i s t i n c t i o n . He does t h i s i n order t o s t r e s s the e l e v a t e d 

n a t u r e o f t h e r i s e n l i f e , and i t s s u p e r i o r i t y t o the p r e s e n t . 

The r e s u l t , A u g u s t i n e i n f e r r e d , was t h a t Paul found i t 

necessary, i n ICor 15:50, t o conclude t h a t f l e s h and blo o d 

cannot i n h e r i t t h e Kingdom. Augustine conceded t h a t Paul 

appears t o s i d e w i t h t h e o b j e c t o r s t o the idea o f p h y s i c a l 

a s c e n s i o n , and e x p l a i n e d i t i n a way which i s c o n s i s t e n t w i t h 

h i s argument f o r the ' t o t u s C h r i s t u s ' : t h a t i t i s the 

c o n t i n u i t y and u n i t y o f t h e i n d i v i d u a l which i s c a r r i e d over i n 

as c e n s i o n , and t h a t t h e s t a t e i n which i n d i v i d u a l s e x i s t i s 

determined by t h e demands o f the s i t u a t i o n i n which God places 

them, and t h a t God p r o v i d e s a p p r o p r i a t e l y . T his l e d Augustine 

t o t h e i n s i g h t t h a t , as t h e e a r t h l y body i s adapted t o e a r t h l y 

l i f e , so t h e ascended, s p i r i t u a l , body i s adapted t o l i f e i n 

heaven. The s p i r i t u a l body i s s u b j e c t t o the s p i r i t , he s a i d ; 

i n o t h e r words, the analogous use of the term 'body' t o 

d e s c r i b e t h e f a c u l t i e s and senses needed by the c r e a t u r e i n 

heaven must i n c l u d e t he r e c o g n i t i o n t h a t i t stands i n a 

d i f f e r e n t r e l a t i o n t o t h e person than b e f o r e death. Augustine 

argued t h a t what i s 'animal' i n human n a t u r e has no place i n 

heaven, and t h a t t h e a d a p t a t i o n t o heavenly l i f e a l s o r e q u i r e s 

the removal o f the i m p e r f e c t i o n s of the e a r t h l y e x i s t e n c e . 
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A few decades l a t e r . Pope Gregory I , i n h i s Homily 29 on the 

G o s p e l s , i n paragraphs 5 and 6, a s s e r t e d t h a t C h r i s t ' s 

Ascension was t o the h i g h e r ' e t h e r e a l ' heaven, above the lower 

' a e r i a l ' heaven i n t o which Enoch and E l i j a h are t a k e n . Gregory 

was c l e a r l y d i s t i n g u i s h i n g t h e n a t u r e o f C h r i s t ' s Ascension 

from t h a t o f o t h e r s . He argued t h a t t h i s i s because C h r i s t i s 

the u n i t i n g o f God and c r e a t u r e i n one person, so t h a t C h r i s t ' s 

humanity i s taken i n t o t he l i f e o f the T r i n i t y i n a way t h a t 

can be t r u e o f no one e l s e : t h a t he i s t h e r e by r i g h t , by the 

n a t u r e o f h i s b e i n g . Gregory envisaged the Ascension as the 

f r e e i n g o f c r e a t i o n from i t s own boundaries and the opening o f 

those boundaries t o the d i r e c t access o f the Holy S p i r i t . I n 

paragraph 10, he p l a c e d C h r i s t ' s Ascension w i t h i n a process of 

s a l v a t i o n , w i t h t he sequence: I n c a r n a t i o n ; C r u c i f i x i o n ; 

R e s u r r e c t i o n ; Ascension; f o l l o w e d , he i m p l i e d , by Pentecost. 

A l l these stages were t o be regarded as necessary 'leaps', a 

phrase based upon Song o f Songs 2:8, or advances i n the 

p r e d e s t i n e d p l a n of God, each having an i n d i s p e n s a b l e r o l e i n 

the e s t a b l i s h m e n t of redemption. Thus, Gregory seemed t o be 

p o i n t i n g t o an i n c l u s i v e u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f the work of C h r i s t i n 

which no s i n g l e event i s seen as the d e c i s i v e , pre-eminent, a c t 

o f s a l v a t i o n , but t h a t each stage i s an e q u a l l y necessary step 

i n a t o t a l i t y which i s t h e means of e s t a b l i s h i n g C h r i s t as 

S a v i o u r . 
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H i l a r y , A u g u s t i n e , and Gregory a l l touch upon the t e n s i o n s 

i n h e r e n t i n r e c o n c i l i n g the d o c t r i n e s of the T r i n i t y , the 

Ascension, and s a l v a t i o n . Each, i n a d i f f e r e n t way, d e t e c t e d 

c e r t a i n ways i n which the d o c t r i n e o f the Ascension, as they 

u n d e r s t o o d i t , demanded some r e c o n s i d e r a t i o n o f i n t r a T r i n i t a r y 

and s o t e r i o l o g i c a l r e l a t i o n s h i p s . Each one a l s o saw t h i s need 

f o r f u r t h e r t h o u g h t i n a p o s i t i v e l i g h t , as an o p p o r t u n i t y f o r 

a d d i t i o n a l i n s i g h t s i n t o the d i v i n e m y s t e r i e s . That they d i d 

not themselves pursue f u r t h e r these openings was a p p a r e n t l y due 

t o t h e i r own p a r t i c u l a r concerns l e a d i n g them elsewhere. Some 

of these problems were n o t i c e d and t a c k l e d by t h e o l o g i a n s i n 

l a t e r ages, some were g i v e n l e s s prominence; but they p r o v i d e d 

a s t a r t i n g p o i n t f o r c e r t a i n avenues o f t h e o l o g i c a l thought 

when c o n c e n t r a t e d a t t e n t i o n was g i v e n again t o the Ascension. 

A l t h o u g h t h e approaches of the p r i n c i p a l w r i t e r s of the 

p a t r i s t i c e r a were f u n d a m e n t a l l y t h e o l o g i c a l i n c h a r a c t e r they 

a l s o i n t h e i r d i f f e r e n t ways, r e p r e s e n t e d an i n c r e a s i n g l y 

p h i l o s o p h i c a l emphasis i n the examination of the Ascension, 

p a r t i c u l a r l y i n i t s s o t e r i o l o g i c a l dimension. This stemmed from 

t h e deepening r e a l i s a t i o n o f the n e c e s s i t y of c o n s i d e r i n g a l l 

the elements o f C h r i s t i a n d o c t r i n e as i n t e r r e l a t e d c o n s t i t u e n t s 

o f a s i n g l e r e a l i t y , embracing b o t h the d i v i n e and the c r e a t e d 

spheres o f e x i s t e n c e . I n p r a c t i c e , as t h e i r c o n s i d e r a t i o n of 

the Ascension and e x a l t a t i o n of C h r i s t demonstrated, t h i s l e d 

t o t h e development of a p r o p e r l y C h r i s t i a n metaphysic, 

examining by l o g i c a l means matters whose pr o o f or r e f u t a t i o n 
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l a y o u t s i d e the scope o f s c i e n t i f i c , m a t h e m a t i c a l , e m p i r i c a l , 

or o t h e r d e m o n s t r a t i o n . The p a t r i s t i c a u t h o r s were o f t e n 

i n f l u e n c e d by p r e v a i l i n g o r p e r s u a s i v e schools of p h i l o s o p h y , 

such as Augustine's use of P l a t o n i c and A r i s t o t e l i a n 

c a t e g o r i e s , b u t , i n t e s t i n g these a g a i n s t t h e i r d e v e l o p i n g 

t h e o l o g i e s , new and g e n u i n e l y C h r i s t i a n c a t e g o r i e s had t o be 

developed so t h a t t h e a p p l i c a t i o n o f l o g i c a l c r i t i c i s m c o u l d 

c o n s i s t e n t l y produce a balance between exegesis and c r e a t i v i t y . 

The development o f an i n d i s p e n s a b l e s o t e r i o l o g i c a l dimension 

i n t h e p a t r i s t i c d o c t r i n e s o f the Ascension, i n which H i l a r y 

and A u g u s t i n e are p r o m i n e n t , had i t s e f f e c t n o t o n l y upon the 

d o c t r i n e o f t h e Ascension but a l s o upon the theology o f 

s a l v a t i o n i t s e l f . The dominant r e l a t i o n s h i p s of s o t e r i o l o g y , 

- w i t h I n c a r n a t i o n , C r u c i f i x i o n , and R e s u r r e c t i o n seen as the 

p r i n c i p a l sources o f s a l v a t i o n - had t o be balanced a g a i n s t the 

w e i g h t o f the v i t a l s o t e r i o l o g i c a l r o l e o f the Ascension and 

Session o f C h r i s t , and t h e coming o f the Holy S p i r i t a t 

P e n t e c o s t ; and where t h i s was not done, the danger of an 

imbalanced s o t e r i o l o g y was r e a l . 
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CHAPTER IV 

CRITICAL SURVEY OF THEMES IN MAJOR MODERN THEOLOGIANS' 

TREATMENT OF THE ASCENSION 

D u r i n g t h e m e d i e v a l , r e f o r m a t i o n , and c o u n t e r - r e f o r m a t i o n 

p e r i o d s t h e areas o f c o n t r o v e r s y and t h e r e f o r e , g e n e r a l l y , o f 

development i n t h e o l o g y were c e n t r e d on issues -such as 

r e v e l a t i o n . Sacrament, f a i t h , i n d i v i d u a l s a l v a t i o n , and 

e c c l e s i a l a u t h o r i t y - which d i d not focus a t t e n t i o n on the 

Ascension i n a way t h a t r e s u l t e d i n i t s being developed much 

beyond i t s p a t r i s t i c f o r m . Even such r e l a t e d m a t t e r s as were 

d i s c u s s e d i n d e t a i l , f o r example the i n t e r c e s s i o n o f s a i n t s , 

d i d n o t r e s u l t i n s u b s t a n t i a l progress being made i n the 

u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f the Ascension i t s e l f . 

The themes which had come t o prominence i n the v a r i o u s 

p a t r i s t i c approaches t o t h e Ascension, and most s t r o n g l y i n the 

w r i t i n g s o f H i l a r y , were taken up ag a i n w i t h renewed emphasis 

as a r e s u l t o f the new p e r s p e c t i v e s which were opened by the 

use o f t h e tec h n i q u e s o f s y s t e m a t i c t h e o l o g y . P r i n c i p a l l y , i n 

t h i s r e s p e c t , t h e i m p e r a t i v e t o i d e n t i f y and e x p l o r e the 

c o n n e c t i o n s between t h e d i f f e r e n t elements o f s c r i p t u r a l and 

125 



t h e o l o g i c a l t h o u g h t , which i s the concern o f bot h p a t r i s t i c and 

s y s t e m a t i c t h e o l o g i c a l methods, l e d t o the re-opening o f l i n e s 

o f d i s c u s s i o n which connected these two t h e o l o g i c a l p e r i o d s , 

and, s p e c i f i c a l l y , t o a renewed e x p l o r a t i o n o f some o f the 

c e n t r a l q u e s t i o n s r e l a t i n g t o the Ascension. 

The development o f s y s t e m a t i c t h e o l o g i e s i n the n i n e t e e n t h 

c e n t u r y , and more p a r t i c u l a r l y i n the t w e n t i e t h , l e d t o a 

r e v i v a l o f i n t e r e s t i n t h e d o c t r i n e o f the Ascension of C h r i s t . 

The Ascension had been r e l a t i v e l y n e g l e c t e d i n t r a d i t i o n a l 

dogmatics , which concerned i t s e l f w i t h t he c h r i s t o l o g i c a l 

d o c t r i n e s which were understood as c e n t r a l t o t h e o l o g y : the 

I n c a r n a t i o n ; C r u c i f i x i o n ; and R e s u r r e c t i o n . I n the attempts t o 

c o n s t r u c t a s y s t e m a t i c a n a l y s i s o f the whole shape of C h r i s t i a n 

t h e o l o g y , however, t h e Ascension c o u l d not be set t o one s i d e ; 

and though i t was n o t u s u a l l y t he c e n t r e of a t t e n t i o n , i t was 

re c o g n i s e d as, i n some way, an i n d i s p e n s a b l e element o f the 

t o t a l system, based, as i t was, on a r e v e l a t i o n which i n c l u d e d 

i t , however ambiguously. 

T h i s d i d n o t mean t h a t t h e l a r g e r d o c t r i n a l s i g n i f i c a n c e o f 

the Ascension was always acknowledged. Many s y s t e m a t i c 

t h e o l o g i e s have r e i n f o r c e d t h e p e r c e i v e d minor s t a t u s o f t h i s 

d o c t r i n e i n r e l a t i o n t o o t h e r s . What i t d i d mean, however, was 

t h a t t h e most i n f l u e n t i a l s y s t e m a t i c i a n s had, a t l e a s t , t o g i v e 

s e r i o u s c o n s i d e r a t i o n t o the place o f the Ascension i n an 

ove r v i e w o f t h e t o t a l meaning of d o c t r i n a l t h e o l o g y . So, 

w i t h o u t becoming more prominent i n i t s own r i g h t , the Ascension 

was g i v e n a l e v e l o f a t t e n t i o n among l e a d i n g t h e o l o g i a n s which 
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i t has seldom enjoyed i n any o t h e r p e r i o d o f C h r i s t i a n t h o u g h t . 

I n t h e course o f t h e t r e a t m e n t g i v e n t o the Ascension, the 

p a r t i c u l a r p r e o c c u p a t i o n s and p r e s u p p o s i t i o n s o f the d i f f e r e n t 

t h e o l o g i c a l s y s t e m a t i s a t i o n s i n which i t i s s e t i n f l u e n c e 

d e c i s i v e l y i t s i n t e r p r e t a t i o n and t h e r o l e i t i s understood t o 

have i n the t o t a l C h r i s t - e v e n t . 

The p r i n c i p a l t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y t h e o l o g i a n s , not o n l y 

s y s t e m a t i c i a n s , i n c l u d e s e v e r a l whose approaches t o t h e ta s k o f 

t h e o l o g y l e d them t o a reassessment o f t h e Ascension. Among the 

most i n t e r e s t i n g a r e t h e i n s i g h t s o f B a l t h a s a r , B a r t h , Kasper, 

Rahner, S c h i l l e b e e c k x , and T i l l i c h ; and a l s o , Moberly. The 

s c r i p t u r a l work of Bultmann a l s o y i e l d s some s i g n i f i c a n t i d e a s . 

These t h e o l o g i a n s , and t h e i r c o n t e m p o r a r i e s , have some elements 

i n common i n t h e i r e x a m i n a t i o n o f the Ascension, d e r i v i n g b o t h 

from t h e i r common t h e o l o g i c a l i n t e r e s t s and t h e i r mutual 

i n f l u e n c e ; b u t th e y a l s o m a n i f e s t a wide range o f o p i n i o n , 

i n c l u d i n g areas o f disagreement, and so o f f e r a broad, but a l s o 

an o f t e n d e t a i l e d , range o f analyses o f the Ascension of 

C h r i s t . 
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The r e l a t i o n s h i p between C h r i s t ' s R e s u r r e c t i o n and h i s 

Ascension has been a m a t t e r o f c o n t i n u i n g d i s c u s s i o n throughout 

the h i s t o r y o f C h r i s t i a n t h o u g h t . I n the more r e c e n t debates on 

t h i s m a t t e r t h r e e main approaches have emerged. 

F i r s t l y , t h e r e i s t h e tendency which sees R e s u r r e c t i o n and 

Ascension as i d e n t i c a l ; t h i s has been the dominant o p i n i o n , 

m a i n l y because i t o f f e r s an i n t e g r a t e d s o l u t i o n t o many o f the 

d i f f i c u l t i e s i n h e r e n t i n t h a t r e l a t i o n s h i p by t a k i n g a r o u t e 

where a u n i t y , r a t h e r than a r e l a t i o n s h i p as such, e x i s t s . 

Secondly, t h e r e i s t h e view which sees the R e s u r r e c t i o n as 

c l e a r l y t h e dominant element, and which places t he Ascension i n 

a s u b o r d i n a t e r o l e . 

T h i r d l y , t h e Ascension i s regarded as an equal p a r t n e r w i t h 

t h e R e s u r r e c t i o n h a v i n g i t s own d i s t i n c t and i n d i s p e n s a b l e r o l e 

w i t h i n t h e d o c t r i n a l s t r u c t u r e s of both c h r i s t o l o g y and 

s o t e r i o l o g y ; t h i s has been t h e l e a s t supported o f the t h r e e 

approaches. 

A l l t h r e e i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s have produced v a l u a b l e i n s i g h t s 

i n t o t h e n a t u r e and p l a c e o f the Ascension. 

The ideas o f those who pursued these p a r t i c u l a r problems, 

u s u a l l y as secondary t o t h e i r main concern, a l l o w a survey of 

th e c e n t r a l themes o f t h e s y s t e m a t i c and s c r i p t u r a l i n s i g h t s 

i n t o t h e Ascension which g i v e s an overview of the p l a c e g i v e n 

t o t h e d o c t r i n e i n t h e course o f the t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y . This 

p r o v i d e s a s o l i d b a s i s f o r any attempt t o r e c o n s i d e r the 

Ascension, and t h e p o s s i b l e i n s i g h t s which might r e s u l t from 

such a r e c o n s i d e r a t i o n . 
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1. C h r i s t ' s R e s u r r e c t i o n and Ascension: the problematic of 

t h e i r i d e n t i f i c a t i o n 

a ) I d e n t i t y of R e s u r r e c t i o n and Ascension 

Those t h e o l o g i a n s who have argued f o r the i r r e d u c i b l e u n i t y 

of R e s u r r e c t i o n and Ascension have g i v e n d i f f e r e n t reasons f o r 

t h e a d o p t i o n o f t h i s p o s i t i o n . These reasons i n c l u d e : the 

o b s c u r i t y o f t h e New Testament d a t a ; the l a c k of the n e c e s s i t y 

o f making a d i s t i n c t i o n between them; the i n d i c a t i o n s of t h i s 

u n i t y i n t h e New Testament; the d e s i r e t o place the 

R e s u r r e c t i o n as t h e c e n t r a l mystery o f s a l v a t i o n ; and, the wish 

t o a v o i d t h e a p p a r e n t l y unnecessary c o m p l i c a t i o n s i n v o l v e d i n 

making any d i s t i n c t i o n . The arguments f o r t h i s c o n c l u s i o n a r e , 

t h u s , broad-based. 

Among those c o n v i n c e d t h a t the New Testament does not a l l o w 

f o r s e p a r a t e d o c t r i n e s of R e s u r r e c t i o n and Ascension, the most 

t e x t u a l l y - d r i v e n scheme i s o f f e r e d by Rudolf Bultmann. 

Bultmann does not seek t o empty of c o n t e n t what i s 

r e p r e s e n t e d by t h e New Testament accounts of the Ascension. He 

s t r e s s e s t h a t t h e o b s c u r i t y about whether R e s u r r e c t i o n and 

e x a l t a t i o n a r e i d e n t i c a l or whether e x a l t a t i o n f o l l o w e d l a t e r , 

a t t h e Ascension, does not negate the i n t i m a t e c o n n e c t i o n 

between them; in d e e d , he regards them as i n s e p a r a b l e , and 

b e l i e v e s t h a t t h e kerygma o f b o t h R e s u r r e c t i o n and e x a l t a t i o n 

129 



underwent s i m i l a r processes o f c r y s t a l l i s a t i o n i n t o f o r m u l a i c 

s t a t e m e n t s . ^ 

At no p o i n t i n Theology o f t h e New Testament does Bultmann 

a p p l y e i t h e r t h e term or the concept o f myth d i r e c t l y t o the 

Ascension; i t was f o r the means o f i t s e x p r e s s i o n t h a t he 

r e s e r v e d t h i s t e r m i n o l o g y . Bultmann's own approach i s t h a t he 

f i n d s an e l i s i o n o f C r u c i f i x i o n , R e s u r r e c t i o n , e x a l t a t i o n , and 

Ascension t o be t h e most complete s o l u t i o n t o the t e x t u a l 

problems he i d e n t i f i e s . He does t h i s , n o t i n o r d e r t o a t t a c k 

t h e v a l i d i t y o f t h e use o f any o f those concepts, but so t h a t 

t h e y might be understood as p r o v i d i n g , i n d i f f e r e n t ways, the 

c o n t e x t f o r each o t h e r . However, h i s p r o f f e r e d s o l u t i o n t o the 

meaning o f the R e s u r r e c t i o n , t h a t i t i s p r i m a r i l y an expression 

o f t h e meaning o f t h e Cross, i s one which does q u e s t i o n the 

independent r e a l i t y o f R e s u r r e c t i o n and, t h e r e f o r e , of 

Ascension.^ Bultmann's concern i s w i t h the n a t u r e of the 

r e v e l a t i o n embodied i n S c r i p t u r e , and he f e e l s no o b l i g a t i o n t o 

p l a c e t h e Ascension or o t h e r episodes i n the New Testament i n a 

s y s t e m a t i c o r d o c t r i n a l scheme worked out a t a l a t e r stage on 

t h e b a s i s o f the p r i m a r y r e v e l a t i o n . T h i s , o f course, need not 

mean t h a t a s y s t e m a t i c t h e o l o g y would n e c e s s a r i l y produce a 

f u n d a m e n t a l l y d i f f e r e n t assessment o f the r e l a t i o n of Ascension 

t o R e s u r r e c t i o n than one which has an e x c l u s i v e c o n c e n t r a t i o n 

on s c r i p t u r e . 

Working from a d i f f e r e n t p e r s p e c t i v e , Hans Urs von Balthasar 

a l s o f i n d s t h e i d e n t i f i c a t i o n o f these two stages t o be the 
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most s a t i s f a c t o r y e x p l a n a t i o n o f b o t h . B a l t h a s a r ' s 

u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f t h e d e p a r t u r e o f Jesus i s t h a t i t i s a j o u r n e y 

t o t h e Father made i n the R e s u r r e c t i o n i t s e l f , t o which the 

S p i r i t bears w i t n e s s . ^ He equates t he d e p a r t u r e o f Jesus w i t h 

h i s R e s u r r e c t i o n , and does n o t r e g a r d t he r e t u r n t o the Father 

as h a v i n g a d i s t i n c t s u b s t a n t i a l form, d e s p i t e t he importance 

he g i v e s t o t h e d e p a r t u r e . T h i s seems t o be the r e s u l t o f the 

emphasis he pl a c e s upon the ca t e g o r y o f g l o r y as a s u b s t a n t i a l 

element i n t h e s o t e r i o l o g i c a l framework of t h e C h r i s t - e v e n t , 

c e n t r e d upon t h e R e s u r r e c t i o n o f C h r i s t , t o which t h e Ascension 

i s w h o l l y s u b o r d i n a t e . 

W a l t e r Kasper pays a g r e a t d e a l o f a t t e n t i o n t o t h e Ascension 

as p a r t o f R e s u r r e c t i o n because i t i s a ma t t e r which impinges 

upon so much o f h i s c h r i s t o l o g i c a l t h o u g h t . Kasper argues t h a t 

t h e i d e a o f t h e i d e n t i t y o f the R e s u r r e c t i o n and e x a l t a t i o n of 

C h r i s t i s a p o s s i b l e s o l u t i o n t o a number o f anomalies he 

d e t e c t s i n t h e i r r e l a t i o n s h i p , as presented by the New 

Testament. I n Jesus the C h r i s t he w r i t e s : 

" I n t h e p r e - P a u l i n e hymn t o C h r i s t i n the l e t t e r t o the 
P h i l i p p i a n s ( 2 : 9 ) the term ' e x a l t a t i o n ' i s used i n s t e a d 
o f ' r e s u r r e c t i o n ' ; t h i s v i s i o n i s echoed i n many passages 
i n t h e New Testament ( L k 24:26: Eph 4 : 8 f f . ; I T i m 3:16; 
Heb 12:2; 2Pet 1:11; Acts 5:6). I n o t h e r places the 
e x a l t a t i o n i s the d i r e c t consequence o f the R e s u r r e c t i o n 
and mentioned d i r e c t l y w i t h the l a t t e r , as f o r i n s t a n c e 
i n t h e o l d t w o - t i e r - C h r i s t o l o g y o f Rom l : 3 f . ( c f . a l s o 
A c t s 5:30f.; IThess 1:10; Eph 1:20; I P t 1:21; 3:22 e t 
a l ) . The Risen C h r i s t l i v e s h i s l i f e t o God (Rom 6 : 9 f . ) . 
T h e r e f o r e i n Mt 2 8 : 1 6 f f . t he Risen C h r i s t appears e x a l t e d 
i n t h e o n l y r e p o r t o f a p o s t - R e s u r r e c t i o n appearance i n 
t h i s g o s p e l -and shows h i s d i v i n e a u t h o r i t y . But i t i s i n 
John's g o s p e l t h a t t h e a s s o c i a t i o n i s c l o s e s t and most 
s i g n i f i c a n t o f c r o s s . R e s u r r e c t i o n , E x a l t a t i o n and 
sending o f t h e S p i r i t . ' 4 
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T h i s i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p between R e s u r r e c t i o n , 

Ascension, and e x a l t a t i o n f i n d s s u p p o r t i n the repeated absence 

o f a c l e a r - c u t d i s t i n c t i o n i n John's Gospel between the r e t u r n 

o f Jesus t o the Father and h i s r i s i n g from t he dead (Jn 3:13-

15; 7:33-36; 14:1-31). However Jn 20:17, the meeting o f the 

r i s e n Jesus and Mary Magdalene, i s d e c i d e d l y p r o b l e m a t i c a l i n 

t h i s r e s p e c t , as Kasper r e a l i s e s . He takes t h i s passage t o 

express a stage i n t h e process a t which Jesus i s a l r e a d y r i s e n 

and i n some sense s t i l l " ascending" a t t h i s meeting w i t h Mary.^ 

I t opens t h e q u e s t i o n o f t h e way i n which Kasper regards t he 

Ascension: as event o r s t a t e o r process or moment, or none or 

some o r a l l o f thes e . The h a n d l i n g o f the i n c i d e n t by John, i n 

a manner q u i t e d i f f e r e n t from Mt 28:1-10, Mk 16:9-11 ( i n the 

l o n g e r e n d i n g ) , and Lk 24:1-12, seems t o i n d i c a t e t h a t he has 

an i n t e r p r e t a t i v e p o i n t t o make here , u s i n g Mary Magdalene's 

p a r t i c i p a t i o n as the v e h i c l e . The Ascension i s c l e a r l y t r e a t e d 

i n Jn 20:17 as d i s t i n c t from the R e s u r r e c t i o n , but very c l o s e l y 

connected t o i t , so t h a t each stage can shed l i g h t upon the 

n a t u r e o f the o t h e r . There seem t o be more d i f f i c u l t i e s i n 

p l a c i n g t h i s passage i n a view o f Ascension as i n c l u d e d i n 

R e s u r r e c t i o n than t h e r e would be i n t r e a t i n g them as i n some 

sense d i s t i n c t . The i d e a t h a t "ascending", i f understood t o be 

a process w i t h e x t e n s i o n t h r o u g h t i m e , i s an as y e t uncompleted 

phase d u r i n g C h r i s t ' s r i s e n appearances i s i n t e r e s t i n g , but i s 

not a l l o w a b l e on the b a s i s o f t h i s Johannine passage: the "not 

y e t ascended" o f Jn 20:17 can o n l y mean t h a t t h e a l r e a d y - r i s e n 
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C h r i s t envisages t h e Ascension as, i n some sense, a f u t u r e 

o c c u r r e n c e . 

Kasper reg a r d s t h e r i s e n C h r i s t as being a l r e a d y i n the 

process o f ascending t o t h e F a t h e r , having been " r a i s e d i n 

e x a l t a t i o n " t h r o u g h t h e C r u c i f i x i o n i t s e l f t o possess a l l power 

( J n 12:32) and so i s a l r e a d y empowered t o g i v e the Holy S p i r i t 

( J n 20:22). For him, as f o r Bultmann, the c o n c l u s i o n t o be 

drawn from t h i s i s t h a t t h e Cross t o Pentecost sequence, i n 

which R e s u r r e c t i o n and Ascension are t o be p l a c e d , i s a " s i n g l e 

i n d i v i s i b l e m y s t e r y " by which C h r i s t opens the way t o l i f e f o r 

h i m s e l f and, t h u s , f o r o t h e r s . The weakness of s u f f e r i n g , he 

argues, i s removed by t h i s movement from kenosis t o 

R e s u r r e c t i o n , e x a l t a t i o n , and t r a n s f i g u r a t i o n , which i s 

r e d e m p t i o n b r o u g h t about by God's embrace of s u f f e r i n g t o end 

i t s a l i e n a t i n g power, t h i s redemption i s expressed i n the Holy 

S p i r i t . ^ 

I n e q u a t i n g R e s u r r e c t i o n and Ascension, Kasper sometimes 

a p p a r e n t l y d i s r e g a r d s New Testament passages which suggest 

o t h e r w i s e . He d e s c r i b e s t h e ' f o r t y days' o f Acts 1:3 as a Lucan 

" i n s e r t i o n " which " d i s i n t e g r a t e s " t h e u n i t y and u n a n i m i t y of 

t h e New Testament on t h e t i m i n g o f Jesus' Ascension. This 

r a i s e s problems, because i t i s d i f f i c u l t t o see how t h i s 

passage i n Acts i s n o t a l s o t o be regarded as an e s s e n t i a l p a r t 

o f t h e New Testament d a t a about the Ascension, and as having a 

c r u c i a l r o l e i n t h e r e v e l a t i o n o f t h e n a t u r e of the C h r i s t -

e v e n t . Kasper i n t e r p r e t s t h e f o r t y days and the c l o u d i n t o 

w hich C h r i s t d i s a p p e a r s as symbols drawn from the Old Testament 
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f o r t h e o l o g i c a l purposes, p r i n c i p a l l y t o connect Jesus w i t h 

Moses and t h e d i v i n e covenant. A d d i t i o n a l l y , Kasper's a s s e r t i o n 

t h a t t h e p a r a l l e l s w i t h t h e Easter accounts t h a t he f i n d s i n 

Acts 1:1-12 "pr o v e " t h a t Luke's account of the Ascension i s a 

R e s u r r e c t i o n s t o r y , which does not have a s u b s t a n t i v e and 

d i s t i n c t c h a r a c t e r . T h i s seems a r a t h e r t oo s t r o n g l y - w o r d e d 

c l a i m , and seems a l s o l i k e r e a d i n g the New Testament account i n 

the l i g h t o f a p a r t i c u l a r c o n c l u s i o n w i t h which i t i s not q u i t e 

i n a c c o r d . ^ 

For Kasper, the b o d i l i n e s s o f the e x a l t a t i o n o f C h r i s t i s n o t 

an o b s t a c l e t o the argument f o r i t s s o t e r i o l o g i c a l n a t u r e , but 

c o n s t i t u t e s i t s e n a b l i n g r o l e i n t h i s r e s p e c t . He w r i t e s : 

"The c o r p o r e a l i t y o f the R e s u r r e c t i o n means t h a t Jesus 
C h r i s t w h i l e e n t e r i n g God's dimension t h r o u g h h i s 
R e s u r r e c t i o n and E x a l t a t i o n i s a t the same time 
c o m p l e t e l y i n t h e w o r l d i n a new d i v i n e way and i s by 
us and w i t h us ' t o the c l o s e of the age' (Mt 28:20). 
Through Jesus' R e s u r r e c t i o n and E x a l t a t i o n a 'piece o f 
the w o r l d ' f i n a l l y reached God and was f i n a l l y accepted 
by God." 8 

The e f f e c t o f t h i s e n t r y i n t o the d i v i n e realm o f a 'piece of 

the w o r l d ' c o n s t i t u t e s t h e b r i n g i n g i n t o b eing o f heaven 

i t s e l f , whose p r i o r e x i s t e n c e , Kasper a s s e r t s , cannot be simply 

presumed. T h i s i n d i s p e n s a b l e s o t e r i o l o g i c a l , and a l s o 

e s c h a t o l o g i c a l , development i s l o c a t e d by Kasper i n the 

c o r p o r e a l i t y o f the R e s u r r e c t i o n , as an event o r s t a t e which 

stands a t t h e apex o f r e a l i t y i n t o t a l . Questions about the 

manner o f such a R e s u r r e c t i o n are u n l i k e l y t o f i n d s i g n i f i c a n t 
Q 

answers, he b e l i e v e s , c i t i n g s c r i p t u r e as a precedent. 
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Kasper has o p e r a t e d w i t h two, l a r g e l y u n r e s o l v e d , approaches 

t o t h e Ascension. One i s the s c r i p t u r a l , i n which he has a 

r e d u c t i v e and r i g o r o u s a t t i t u d e o f a l l o w i n g l i t t l e or no 

independent p l a c e t o t h e Ascension, even t o the e x t e n t of 

s u p p r e s s i n g t h e i n f l u e n c e o f New Testament t e x t s which do not 

f i t t h i s p a t t e r n . The o t h e r approach, the d o c t r i n a l , sees the 

e x a l t a t i o n o f C h r i s t as a b s o l u t e l y v i t a l t o the p o s s i b i l i t y o f 

s a l v a t i o n f o r c r e a t u r e s , w i t h o u t which t h e r e i s no heaven. 

While t h i s i s a c o n s i s t e n t argument, i t seems t o favou r an 

assessment o f t h e r o l e o f t h e e x a l t a t i o n i n which C h r i s t r i s e s 

i n t o g l o r y w h i l e t h e i d e a o f a s p e c i f i c Ascension i s regarded 

as unnecessary. T h i s s u p p o r t s t h e case being made by Kasper f o r 

R e s u r r e c t i o n - e x a l t a t i o n , b u t i t does so a t the c o s t of an 

apparent m a n i p u l a t i o n o f t h e New Testament d a t a , such as the 

f o r t y days i n A c t s 1:3 and t h e Magdalene i n c i d e n t a t Jn 20:11-

18, which i s d i f f i c u l t t o j u s t i f y on n e u t r a l grounds. 

T h i s d i f f i c u l t y , o f d e f e n d i n g the u n i t y o f the person and 

work o f C h r i s t and a t t h e same time g i v i n g adequate weight t o 

t h e p a r t i c u l a r d o c t r i n a l processes i n which C h r i s t i s r e v e a l e d , 

i s f e l t even more a c u t e l y by K a r l B a r t h than by Kasper. The 

t e n s i o n between the i d e n t i t y and the d i s t i n c t i v e n e s s of 

R e s u r r e c t i o n and Ascension becomes bo t h p r o b l e m a t i c a l and 

r e v e a l i n g , though B a r t h s t i l l f a v o u r s the u n i t y of R e s u r r e c t i o n 

and Ascension. 

I n h i s Church Dogmatics, B a r t h works upon t h e b a s i s t h a t the 

R e s u r r e c t i o n and t h e Ascension o f C h r i s t c o n s t i t u t e a s i n g l e 
135 



e v e n t . H e places t h e R e s u r r e c t i o n and Ascension t o g e t h e r as 

t h e i n s p i r a t i o n f o r the Church t o p r a i s e and be t h a n k f u l t o 

God.-̂ "'" The c o n n e c t i o n between God and h i s Church i s the u n i t y 

o f C h r i s t ' s Body whose Head i s i n heaven and whose e a r t h l y Body 
1 9 

i s t h e u n i o n o f b e l i e v e r s . - ^ 
B a r t h , t h u s , c o n s i d e r s t h e R e s u r r e c t i o n and Ascension 

t o g e t h e r t o be t h e p r i m a r y r e v e l a t i o n i n t i m e o f the e t e r n a l 

u n i o n i n C h r i s t o f C r e a t o r , who becomes c r e a t u r e , and 

c r e a t u r e s , who do n o t become the Creator but are e x a l t e d 

t h r o u g h C h r i s t ' s u n i t y o f existence.•'••^ He argues t h a t , as the 

u n i o n o f t h e Son o f God and t h e Son o f man i n the I n c a r n a t i o n 

i s p e r f e c t and complete, the R e s u r r e c t i o n and Ascension cannot 

be s a i d t o be a f u r t h e r augmentation or development o f the 

person o f C h r i s t b u t are the event o f h i s s e l f - d e c l a r a t i o n . 

Indeed, he argues t h a t t h e being o f C h r i s t i s i t s e l f t h e 

renewing o f t h e form o f t h i s w o r l d even w i t h o u t R e s u r r e c t i o n 

and Ascension, which cannot make him d i f f e r e n t because n o t h i n g 

c o u l d be b e t t e r or h i g h e r than h i s person.-^^ 

I t i s p r e c i s e l y because he envisages R e s u r r e c t i o n and 

Ascension as the r e v e l a t i o n o f what i s a l r e a d y t he case t h a t 

B a r t h argues t h a t they r e p r e s e n t one event, r a t h e r than two. He 

a l s o has d i f f i c u l t i e s w i t h t he n o t i o n t h a t e x a l t a t i o n c o u l d be 

t h o u g h t o f as an a b s t r a c t i o n which i m p l i e s a change of s t a t e i n 

Christ.''"^ B a r t h approaches t h i s m a tter by a s s e r t i n g t h a t 

C h r i s t , b o t h God and man, i s e x a l t e d as man from a l l e t e r n i t y , 

i n e l e c t i o n and decree a t l e a s t , because he i s the immutable 

Son o f God.-'-̂  He s t r e s s e s h i s view t h a t as an event, of which 
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R e s u r r e c t i o n and Ascension are d i s t i n c t moments, t h i s must 

r e p r e s e n t an earth-based and r e v e l a t o r y phenomenon because of 

the i m p o s s i b i l i t y o f event or change i n the Godhead.-'-^ 

B a r t h d i s a g r e e s w i t h Bultmann's view t h a t the R e s u r r e c t i o n i s 

the New Testament's way of s y m b o l i s i n g the a r i s i n g o f f a i t h i n 

the d i s c i p l e s , e x p r e s s i n g t h e i r r e c o g n i t i o n o f t h e meaning o f 

t h e Cross. B a r t h p l a c e s R e s u r r e c t i o n and Ascension as d i v i n e 

a c t i o n s a l o n g s i d e , and d i s t i n c t from, the l i f e o f Jesus which 

l e d t o h i s d e a t h . H i s theme o f C h r i s t as the focus of the 

d i v i n e s e l f - r e v e l a t i o n has l e d him t o d e a l w i t h t h e apparent 

c o n f l i c t i m p l i c i t i n t h e d o c t r i n e o f t h e Ascension, between the 

change i n t r i n i t a r y r e l a t i o n s h i p s i t seems t o r e q u i r e and the 

e t e r n a l i m m u t a b i l i t y o f God, by p r o p o s i n g t h a t C h r i s t ' s 

e x a l t a t i o n i s from a l l e t e r n i t y and t h a t t h i s i s r e v e a l e d i n 

the Ascension. He argues t h a t : 

"Indeed, i t must be s a i d , even o f the Son o f God 
become man, t h a t even as such, l i v i n g , s u f f e r i n g 
and d y i n g , He had n o t t o be r a i s e d t o t h e r i g h t 
hand o f t h e F a t h e r , but a l r e a d y was the one Raised 
t o t he F a t h e r ' s r i g h t hand; o n l y t h a t he was not 
m a n i f e s t as b e i n g j u s t t h a t , but ( w i t h the except
i o n o f those ' s i g n s ' of His g l o r y ) was h i d d e n , 
concealed, shut o f f from t h e eyes of the w o r l d , 
nay, even from t h e eyes of His chosen and c a l l e d 
d i s c i p l e s . What happens i n the ' r a i s i n g ' o f C h r i s t 
i n His r e s u r r e c t i o n from the dead i s t h a t He i s 
now m a n i f e s t i n His supreme s o v e r e i g n t y . " 19 

T h i s does address the d i f f i c u l t y , but n o t a l t o g e t h e r 

s a t i s f a c t o r i l y . I t seems t o remove the s u b s t a n t i v e n e s s of the 
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e a r t h l y dimension o f the Ascension as a s o l u t i o n t o a problem 

which l i e s elsewhere: i n t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p of e t e r n i t y and ti m e . 

I f t h e event o f t h e R e s u r r e c t i o n and Ascension, which has a 

t e m p o r a l l o c a t i o n w i t h i n t h e c r e a t e d u n i v e r s e , i s regarded as 

the source o f t h e e x a l t a t i o n o f C h r i s t , which i s an e t e r n a l 

s t a t e o f r e a l i t y i n the d i v i n e r e a l m , the p r i o r i t y o f event 

over s t a t e cannot s i m p l y be equated w i t h any analogous event-

t o - s t a t e c a u s a l i t y based s o l e l y i n the sphere of c r e a t e d ti m e . 

I n t h e l a t t e r case an event must precede, i n t i m e , any s t a t e 

w h i c h i s the r e s u l t o f t h a t event: a window i s i n a s t a t e of 

brokenness o n l y a f t e r t he event o f i t s being broken. B a r t h took 

t h e s t a t e o f e x a l t a t i o n of C h r i s t t o be e t e r n a l and, t h e r e f o r e , 

p r i o r t o the Ascension-event which, he argues, can o n l y be a 

r e v e l a t i o n o f what precedes i t . 

However, i f i t i s argued t h a t e t e r n i t y , because i t i s a 

d i f f e r e n t form o f e x i s t e n c e , cannot s i m p l y be a s s e r t e d t o be 

p r i o r t o whatever occurs i n t i m e , then the r e l a t i o n of c r e a t e d 

event t o e t e r n a l s t a t e w i l l n o t be the same as t h a t between a 

t e m p o r a l event and the s t a t e i t produces. The e x a l t a t i o n of 

C h r i s t , which i s e t e r n a l because i t a l s o e x i s t s i n the d i v i n e 

sphere, can d e r i v e from the event of the Ascension, which i s a 

movement b e g i n n i n g i n one sense i n the realm of C r e a t i o n , 

because the e f f e c t s o f the Ascension i n e t e r n i t y w i l l be proper 

t o t h a t form o f e x i s t e n c e , and as such w i l l not be s u b j e c t t o 

t e m p o r a l r e s t r a i n t s : the i m m u t a b i l i t y o f God i s n o t , t h e r e f o r e , 

t h r e a t e n e d by such a p r i o r i t y o f time over e t e r n i t y . The 

e x a l t a t i o n of C h r i s t , God and man, r e p r e s e n t s a r a d i c a l 
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r e s t r u c t u r i n g o f r e l a t i o n s h i p s w i t h i n the T r i n i t y i n the cause 

o f opening those r e l a t i o n s h i p s t o c r e a t e d persons. There i s no 

c o n t r a d i c t i o n i n the l o c a t i n g a t a p a r t i c u l a r p o i n t i n time of 

t h e Ascension-event which makes b r i n g s t h i s about. Such an 

u n d e r s t a n d i n g does a l l o w f o r a more s u b s t a n t i v e and separate 

r o l e f o r the A s c e n s i o n - e x a l t a t i o n i n r e l a t i o n t o R e s u r r e c t i o n 

than t h a t which Earth's r e v e l a t o r y scheme, i n p a r t i c u l a r , 

e n v i s a g e d . B a r t h , w h i l e a ppearing t o accept t h a t what e x i s t s a t 

a l l i n God must always e x i s t , seems a l s o t o have had 

r e s e r v a t i o n s about a l l o w i n g t h a t some o f t h e consequences of 

t h e r e l a t i o n of e t e r n i t y t o time must n e c e s s a r i l y be complex t o 

t h e p o i n t o f b e i n g c o n t r a r y t o temporal l o g i c , and took 

a v o i d i n g a c t i o n by a s s i g n i n g , f o r example, the Ascension t o the 

c a t e g o r y o f a r e v e l a t o r y and, i n t h i s c o n t e x t , secondary r o l e . 
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b) Subordination of Ascension to Resurrection 

There i s no a b s o l u t e l y c l e a r d i s t i n c t i o n between those who 

argue f o r t h e i d e n t i t y o f R e s u r r e c t i o n and Ascension, and those 

who b e l i e v e t h e l a t t e r d o c t r i n e t o have a d i s t i n c t but 

s u b o r d i n a t e r o l e i n r e l a t i o n t o the former. The d i f f e r e n c e of 

emphasis becomes i m p o r t a n t , however, a t the p o i n t where the 

f u n c t i o n o f t h e Ascension i s recognised as having e f f e c t s which 

cannot a l s o be a t t r i b u t e d t o t h e R e s u r r e c t i o n i n i t s e l f . This 

depends upon t h e p a r t i c u l a r t h e o l o g i c a l framework w i t h i n which 

the d o c t r i n e s a r e p l a c e d . The most prominent t h e o l o g i a n o f 

r e c e n t years f o r whom t h i s was the favoured approach i s K a r l 

Rahner. 

Rahner uses t h e word ' t r a n s i t i o n ' o f the f e s t i v a l o f the 

Ascension, i n t h e sense o f i t s b e i n g t he movement from C h r i s t ' s 

Easter t o t h e Easter o f a l l c r e a t e d b e i n g s , which he i d e n t i f i e s 

as P e n t e c o s t . For Rahner, Easter c e l e b r a t e s the j o i n i n g 

t o g e t h e r o f t h e e x a l t a t i o n on the Cross and the e x a l t a t i o n a t 

th e r i g h t hand o f the F a t h e r ; and i t i s t o Pentecost alone t h a t 
91 

t h e Easter events a r e o r i e n t a t e d f o r t h e i r f u l f i l m e n t . 

Rahner r e g a r d s t h e c e l e b r a t i o n of the f e s t i v a l of the 

Ascension as the c o n c l u s i o n o f Easter because Easter i s t o be 

understood as C h r i s t ' s " f u l l and f i n a l consummation" i n i t s e l f , 
o 2 

w i t h n o t h i n g f u r t h e r t o be accomplished i n him. He a s s e r t s 

t h a t t he r i s e n person o f C h r i s t i s the f i n a l form of h i s 

person, and the source o f R e s u r r e c t i o n f o r o t h e r s . He argues 

t h a t the state m e n t t h a t "he l i v e s i n the g l o r y of God" 
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u n d e r l i e s , and i s p r i o r t o , t h e p a r t i c u l a r encounters w i t h the 

r i s e n Jesus, b o t h i n l o g i c and i n r e v e l a t i o n (Rm 8:34; Eph 

1:20; Col 3:1; Heb 10:12; I P t 3:22; e t c . ) . ^ ^ 

Both o f these e x p r e s s i o n s tend towards the r e d u c t i o n of the 

independent s u b s t a n t i v e n e s s o f A s c e n s i o n - e x a l t a t i o n by e l i d i n g 

i t i n t o R e s u r r e c t i o n ; i n comparison, Rahner d i d not a l s o argue 

f o r t h e e l i s i o n c ^ r o s s i n t o the R e s u r r e c t i o n , which might seem 

t o be suggested by t h i s approach. He i s c l e a r t h a t the 

R e s u r r e c t i o n i s r e a l l y t h e " f u l l and f i n a l consummation" of 

C h r i s t , t h r o u g h which he i m p a r t s h i s S p i r i t . The c o n c e n t r a t i o n 

on t h e person of C h r i s t , which l e d Rahner t o t h i s assessment, 

r e s u l t s i n a r e d u c t i o n i n t h e weight which can be g i v e n t o the 

s p e c i f i c e f f e c t s o f the d i s t i n c t s o t e r i o l o g i c a l f u n c t i o n s o f 

th e ascended C h r i s t ' s d e v e l o p i n g r e l a t i o n s h i p s w i t h the d i v i n e 

Persons and w i t h human persons. 

These developments a r e so c r u c i a l t o the a n a l y s i s o f the 

c a r e f u l l y c o - o r d i n a t e d s o t e r i o l o g i c a l manoeuvres i n v o l v e d i n 

I n c a r n a t i o n , C r u c i f i x i o n , R e s u r r e c t i o n , Ascension, and 

Pe n t e c o s t , t h a t they seem t o demand t h a t , a t each stage, not 

o n l y t h e i n t e r n a l s t a t u s o f the person of C h r i s t be assessed 

b u t t h a t t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p s generated by h i s person be gi v e n 

e q u a l w e i g h t . The person o f C h r i s t i s m o d i f i e d not f o r i n t e r n a l 

reasons, b u t f o r i t s s t r a t e g i c s o t e r i o l o g i c a l r o l e , t o which 

each movement, i n c l u d i n g t h e Ascension, seems i n d i s p e n s a b l e . 

For t h i s reason, t he s u b o r d i n a t i o n o f the Ascension t o the 

R e s u r r e c t i o n , w h i l e i t has some advantages, a l s o c r e a t e s some 

s i g n i f i c a n t l i m i t a t i o n s . 
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c ) Ascension as d i s t i n c t but subordinate 

The g i v i n g o f a d i s t i n c t i v e p l a c e t o the Ascension i n 

r e l a t i o n t o t h e R e s u r r e c t i o n i s not o f t e n t o be found i n modern 

C h r i s t i a n t h e o l o g y . There seems an i n b u i l t r e l u c t a n c e t o 

a s c r i b e e q u a l i t y o f importance t o the Ascension, even by those 

who see i t s i n d i s p e n s a b l e and s u b s t a n t i a l s o t e r i o l o g i c a l r o l e . 

Among modern t h e o l o g i a n s , as was noted above, Edward 

S c h i l l e b e e c k x comes c l o s e s t t o g i v i n g the Ascension a s t a t u s 

comparable t o t h a t o f the R e s u r r e c t i o n ; even he, however, 

appears u n c o m f o r t a b l e w i t h any i d e a of t h e i r having equal 

s t a n d i n g . 

S c h i l l e b e e c k x c o n s i d e r s the R e s u r r e c t i o n t o be the c e n t r a l 

r e d e m p t i v e a c t i o n . He b e l i e v e s t h a t Ascension, Pentecost, and 

the Parousia a r e t o be i n c l u d e d i n t h i s mystery, so t h a t i t i s 

t h e s i n g l e r e a l i t y upon which s a l v a t i o n i s b a s e d . H e a l s o 

places the i m p o r t a n t r o l e of the Ascension w i t h i n h i s 

u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f t h e d e v e l o p i n g n a t u r e o f the I n c a r n a t i o n , i n 

which term he i n c l u d e s e v e r y t h i n g d i r e c t l y connected w i t h 

C h r i s t . He b e l i e v e s t h a t S c r i p t u r e i n d i c a t e s t h a t C h r i s t had t o 

become t h e S a v i o u r ; t h a t he was not so s i m p l y on the b a s i s of 

h a v i n g become man, but t h a t t h r o u g h h i s Cross, R e s u r r e c t i o n , 

and g l o r i f i c a t i o n , the purpose of God was achieved f o r 

c r e a t u r e s . S c h i l l e b e e c k x a l s o argues t h a t i t i s a purpose which 

i s , i n p r i n c i p l e , a l r e a d y completed i n the Ascension because 
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the r o l e o f C h r i s t as p r e c u r s o r i s a l r e a d y e s t a b l i s h e d . I n 

C h r i s t t h e Sacrament o f t h e Encounter w i t h God he w r i t e s : 

" A l l these d i v i n e p r e r o g a t i v e s o f the man Jesus come t o 
him t h r o u g h t h e f a c t t h a t by the Ascension he i s ' w i t h 
the F a t h e r ' , taken up i n the c l o u d o f the d i v i n e 
presence which 'makes a l l t h i n g s new'; t h i s Jesus of 
Nazareth i s t h e k i n g o f the u n i v e r s e , t he C h r i s t u s 
V i c t o r . I t i s c l e a r t h a t a c c o r d i n g t o S c r i p t u r e C h r i s t 
had t o become k i n g . " 25 

P r i o r t o t h e Ascension, S c h i l l e b e e c k x argues, C h r i s t i s 

c o n d i t i o n a l l y t h e Messiah because i t i s a t the Ascension t h a t 

he becomes t h e Son o f God i n power i n h i s humanity, and t h a t 

t h e r e b y t h e r e a l i t y o f s a l v a t i o n , as d i s t i n c t from the 

p r i n c i p l e , i s i n p l a c e . S c h i l l e b e e c k x seems t o be l o o k i n g 

f o r a way o f acknowledging t he s u b s t a n t i a l i t y o f the Ascension 

w h i l e , a t t h e same t i m e , r e t a i n i n g the pre-eminence o f the 

R e s u r r e c t i o n among t h e developmental stages o f the mystery of 

C h r i s t . His p r o f f e r e d s o l u t i o n i n v o l v e s the d i s t i n g u i s h i n g o f 

the f u n c t i o n s o f Ascension and R e s u r r e c t i o n and t h e i r e f f e c t s 

on, and w i t h i n , t h e continuum o f the s a l v i f i c person o f C h r i s t , 

so t h a t t h e i n d i s s o l u b l e l i n k between the d o c t r i n e s does not 

r e q u i r e t h e s u p p r e s s i o n o f the e f f i c a c y of the Ascension-

e x a l t a t i o n t o p r o t e c t t h e c e n t r a l i t y o f the R e s u r r e c t i o n . 

S c h i l l e b e e c k x l a t e r r e c o n s i d e r e d h i s views of the r e s p e c t i v e 

r o l e s o f R e s u r r e c t i o n and Ascension, as was noted of h i s 

S c r i p t u r a l a n a l y s i s . He has become l e s s committed t o defending 

the pre-eminence o f t h e former over the l a t t e r , seeing b o t h as 

i n d i s p e n s a b l e and as d i f f e r e n t stages i n the process o f 
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c o n s t i t u t i n g C h r i s t , r i s e n and ascended, as Saviour. He argues 

t h a t what took p l a c e between the C r u c i f i x i o n of Jesus and the 

Church's p r e a c h i n g o f him i s n o t e x p l i c i t l y i d e n t i f i e d i n the 
9 7 

New Testament as the R e s u r r e c t i o n . He has come t o regard the 

New Testament data f o r t h i s p e r i o d as an o p p o r t u n i t y t o be 

taken r a t h e r than as a problem t o be e x p l a i n e d : 

"The sending out o f the Twelve and t h e a c t u a l g i v i n g 
o f the S p i r i t Luke a s s o c i a t e s w i t h the event of 
Pentecost, w h i l e f o r him t h e r e s u r r e c t i o n and 
ascension are s e p a r a t e d by an i n t e r i m p e r i o d o f f o r t y 
days. Thus t h e Lucan t h e o l o g y e n t a i l s changes i n the 
s u b s t a n t i v e meaning o f the appearances: the Easter 
appearance i s the b r i d g e between the f i n i s h o f Jesus' 
l i f e and t a s k on e a r t h and, v i a the ascension, the 
s t a r t o f the pneumatic m i s s i o n a r y t a s k of the Church." 28 

The R e s u r r e c t i o n i s n o t , i n t h i s account, removed from i t s 

p i v o t a l r o l e i n the Cross-to-Pentecost stages o f C h r i s t , but i t 

i s p l a c e d as a movement from one s t a t e t o another. This a l l o w s 

S c h i l l e b e e c k x the o p p o r t u n i t y t o i n t e r p r e t i n a more dynamic 

way t h e e f f e c t s of R e s u r r e c t i o n and, e s p e c i a l l y . Ascension and 

Pentecost i n a s o t e r i o l o g i c a l and s c r i p t u r a l c o n t e x t . 
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W i t h i n t h e spectrum o f o p i n i o n upon the r e l a t i v e s i g n i f i c a n c e 

of R e s u r r e c t i o n and Ascension, and t a k i n g account o f some 

d i f f e r e n t emphases, t h e R e s u r r e c t i o n i s c l e a r l y regarded i n 

modern t h e o l o g y as dominant. I t i s n o t i c e a b l e t h a t the g r e a t e r 

t h e w e i g h t g i v e n t o the s c r i p t u r a l d a ta i n a p a r t i c u l a r 

approach, t h e g r e a t e r t h e dominance o f the R e s u r r e c t i o n ; w h i l e , 

t h e g r e a t e r t h e emphasis upon the s o t e r i o l o g i c a l and, t o a 

l e s s e r e x t e n t , t h e c h r i s t o l o g i c a l i m p l i c a t i o n s , the c l o s e r 

t h e i r r e l a t i v e p o s i t i o n s become, though S c h i l l e b e e c k x takes a 

b r o a d l y o p p o s i t e r o u t e . At the l a t t e r end of t h i s range of 

assessments i t sometimes appears t h a t i t i s o n l y f o r reasons of 

decorum t h a t t h e e q u a l i t y o f Ascension and R e s u r r e c t i o n cannot 

be a d m i t t e d . 

The q u e s t i o n o f how t h e Ascension stands i n r e l a t i o n t o i t s 

s e q u e l , P e n t e c o s t , w i l l a l s o p r o v i d e comparable p e r s p e c t i v e s on 

i t s p l a c e i n r e l a t i o n t o o t h e r d o c t r i n e s . 
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2. The Ascension and Pentecost: the making present of the 

absent (ascended) C h r i s t ? 

There a r e , u n s u r p r i s i n g l y , p a r a l l e l s between the way i n which 

modern t h e o l o g y has examined t h e r e l a t i o n of the Ascension t o 

i t s p r e c e d i n g m y s t e r y , t h e R e s u r r e c t i o n , and i t s r e l a t i o n t o 

i t s succeeding mystery, Pentecost. Pentecost, here, i s taken t o 

mean t h e event r e c o u n t e d i n Acts 2:1-4, 2 : 5 f f . , and a l s o the 

'new' r e l a t i o n s h i p o f the Holy S p i r i t t o c r e a t e d persons which 

stems from t h e R e s u r r e c t i o n and Ascension o f C h r i s t . Three main 

l i n e s o f more r e c e n t t h e o l o g i c a l thought have been a p p l i e d t o 

the Ascension and P e n t e c o s t . 

F i r s t l y , t h a t t h e Ascension and Pentecost are i d e n t i c a l . 

Secondly, t h a t P e n tecost i s the more i m p o r t a n t stage, and 

t h a t Ascension i s l e s s c e n t r a l , and even t h a t t he R e s u r r e c t i o n 

i s t h e c r u c i a l e n a b l i n g mystery f o r Pentecost. 

T h i r d l y , t h e r e i s t h e u n d e r s t a n d i n g t h a t Pentecost i s 

dependent upon Ascension. As i s t o be expected, these 

d i s t i n c t i o n s are n o t always c l e a r - c u t . 
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a ) I d e n t i t y of Ascension and Pentecost 

The argument t h a t t h e Ascension and Pentecost cannot be 

t h o u g h t o f as d i s t i n c t from one another d e r i v e s i n p a r t from 

th e w i s h t o r e t a i n t h e sense o f t h e t o t a l u n i t y o f the mystery 

o f C h r i s t , i n c l u d i n g t h e descent o f the Holy S p i r i t which he 

ena b l e s ; t h i s i s what p r i m a r i l y d r i v e s those f o r whom t h i s i s 

the p r e f e r r e d a n a l y s i s . 

W alter Kasper's p r e f e r e n c e f o r the i n t e g r a t i o n o f Cross, 

E a s t e r , Ascension, and Pentecost as a " s i n g l e i n d i v i s i b l e 

m y s t e r y " g i v e s a s t r o n g s o t e r i o l o g i c a l u n i t . ^ ^ However, i t 

a l s o a l l o w s him t o e l i d e Ascension i n t o Easter and Pentecost i n 

a way which reduces i t s s u b s t a n t i v e s o t e r i o l o g i c a l r o l e very 

c o n s i d e r a b l y compared t o t h e o t h e r components of the 'mystery'. 

His o b s e r v a t i o n , which he reads i n t o Jn 14:15-24, t h a t Jesus' 

r e t u r n " i s a t t h e same t i m e " t h e p o u r i n g out of the S p i r i t need 

n o t n e c e s s a r i l y c a r r y w i t h i t the i m p l i c a t i o n , which seems 

p r e s e n t , t h a t i t i s a l s o t he same t h i n g . Kasper seems not t o 

w i s h t o develop the c o n n e c t i o n between the Ascension and 

Pe n t e c o s t , p r e f e r r i n g t o c o n c e n t r a t e on the co n n e c t i o n between 

the Pentecost S p i r i t and t h e p r i m i t i v e Church. 

T h i s c o n n e c t i o n between t h e e x a l t a t i o n o f C h r i s t and the 

b e g i n n i n g o f the Church i s i m p o r t a n t t o Kasper, who l o c a t e d i t 

i n t h e o u t p o u r i n g o f t h e Holy S p i r i t . Kasper sees i n the 

f o u n d a t i o n o f the Church t h e r o o t i n g o f t h e A p o s t o l i c preaching 
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and w i t n e s s i n t h e t r i n i t a r y n a t u r e o f God ( A c t s 2:32f.; 
7:55f.).30 

L i k e Kasper, K a r l Rahner seeks t o p l a c e the Ascension i n such 

p r o x i m i t y t o Pentecost t h a t i t becomes d i f f i c u l t t o d i s c u s s the 

former as a s e p a r a t e stage o f the C h r i s t - e v e n t . Rahner does 

t h i s f o r s l i g h t l y d i f f e r e n t reasons, which had an e f f e c t upon 

the way i n which Ascension was p l a c e d i n h i s t h e o l o g i c a l work. 

I t i s because t h e d e a t h and g l o r i f i c a t i o n o f C h r i s t means 

t h a t t h e Holy S p i r i t becomes the S p i r i t o f God made man, as 

d i s t i n c t f rom b e i n g s i m p l y the S p i r i t o f God, t h a t Rahner too 

envisages t h e i n d i s p e n s a b l e c o n n e c t i o n between Ascension-

e x a l t a t i o n and P e n t e c o s t . R a h n e r uses the word ' t r a n s i t i o n ' 

o f t h e Ascension, meaning t h a t i t i s the movement from Easter 

t o P e n t e c o s t . H e a l s o c a l l s Easter the ' g l o r i f i c a t i o n ' o f 

the Redeemer, which i n c l u d e s e x a l t a t i o n on the Cross and t o the 

r i g h t hand o f t h e F a t h e r . 

A f u r t h e r c o n s i d e r a t i o n i s the idea t h a t the nearness of the 

e x a l t e d C h r i s t i s " i n h i s S p i r i t " . He w r i t e s : 

"Considered as an event the ascension does not o n l y have 
the c o n n o t a t i o n o f d e p a r t u r e and d i s t a n c e . On the c o n t r a r y 
i t i s t h e f e s t i v a l o f the nearness o f God. The Lord had t o 
d i e i n o r d e r r e a l l y t o come c l o s e t o us And i f the 
d e a t h , r e s u r r e c t i o n and ascension of the Lord c o n s t i t u t e 
one s i n g l e e v e n t , the p a r t i c u l a r aspects and phases o f 
which cannot be separated one from a n o t h e r , then the 
s e p a r a t i o n i m p l i c i t i n t h i s f e s t i v a l i s simply another way 
o f e x p r e s s i n g t h e nearness o f the Lord i n h i s S p i r i t , 
w hich has been i m p a r t e d t o us t h r o u g h h i s death and 
r e s u r r e c t i o n . " 34 

148 



L i k e B a l t h a s a r , Rahner envisages t h e Pentecost S p i r i t as the 

form o f the presence of C h r i s t . T h i s means t h a t the Holy S p i r i t 

mediates C h r i s t , t h e mediator o f immediacy, t o c r e a t e d persons. 

I t appears t o stem from t he d i f f i c u l t y o f p l a c i n g the S p i r i t i n 

a r o l e w i t h i n t h i s scheme o f t h i n g s which r e f l e c t s t h e 

n e c e s s i t y o f t h e coming o f the S p i r i t as a sequel t o C h r i s t ' s 

Ascension. T h i s i s a l s o i n t e n s i o n w i t h b o t h the idea t h a t 

C h r i s t ' s d e p a r t u r e a c t u a l l y b r i n g s him nearer t o c r e a t u r e s , and 

the i d e a t h a t i t i s t h e Ascension o f C h r i s t , making the Holy 

S p i r i t i n t o t h e S p i r i t o f God made man, which i s the conne c t i o n 

between Ascension and Pentecost. The c o m p l e x i t y here seems 

t o r e s u l t i n a c i r c u l a r i t y o f argument which, however, as w i l l 

be argued l a t e r , does n o t n e c e s s a r i l y i n v a l i d a t e t h i s i n s i g h t . 
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b) Ascension as subordinate to Pentecost 

Where t h e Ascension i s regarded as secondary t o what i t , or 

t h e R e s u r r e c t i o n , achieves i n b r i n g i n g about the d e c i s i v e s t a t e 

o f P e n t e c o s t , i t can be seen t o be w i t h i n a t h e o l o g y which l a y s 

g r e a t s t r e s s upon the l i f e o f the Church community as the f i e l d 

o f o p e r a t i o n o f the Holy S p i r i t , which i s t h e f i n a l achievement 

i n t h i s w o r l d of the person and work of C h r i s t . More a t t e n t i o n 

has t o be p a i d , i n t h i s approach, t o t h e way i n which the 

Ascension i n i t i a t e s t he descent o f the Pentecost S p i r i t . 

Hans Urs von B a l t h a s a r argues t h a t t h e S y n o p t i c e x p r e s s i o n of 

the Ascension, which emphasises t h e i n s t a l l a t i o n o f C h r i s t i n 

j o i n t s o v e r e i g n t y w i t h the F a t h e r , i s e l u c i d a t e d f u r t h e r by 

John's Gospel. John r e l a t e s t he r e t u r n c l o s e l y t o t h e preceding 

descent o f C h r i s t and a l s o , he argues, does n o t see the r e t u r n 

as an a l t e r a t i o n i n t h e dependence o f t h e Son on the Father. 

B a l t h a s a r understands John as l i n k i n g t he d e p a r t u r e of Jesus 

( J n 16:7) w i t h h i s r e t u r n t o b e l i e v e r s s p e c i f i c a l l y i n the 

coming o f t h e Holy S p i r i t , and w i t h t h e coming a l s o of the 

presence o f the Father ( J n 14:18, 20, 23) which i s the r e s u l t 

of t h e d i s s o l u t i o n of d i s t a n c e by C h r i s t ' s being "taken up i n t o 

i d e n t i t y " w i t h t he F a t h e r . H e connects the coming of the Holy 

S p i r i t w i t h t he Ascension i n s i m i l a r terms: 
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'His [ t h e Holy S p i r i t ' s ] work u n f o l d s as a consequence of 
the b r i n g i n g about o f a ' d i s t a n c e ' between t h e Father 
and Son i n t h e kenosis and the ' a b o l i t i o n ' o f t h i s i n 
th e r e t u r n o f t h e Son t o the Father, and hence l i e s out 
beyond t h e 'form' which Jesus made v i s i b l e t o us and the 
subsequent replacement o f t h i s by i n v i s i b i l i t y : but t h i s 
comes about i n such a way t h a t , i n the S p i r i t ' s a c t of 
g l o r i f i c a t i o n , we n e i t h e r l e t go of the form 'which has 
e x i s t e d ' nor y e t can dispense w i t h i t s removal, i f i t i s 
t r u l y p r e s e n t f o r us." 38 

I n terras r e m i n i s c e n t of H i l a r y of P o i t i e r s on the 

' d i s t u r b a n c e ' o f T r i n i t y by the ascended humanity o f C h r i s t , 

B a l t h a s a r here c o n s i d e r e d the r e t u r n o f the Son t o the Father 

as t h e a b o l i t i o n o f a ' d i s t a n c e ' between them, i n i t i a t e d by the 

k e n o t i c I n c a r n a t i o n , which i s the c o n v e r s i o n from t h e v i s i b l e 

f o rm o f C h r i s t t o h i s removal i n t o i n v i s i b i l i t y , b o t h of which 

stages a r e i n d i s p e n s a b l e . I t i s i n t h i s movement t h a t he 

b e l i e v e s t h e g l o r i f y i n g work o f the S p i r i t i s t o be l o c a t e d . 

He a l s o sees i n t h e New Testament's concern w i t h the r a p i d 

e a r l y g r o w t h o f t h e Church (Acts 2:41; 4:4; 6:7; 9:31) a 

f o c u s s i n g upon t h e w o r k i n g o f the e x a l t e d C h r i s t i n the Holy 

S p i r i t , r a t h e r than upon i t s simple n u m e r i c a l i n c r e a s e . 

B a l t h a s a r r e l a t e s t h e r e s o l u t i o n o f t h i s d i s t a n c e , e f f e c t e d 

i n t he r e t u r n and e x a l t a t i o n o f the Son, t o the work of the 

Holy S p i r i t , which work, he a s s e r t s , i s a consequence o f the 

Son's r e t u r n . H e d e s c r i b e s the e x a l t a t i o n of the Son as the 

Son's v i c t o r y f o r h i m s e l f , which p r o v i d e s the 'raw m a t e r i a l ' of 

the kingdom which must then be developed i n the w o r l d . 

The v a l u e o f t h i s image o f B a l t h a s a r ' s i s c o n s i d e r a b l e , but 

i t m i g h t be more e f f e c t i v e s t i l l i f , a t t h i s p o i n t , i t i n c l u d e d 
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t h e i d e a o f C h r i s t ' s b e i n g a l s o the a c t i v e enabler of the 

g r o w t h o f t h e kingdom. He does not a t t e m p t t o connect the image 

of t h e 'raw m a t e r i a l ' w i t h the e f f e c t s of the i n v i s i b l e 

presence o f C h r i s t i n the w o r l d . This i s perhaps due t o the 

s t r e s s he elsewhere puts on the Ascension as movement t o 

i n v i s i b i l i t y w i t h o u t w i t h d r a w a l o f presence. 

K a r l B a rth's concern w i t h the w o r k i n g of the Holy S p i r i t i s 

w i d e r than t h a t o f B a l t h a s a r because he operates w i t h a 

d e f i n i t i o n o f Church which was l e s s s p e c i f i c a l l y sacramental 

and more d i f f u s e . He i s e s p e c i a l l y i n t e r e s t e d i n the way i n 

which C h r i s t , as Saviour o f a l l mankind, can o f f e r h i s S p i r i t 

t o a l l . He was r e q u i r e d , t h e r e f o r e , t o l o o k more c l o s e l y a t the 

c o n n e c t i o n between Ascension and Pentecost, though the l a t t e r 

remained dominant. 

A p a r t i c u l a r l y i n t e r e s t i n g p e r s p e c t i v e emerges from Earth's 

a n a l y s i s o f C h r i s t ' s e x a l t a t i o n i n r e l a t i o n t o the r o l e of the 

Holy S p i r i t which d e r i v e s from Pentecost. He w r i t e s : 

"Risen from the dead, ascended i n t o heaven, seated a t the 
r i g h t hand o f God the Father, Jesus i s remote from 
e a r t h l y h i s t o r y and the community which e x i s t s i n i t . He 
i s s e p a r a t e d from i t by an abyss which cannot be b r i d g e d . 
He i s even hidden from i t i n God ( C o l 3:3) -and w i t h Him, 
of c o u r s e , t h e t r u e l i f e o f the community.,..He overcomes 
t h a t abyss i n the Holy S p i r i t , o p e r a t i n g here from t h a t 
e x a l t e d s t a t u s , w o r k i n g i n t i m e . . . 43 

There i s an i m p r e c i s i o n i n such an understanding of the way 

i n w hich t h e a b s o l u t e d i s c o n t i n u i t y between the d i v i n e and the 
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c r e a t e d can be transcended. B a r t h l o c a t e s t h e b r i d g i n g o f t h a t 

'abyss' w h i c h , he b e l i e v e s , operates on the person o f the r i s e n 

and ascended C h r i s t , s p e c i f i c a l l y i n t h e a c t i o n o f the Holy 

S p i r i t . T h i s does a l l o w f o r t h e advances i n the s o t e r i o l o g i c a l 

s i t u a t i o n made by C h r i s t : B a r t h w r i t e s t h a t i t i s "He [ C h r i s t ] " 

who "overcomes t h a t abyss". However, i t means t h a t C h r i s t 

remains l i m i t e d by t h i s s e p a r a t i o n between God and C r e a t i o n , 

w hich i s p r o b l e m a t i c a l because i t i m p l i e s a d i v i s i o n i n h i s 

person between h i s d i v i n e and human n a t u r e s . Such a d i v i s i o n 

would, i n f a c t , p r e c l u d e t he p o s s i b i l i t y o f h i s e x i s t e n c e as a 

s i n g l e p e rson. The problem i s n o t i n Earth's argument f o r the 

e x i s t e n c e o f such an 'abyss', which seems o n t o l o g i c a l l y 

necessary, b u t r a t h e r i n i t s l o c a t i o n i n r e l a t i o n t o the person 

o f t h e ascended C h r i s t , which seems o n t o l o g i c a l l y u n t e n a b l e . I f 

a c e n t r a l s o t e r i o l o g i c a l f u n c t i o n o f the C h r i s t - e v e n t i s t o 

enable t h e Holy S p i r i t t o operate i n c r e a t e d e x i s t e n c e as 

p r o p e r l y p a r t o f i t , t h en t h e 'abyss' between God and c r e a t u r e 

must be b r i d g e d i n C h r i s t , so t h a t he i s h i m s e l f unhindered by 

i t . I ndeed, C h r i s t h i m s e l f i s , i n person and r e l a t i o n s h i p s , the 

o n l y v i a b l e c a n d i d a t e t o be t h i s ' b r i d g e ' , i n Barth's terms, on 

the b a s i s o f h i s I n c a r n a t i o n , C r u c i f i x i o n , R e s u r r e c t i o n , and 

Ascension. 

B a r t h f i n d s i n t h i s ' b r i d g i n g ' the source o f an e q u i l i b r i u m 

i n w hich t h e g l o r y o f God and the s a l v a t i o n o f c r e a t u r e s 

c o i n c i d e a t the p o i n t where the C h r i s t - e v e n t becomes something 

w h i c h God does f o r h i m s e l f as w e l l as f o r c r e a t e d persons. 

The ' b r i d g e ' i s e x p l o i t e d p r i m a r i l y by the Pentecost S p i r i t . 
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c ) Ascension as the enabling of Pentecost 

The d i f f e r e n c e between those analyses which r e g a r d t he 

Ascension's purpose as e n a b l i n g Pentecost and those which 

r e g a r d t h e Ascension as the u l t i m a t e achievement o f C h r i s t , 

w hich i s e x p l o i t e d by Pen t e c o s t , i s t o be understood i n terms 

of emphasis r a t h e r than o f fundamental disagreement. There a r e , 

n e v e r t h e l e s s , ways i n which the l a t t e r emphasis a l l o w s 

i m p o r t a n t i n s i g h t s i n t o t h e Ascension which cannot be d e r i v e d 

from t h e former w i t h e q u a l c l a r i t y . 

R. C. Moberly, a r e l a t i v e l y n e g l e c t e d , but i n c i s i v e , 

t h e o l o g i a n o f the atonement has a s p e c i a l i n t e r e s t i n the 

Ascension. The o c c a s i o n f o r h i s i n t e r e s t i s , i n t h i s r e g a r d , 

i t s p r i o r i t y over P e n t e c o s t . He argues t h a t t h e presence o f the 

Holy S p i r i t t o t h e w o r l d i s based upon the S p i r i t ' s being the 

S p i r i t o f C h r i s t . The humanity of C h r i s t must mean, he 

b e l i e v e s , t h a t t h e S p i r i t o f God i s the S p i r i t a l s o o f the 

I n c a r n a t e , so t h a t i t i s the S p i r i t of God become the S p i r i t of 

man, and t h a t i s the b a s i s on which the Pentecost S p i r i t 

r e l a t e s t o humanity. Moberly i s c a r e f u l t o d i s t i n g u i s h the 

b e i n g t h e Holy S p i r i t takes from the Son of man from t h a t which 

th e S p i r i t t a k es from the d i v i n e being of God the Father and 

God t h e Son o r , s i g n i f i c a n t l y , t h e i r r e l a t i o n s h i p . ' ^ ^ 

Moberly r e c o g n i s e s t he importance of the ' F i l i o q u e ' as the 

p r e c o n d i t i o n f o r such an understanding o f Pentecost. He sees 

the d o c t r i n e o f the p r o c e s s i o n of the S p i r i t from the Father 

154 



alone as endangering an i n t e g r a t e d d o c t r i n e o f atonement, 

e s p e c i a l l y i n the m a t t e r of the r e l a t i o n s h i p between Ascension 

and P e n t e c o s t . He argues t h a t i t i s the presence of the Son of 

man i n heaven which a l l o w s t h e c l e a r e s t r e c o g n i t i o n of the 

s i g n i f i c a n c e o f t h e I n c a r n a t i o n and a l l i t i n i t i a t e s . I n 

Atonement and P e r s o n a l i t y he w r i t e s : 

"The meaning o f t h e I n c a r n a t i o n was n o t exhausted; - t h e r e 
i s a sense i n which i t may be s a i d t o have h a r d l y y e t 
begun;- when Jesus C h r i s t passed away from t h i s v i s i b l e 
scene o f m o r t a l l i f e . That r e a l s i g n i f i c a n c e of 
I n c a r n a t i o n , h a r d l y then as y e t begun, i s t o be 
r e c o g n i z e d not more d i r e c t l y i n the c o n t e m p l a t i o n of 
t h e Presence o f t h e Son o f Man i n Heaven - w i t h a l l t h a t 
t h a t c o n t e m p l a t i o n c a r r i e s i n i t s t r a i n ; - than i n the 
r e c o g n i t i o n o f t h e Presence and w o r k i n g here on e a r t h , 
o f t h e S p i r i t of I n c a r n a t i o n and o f the I n c a r n a t e . " 46 

For Moberly, t h e f u l l impact o f t h i s statement d e r i v e d from 

t h e i n c o m p a r a b i l i t y o f t h a t which p e r t a i n s t o the d i v i n e and 

t h a t which i s c r e a t e d . He c o n s i d e r e d t h a t t o go beyond the 

q u i t e c onscious use o f t h e one c a t e g o r y as no more than an 

i l l u s t r a t i o n f o r t h e o t h e r i s t o become i n v o l v e d immediately i n 

e r r o r . I t was i n h i s d i s c u s s i o n o f the way i n which human 

beings are r e l a t e d t o the c r e a t e d w o r l d and the way i n which 

they r e l a t e t o God, t h a t Moberly found the s t r o n g e s t argument 

f o r t h e need t o remain aware o f the a b s o l u t e otherness of being 

of t h e d i v i n e and c r e a t e d spheres o f e x i s t e n c e . 
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d) Pentecost as subordinate to Ascension 

The major modern t h e o l o g i a n who argues most s t r o n g l y t h a t the 

Ascension i s t h e dominant mystery i n r e l a t i o n t o Pentecost i s 

Edward S c h i l l e b e e c k x . Even more than Moberly, he regards the 

Ascension as a s o t e r i o l o g i c a l n e c e s s i t y which has i t s own 

o n t o l o g i c a l s t a t u s . He does not l o s e s i g h t of h i s b e l i e f i n the 

c e n t r a l i t y o f R e s u r r e c t i o n b u t , i n r e l a t i o n t o Pentecost, he 

sees the Ascension as the d e c i s i v e s t e p w i t h i n the T r i n i t y 

towards consummation of the C h r i s t - e v e n t . 

There i s a s t r o n g sense o f the n e c e s s i t y and dynamism of the 

r e l a t i o n between Ascension and Pentecost i n S c h i l l e b e e c k x ' s 

a n a l y s i s . B a l t h a s a r ' s image o f the S p i r i t as the 'down-

payment' o f the d e f i n i t i v e i n h e r i t a n c e seems, i n c o n t r a s t , t o 

l i m i t r a t h e r than promote the concept o f the f u l l and a c t i v e 

presence o f t h e Holy S p i r i t , coming a f t e r the r e t u r n of the 

Son.^8 

S c h i l l e b e e c k x c o n s i d e r s t h a t the p r i n c i p a l events i n the l i f e 

o f C h r i s t as e x p e r i e n c e d and expressed i n S c r i p t u r e are 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s , from the human p e r s p e c t i v e , of d i v i n e 

r e l a t i o n s . C e n t r a l t o h i s s o t e r i o l o g i c a l , and sacramental, 

c o n n e c t i n g o f Ascension and Pentecost i s the understanding of 

God t h e Son as c o - p r i n c i p l e o f the Holy S p i r i t w i t h God the 

F a t h e r , and t h a t t h i s i s the b a s i s of the o r g a n i c u n i t y of the 

T r i u n e God.^^ An acceptance of the ' F i l i o q u e ' as the c o r r e c t 

u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f t h e s t r u c t u r e o f the T r i n i t y i s i n d i s p e n s a b l e 

t o t h i s p a r t of S c h i l l e b e e c k x ' s argument. He f i n d s New 
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Testament r e f e r e n c e s t o t h e S p i r i t as the S p i r i t o f C h r i s t a 

f i r m enough b a s i s upon which t o b u i l d t h i s l i n e o f t h o u g h t . 

He sees t h e Ascension as t h e e s t a b l i s h m e n t of C h r i s t , God and 

man, as L o r d ; and views t h e sending of the S p i r i t a t Pentecost 

as t h e supreme e x e r c i s e o f t h a t Lordship.^"^ He argues t h a t 

t h i s stems from t h e p l a c e o f the humanity i n the p r o c e s s i o n of 

t h e Holy S p i r i t , i n t h a t the S p i r i t i s the S p i r i t of C h r i s t , 

t he whole C h r i s t , i n t h e way t h a t the S p i r i t i s the S p i r i t of 

God the Son. I t i s t h i s element of the c r e a t u r e i n d i r e c t union 

w i t h one c o - p r i n c i p l e o f t h e S p i r i t which i s the source o f the 

o n t o l o g i c a l b a s i s o f t h e d i s t i n c t i v e e n t r y of the Pentecost 

S p i r i t i n t o t h e c r e a t e d w o r l d . He w r i t e s : 

"The l a s t phase o f t h e mystery of C h r i s t , between the 
ascension and t h e p a r o u s i a , i s t h e r e f o r e the mystery of 
t h e sending o f t h e Holy S p i r i t by C h r i s t as the c l i m a x 
of h i s work o f s a l v a t i o n . ' 52 

The r e l a t i o n s h i p between the Ascension of C h r i s t and the 

coming o f the Holy S p i r i t i n t o c r e a t i o n a t Pentecost i s g i v e n a 

dynamic b a s i s i n S c h i l l e b e e c k x ' s a n a l y s i s of the e f f e c t s of the 

Ascension i n the l i f e o f the T r i n i t y . The concept of 'mediated 

immediacy', which he f i n d s so i n c i s i v e i n the c o n t e x t of the 

p r e s e n t a v a i l a b i l i t y o f God t o c r e a t u r e s , i s a c o n s i s t e n t 

element o f S c h i l l e b e e c k x ' s s o t e r i o l o g i c a l s c h e m e . I n t h i s 

c o n cept, he sees a way o f r e c o n c i l i n g the need t o place the 

achievement o f C h r i s t as necessary t o the p o s s i b i l i t y o f 

s a l v a t i o n and t h e need t o r e g a r d what i s achieved as d i r e c t and 
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unmediated. Such an u n d e r s t a n d i n g of the e x a l t a t i o n of C h r i s t , 

which p l a c e s i t i n a c o n s i s t e n t and a c t i v e s o t e r i o l o g i c a l r o l e , 

s t r e n g t h e n s the l o g i c a l framework o f the C h r i s t - e v e n t as a 

whole, and makes more comprehensible and l o g i c a l t he sequence: 

R e s u r r e c t i o n - A s c e n s i o n - P e n t e c o s t . 

L i k e the problems which emerge i n t h e c o n s i d e r a t i o n of the 

Ascension i n r e l a t i o n t o t h e R e s u r r e c t i o n , from which i t 

d e r i v e s , so those which emerge i n r e l a t i n g the Ascension t o 

P e n t e c o s t , as d e r i v a t i v e from Ascension, h e l p not o n l y t o place 

t h e Ascension w i t h i n t h e t o t a l i t y o f d o c t r i n e , but h e l p a l s o t o 

d e f i n e i t i n i t s own r i g h t . C e r t a i n l y b o t h the Ascension and 

Pentecost can m u t u a l l y i l l u m i n a t e t h e i r r e s p e c t i v e meanings by 

b e i n g p l a c e d i n e x p l i c i t r e l a t i o n t o one another. The 

t e n d e n c i e s toward i d e n t i f i c a t i o n , or toward dominance of one 

d o c t r i n e over the o t h e r can become p r o b l e m a t i c a l , r a t h e r than 

c o n s t r u c t i v e , i f taken t o be the whole s o l u t i o n . However, where 

they are r e c o g n i s e d as emphases which n e i t h e r pretend 

s e p a r a t e l y t o p r o v i d e complete answers nor exclude the 

p o s s i b i l i t y o f t h e i r b e i n g complementary dimensions of a 

complex s i t u a t i o n , these v a r i o u s approaches, taken t o g e t h e r , 
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g i v e v a l u a b l e i n s i g h t i n t o the i r r e d u c i b l e n e c e s s i t y o f the 

Ascension i n t h e t o t a l C h r i s t - e v e n t . I t i s , t h u s , toward the 

person, a c t i o n s , and f u n c t i o n s o f C h r i s t as Saviour t h a t the 

Ascension l o o k s f o r i t s f u l l e x p l a n a t i o n and purpose. 

I f those t h e o l o g i c a l approaches t o the Ascension which argue 

f o r t h e s u b s t a n t i v e n e s s o f i t s r o l e i n r e l a t i o n t o R e s u r r e c t i o n 

and Pentecost a r e conceded t o have v a l i d i t y , which seems a 

reas o n a b l e and, i n many r e s p e c t s , necessary c o n c l u s i o n whatever 

t h e i r v a l u a t i o n o f i t s c e n t r a l i t y , then the s u b s t a n t i v e n e s s o f 

th e Ascension i n i t s own terras w i l l a l s o produce i n s i g h t s i n t o 

i t s n a t u r e and purpose. 

159 



3, Christ's Session and Exaltation: the nature of the 
ascended l i f e 

I n r e c e n t t i m e s , t h e o l o g i a n s ' concern t o be r e l e v a n t t o human 

need i n d o i n g t h e o l o g y has l e d some t o a r e l u c t a n c e t o become 

i n v o l v e d i n what can appear t o be s p e c u l a t i v e metaphysics. The 

c o r r e s p o n d i n g awareness, however, o f the importance o f the 

person o f C h r i s t , as d i r e c t l y connected w i t h the message o f 

C h r i s t i a n f a i t h t o t h e w o r l d , has a l l o w e d t h e o l o g i a n s t o f e e l 

t h a t a t t e n t i o n t o C h r i s t i n heaven i s b o t h v a l i d and r e l e v a n t . 

The ascended C h r i s t has been c o n s i d e r e d i n terms o f : h i s 

Session a t t h e r i g h t hand o f t h e Father; the e x a l t a t i o n and 

g l o r i f i c a t i o n o f h i s humanity, and i t s r e l a t i o n t o h i s whole 

person; and, t h e e s c h a t o l o g i c a l n a t u r e o f h i s ascended l i f e . 

a) The Session of Christ 

The New Testament a u t h o r s , i n f l u e n c e d p a r t i c u l a r l y by Ps 

1 1 0 : I f f , o f t e n used t h e imagery o f t h e r i g h t hand o f the God t o 

express t h e p r e s e n t l i f e o f the ascended C h r i s t . An awareness 

of t h e l i m i t a t i o n s o f such p i c t o r i a l imagery has been a f e a t u r e 

of more r e c e n t t h e o l o g i c a l c o n s i d e r a t i o n s of the Ascension. 

N e v e r t h e l e s s , t h e i d e a o f t h e adjacency of C h r i s t t o the Father 

has been a c o n s t a n t , i f n o t dominant, theme among modern 

t h e o l o g i a n s . The concept of the Session of C h r i s t has tended t o 

be subsumed i n t o t h a t o f e x a l t a t i o n or g l o r y , but the Session 
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i s o c c a s i o n a l l y acknowledged as having a r o l e i n i t s own r i g h t 

Paul T i l l i c h , f o r example, b r i e f l y examines the Session o f 

C h r i s t . He c o n s i d e r e d L u t h e r ' s i d e n t i f i c a t i o n o f the " r i g h t 

hand o f God" as God's omnipotence t o be a r e c o g n i t i o n o f the 

a b s u r d i t y o f a l i t e r a l r e a d i n g . I n the c o n t e x t o f 'the New 

Being', T i l l i c h argues, i t symbolises t he o r i g i n a l , p r e s e r v i n g , 

and d i r e c t i n g c r e a t i v i t y o f God, e x e r c i s e d i n a l l t h i n g s as the 

a c t u a l i s a t i o n o f 'the New Being' m a n i f e s t e d i n C h r i s t . 

K a r l Rahner draws t o g e t h e r the r e l a t e d themes of the Session 

and t h e e x a l t a t i o n o f C h r i s t , i n o r d e r t h a t the d e r i v a t i o n of 

h i s g l o r y , i n the immediate u n i t y o f Son and Father, i s not 

s e p a r a t e d from t h e r e s u l t a n t g l o r y he ex p e r i e n c e s . 

One o f the q u e s t i o n s t o which Rahner f r e q u e n t l y r e t u r n s i s 

the paradox o f the p a r t i c u l a r i t y and the u n i v e r s a l i t y of 

C h r i s t . He uses the r e l a t i o n o f the r i s e n body of C h r i s t t o the 

concept o f heaven as a means o f sharpening t he focus o f t h i s 

problem. Beginning w i t h t h e experience o f the a p o s t l e s ' p o s t -

R e s u r r e c t i o n encounters w i t h C h r i s t , and the p o s s i b i l i t y of 

g a i n i n g from these some un d e r s t a n d i n g of the p e r f e c t e d 

c o n d i t i o n o f the body i n which " t h e c r e a t e d s p i r i t achieves 

i t s e l f " , Rahner asks t h e q u e s t i o n o f whether the l o c a l , s p a t i a l 

e x i s t e n c e o f the r i s e n C h r i s t means t h a t heaven i s t o be 

regarded as a p l a c e , as w e l l as a s t a t e . 

Rahner's own p r e f e r r e d approach t o t h i s i s t o concede t h a t 

' p l a c e ' may be used o f t h e r i s e n body, p r o v i d e d t h a t i t i s 

r e c o g n i s e d t h a t the word cannot be g i v e n the same c o n t e n t as i t 
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would have i n o r d i n a r y usage. He w r i t e s o f heaven as the 

h i g h e s t sphere o f e x i s t e n c e , i n t o which C h r i s t has 'ascended' 

a t h i s 'Ascension i n t o Heaven'. I t i s as a r e s u l t o f t h i s event 

o f Ascension, Rahner argues, t h a t " t h e b o d i l y substance o f man" 

may e m i g r a t e t o C h r i s t ; s p e c i f i c a l l y t o C h r i s t , who has made 

t h i s ' r e g i o n ' t h e n a t u r a l home of the r i s e n and t r a n s f i g u r e d 

p e r s o n . R a h n e r comes t o t h i s view under t he i n f l u e n c e o f h i s 

d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n w i t h t h e concept o f the ' g l o r i f i e d body' of 

C h r i s t , and o f o t h e r s , w h i l e a d m i t t i n g i t as n e v e r t h e l e s s the 

b e s t e x p r e s s i o n o f " h i s t o r i c a l self-consummation o f the Lord", 

though one which does not seem t o him t o cover a l l the 

i m p l i c a t i o n s o f such i m p o r t a n t t e x t s as P h i l i p p i a n s 2. 

He c o n s i d e r s t h a t t h e A s c e n s i o n - e x a l t a t i o n o f C h r i s t has a 

d e c i s i v e s o t e r i o l o g i c a l r o l e . I t i s the Ascension which 

e t e r n a l l y e s t a b l i s h e s t h e i n c a r n a t e Logos as the mediator o f 

the immediacy o f God t o c r e a t e d persons; and i t i s the 

h y p o s t a t i c u n i o n a l o n e , he a s s e r t s , which e s t a b l i s h e s and 

bestows t h i s grace upon c r e a t u r e s . The immediacy which the 

e x a l t e d C h r i s t makes p o s s i b l e f o r c r e a t u r e s must be w i t h the 

F a t h e r , he argues, and must be ever a c t i v e because the whole 

t h r u s t o f C h r i s t ' s i n c a r n a t e and r i s e n e x i s t e n c e i s d i r e c t e d 
CO 

toward r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h the Father.-^ 

Another c o n n e c t i o n which Rahner c l e a r l y b e l i e v e s t o be 

i m p o r t a n t i n t h i s m a t t e r i s t h a t which must be e s t a b l i s h e d 

between the risen-ascended Jesus and the h i s t o r i c a l Jesus. He 

d e f i n e s e t e r n i t y as h i s t o r y completed and accomplished, r a t h e r 

than i t s b e i n g the p r o j e c t i o n of h i s t o r y i n t o another 
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dimension. He argues t h a t the u n i f y i n g element i s t h a t 

i n c a r n a t i o n and e x a l t a t i o n comprise a s i n g l e 'act of r e l i g i o n ' , 

and n o t two d i s t i n c t a c t s , i n which alone t he s i n g l e r e a l i t y o f 

Jesus can be expressed f u l l y . 

T h e r e f o r e , Rahner f u r t h e r argues, w h i l e the ascended C h r i s t 

l eaves behind h i s c h i l d h o o d , y o u t h , m a t u r i t y , c r u c i f i x i o n , 

d y i n g , and d e a t h , these stages e n t e r i n t o e x a l t a t i o n i n h i s 

person of which they have become p a r t , so t h a t i n h i s l e a v i n g 

and h i s r e t u r n he remains t h e same. So C h r i s t , by h i s e n t r y 

i n t o t h e Father's g l o r y , has b o t h gone and remained, thereby 

g i v i n g t o c r e a t u r e s t h e o p p o r t u n i t y t o l i v e h i s l i f e and t o be 

br o u g h t t o l i f e w i t h h i m s e l f t h r o u g h h i s b e l o n g i n g t o God.^^ 

Rahner i s b o t h d i s s a t i s f i e d w i t h the l i m i t a t i o n s imposed by the 

i d e a o f ' g l o r i f i e d body' and prepared t o be i n f l u e n c e d by i t i n 

speaking o f the ascended C h r i s t . H e balances t h i s by g i v i n g 

w e i g h t t o one o f h i s main concerns i n d e a l i n g w i t h the 

Ascension: t he problem o f t h e n a t u r e o f human e x i s t e n c e i n an 

e x a l t e d s t a t e , o r p l a c e . 
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b) The Glory of the Ascended Christ 

Much modern t h e o l o g y on the ascended C h r i s t has c o n c e n t r a t e d 

on t h e g l o r y he takes t o h i m s e l f i n h i s e x a l t a t i o n . This has 

ranged from a concern w i t h C h r i s t ' s investment w i t h power -

which i s c l o s e t o the idea o f the Session- t o the a t t r i b u t i o n 

o f a c e n t r a l s o t e r i o l o g i c a l r o l e t o the c a t e g o r y o f g l o r y 

i t s e l f . W i t h i n t h i s range has been i n c l u d e d t h e idea of g l o r y 

as m y t h i c a l language and e x a l t a t i o n as an concept almost 

c o m p l e t e l y f r e e d from i t s normal human meaning. Thus, both 

g l o r y and e x a l t a t i o n have been used i n a broad sense t o e x p l o r e 

what can be s a i d o f C h r i s t between Ascension and Parousia. 

I n t h e Ascension, S c h i l l e b e e c k x argues, t he r i s e n C h r i s t 

becomes u n i v e r s a l L o r d . C h r i s t ' s g l o r i f i c a t i o n , f o l l o w i n g 

h u m i l i a t i o n , i s t h e g o a l o f the I n c a r n a t i o n ; i t i s indeed, he 

b e l i e v e s , t h e e t e r n a l form o f the I n c a r n a t i o n which i s the 

e t e r n a l b a s i s o f the Redemption. This i s the way i n which God 

the Son e x i s t s h a v i n g become the Son o f man. So, S c h i l l e b e e c k x 

c o n s i d e r s Ascension, r a t h e r than R e s u r r e c t i o n , t o be C h r i s t ' s 

e n t r y i n t o t h i s g l o r y : 

I I The Ascension i s : ( a ) t h e i n v e s t i t u r e o f C h r i s t r i s e n 
f rom t h e dead as u n i v e r s a l Lord and King, w i t h which i s 
connected ( b ) t h e g l o r i f i c a t i o n o f C h r i s t which 
c o n s t i t u t e s him d e f i n i t i v e l y and f u l l y the Messiah and 
th e e s c h a t o l o g i c a l 'Son o f Man.' The Ascension i s the 
change from ' e x i n a n i t i o ' t o ' g l o r i f i c a t i o ' , from 
h u m i l i a t i o n t o e x a l t a t i o n ; i t i s the e t e r n a l l y enduring 
g o a l o f t h e i n c a r n a t i o n o f the Son o f God." 62 
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The e x a l t a t i o n o f the ascended C h r i s t i s , S c h i l l e b e e c k x 

argues, n o t h i n g l e s s than the form of d i v i n e e x i s t e n c e 

m o d i f i e d , though n o t f u n d a m e n t a l l y changed, by the I n c a r n a t i o n 

of God t h e Son. I t i s a l s o , he b e l i e v e s , the source of the 

necessary c o n n e c t i o n between C h r i s t ' s R e s u r r e c t i o n and h i s 

presence i n t h e Church."-* The e x a l t a t i o n o f the Son of Man i s 

th e heavenly f o r m o f t h e I n c a r n a t i o n which i s p r o v i s i o n a l 

because i t has i n e v i t a b l y had a temporal and l i m i t e d c r e a t e d 

dimension which cannot be brought i n t o t he e t e r n a l and i n f i n i t e 

b e i n g o f t h e T r i n i t y . The I n c a r n a t i o n i s the movement of the 

d i v i n e i n t o t h i s necessary engagement w i t h c r e a t i o n , the 

Ascension i s t h e e q u a l l y necessary disengagement w i t h c e r t a i n 

s p e c i f i c s o f c r e a t e d e x i s t e n c e ; b o t h movements are d r i v e n by 

th e s o t e r i o l o g i c a l i m p e r a t i v e s which u n d e r l i e the whole C h r i s t -

e v e n t . 

Bultmann, w i t h s i m i l a r q u e s t i o n s i n mind, f i n d s a c o m p l e x i t y 

of meaning i n Ephesians 4:8-10.^^ He b e l i e v e s t h a t "Now t h i s . 

He ascended, what i s i t but t h a t he a l s o descended i n t o the 

lower p a r t s o f t h e e a r t h ? " does not correspond t o the usual New 

Testament meaning o f descent i n t o H e l l because i t r e f l e c t s t he 

G n o s t i c myth t h a t t h e realm of the dead i s i n the a i r and not 

i n t h e e a r t h , which i s the normal Old Testament imagery. He 

sees i n t h i s t h e a d a p t a t i o n of Ps 68:18 i n the s e r v i c e of a 

d i f f e r e n t w o r l d - v i e w or mythology which, taken w i t h Col 2:15 

and i P t 3:22, expresses the Ascension of C h r i s t as 

s i m u l t a n e o u s l y t h e d e f e a t of the demonic powers which had r u l e d 
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t h e w o r l d . He a l s o f i n d s t r a c e s o f t h i s p a r t i c u l a r 'mythos' i n 

Jn 12:28-32 ( c f . 16 : 1 0 f . ) i n the c o n t e x t o f Jesus' 

i d e n t i f i c a t i o n o f h i s passion w i t h h i s e x a l t a t i o n and 

g l o r i f i c a t i o n . 

Bultmann i n t e r p r e t s t h i s as the view t h a t , through h i s 

e x a l t a t i o n , C h r i s t r e c o n c i l e s t h e w o r l d t o h i m s e l f by ending 

th e cosmic d i s o r d e r , r e f l e c t i n g a Gnostic myth m o d i f i e d by a 

J e w i s h - C h r i s t i a n e s c h a t o l o g y o f a postponed f u t u r e p a r o u s i a . He 

argues t h a t t h i s i s more than t h e simple presence o f Gnostic 

m o t i f s and r e p r e s e n t s , r a t h e r , a s y s t e m a t i c f o l l o w i n g o f the 

G n o s t i c mythology i n t h e e a r l i e s t C h r i s t i a n thought which 

m a n i f e s t s i t s e l f i n these New Testament passages. He b e l i e v e s 

t h a t t h i s s i t u a t i o n , w h i c h i n c l u d e s much o f the New Testament's 

t r e a t m e n t o f t h e Ascension, i s t h e r e s u l t o f the H e l l e n i s t i c 

kerygma whose gro w t h i n t h e e a r l y Church r e f l e c t e d the 

d i v e r s i t y o f Greek p h i l o s o p h i e s . ^ ^ He i s l e d by t h i s t o see 

Pa u l , who was n o t a p e r s o n a l d i s c i p l e o f Jesus and h i s 

p r e a c h i n g , as a c o n v e r t t o t h i s kerygma, whose theology (and 

the t h e o l o g y o f whose ' s c h o o l ' ) was a new s t r u c t u r e i n r e l a t i o n 

t o t h a t p r e a c h i n g . 

One o f t h e consequences o f t h i s f o r the New Testament 

t h e o l o g y o f t h e Ascension, i f i t were t o be accepted, i s t h a t 

i t p laces G n o s t i c i n f l u e n c e a t a v e r y e a r l y stage o f i t s 

f o r m u l a t i o n . I t i s i n t h i s s e t t i n g t h a t Bultmann places Paul's 

u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f t h e Ascension: 
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'According t o ICor 15:5-8, where Paul enumerates the 
appearances o f t h e r i s e n Lord as t r a d i t i o n o f f e r e d them, 
the r e s u r r e c t i o n o f Jesus meant s i m u l t a n e o u s l y h i s 
e x a l t a t i o n ; n o t u n t i l l a t e r was the r e s u r r e c t i o n 
i n t e r p r e t e d as a temporary r e t u r n t o l i f e on e a r t h , and 
t h i s i d e a then gave r i s e t o the ascension s t o r y 
(Lk 24:50-53; Acts 1:3-11)." 67 

Bultmann i s n o t s i m p l y examining the New Testament expression 

of C h r i s t ' s R e s u r r e c t i o n and A s c e n s i o n - e x a l t a t i o n ; he i s a l s o 

a t t e m p t i n g a t h e o l o g i c a l i n t e r p r e t a t i o n , i n which the sources 

o f t h e imagery and s y m b o l i c systems used t o express them are 

c o n s i d e r e d t o have had a d e c i s i v e i n f l u e n c e upon the c o n t e n t of 

th e d o c t r i n e s themselves. While i t i s necessary and v a l u a b l e t o 

r e c o g n i s e t h e v a l i d i t y o f t h i s e x e r c i s e , so t h a t the u n d e r l y i n g 

p r e s u p p o s i t i o n s o f t h e S c r i p t u r a l forms o f e x p r e s s i o n can be 

p r o p e r l y a p p r e c i a t e d , i t i s a l s o necessary t o i d e n t i f y t h a t 

w h i c h i s proper t o t h e o r i g i n a l i n s i g h t s and r e v e l a t i o n s of the 

u n i q u e l y C h r i s t i a n c o n t e n t o f the New Testament. Bultmann's 

c o n t r i b u t i o n t o t h i s process has been t o o f f e r a p a r t i c u l a r l y 

h e l p f u l c o r r e c t i v e i n u n d e r s t a n d i n g the r e l a t i o n of form t o 

c o n t e n t i n t h e r e v e l a t i o n o f d o c t r i n e . However, h i s argument 

t h a t the Ascension s t o r y a r i s e s from the need t o e x p l a i n the 

temporary n a t u r e of C h r i s t ' s " r e t u r n t o l i f e on e a r t h " does not 

address t h e n a t u r e o f t h a t r i s e n l i f e as i t i s presented i n the 

New Testament, nor does i t adequately e x p l a i n the Ascension 

i t s e l f , beyond i t s h a v i n g an e x p l a n a t o r y r o l e f o r the e a r l y 

Church: i t s s u b s t a n t i v e n e s s i s s a c r i f i c e d . N e v e r t h e l e s s , what 

the New Testament has t o say about the Ascension of C h r i s t can 
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be c l a r i f i e d i n terms o f i t s i n t e r n a l l o g i c , as w e l l as of the 

e x t e r n a l i n f l u e n c e s from the contemporary w o r l d of i d e a s . 

B a r t h p l a c e s t h e s i g n i f i c a n c e of the Ascension i n the Session 

and e x a l t a t i o n o f C h r i s t , i n which h i s humanity i n some sense 

p a r t i c i p a t e s i n t h e d i v i n e g l o r y w i t h o u t being a c t u a l l y assumed 

i n t o t h e Godhead. He i n t e r p r e t s the B i b l i c a l language used of 

Jesus' R e s u r r e c t i o n appearances as h i s e x i t from the 

l i m i t a t i o n s o f d e a t h and h i s e n t r y i n t o the l i f e o f God, and 

b e l i e v e s t h i s p e r i o d t o be a t r a n s i t i o n a l stage i n t h i s 
C.Q 

p r o c e s s . 
The h u m i l i a t i o n o f Jesus i s , B a r t h argues, a l s o h i s 

e x a l t a t i o n ; t h i s i s a p p l i e d t o o t h e r s by being a b a s i s and type 

o f mankind's r e c o n c i l i a t i o n w i t h God; and i s a l s o an 

u n a v o i d a b l e stage o f t r a n s i t i o n on t h e r o u t e t o e x a l t a t i o n . 

So, he c ontends, e x a l t a t i o n cannot be understood s o l e l y i n 

terms o f a power analogous t o e a r t h l y power, but i t i s an 

e x a l t a t i o n which i n c l u d e s t h e h u m i l i a t i o n , s u f f e r i n g , and death 

which belong t o C h r i s t ' s h i s t o r y . 

B a r t h goes on t o argue t h a t the o n l y k i n d of c h r i s t o l o g y 

which can a d e q u a t e l y address t h i s dimension of r e c o n c i l i a t i o n 

i s one which takes C h r i s t ' s humanity as s e r i o u s l y as h i s 

d i v i n i t y . I n d e e d , he places the r e c o n s t i t u t i o n of the 

covenant w i t h mankind p r e c i s e l y i n the exchange of the 

abasement o f God w i t h the e x a l t a t i o n o f the c r e a t u r e which i s 
7 

t h e h e a r t o f the m i s s i o n of C h r i s t . He i s aware t h a t t h e r e 

i s t h e danger of t a u t o l o g y i n speaking of the e x a l t a t i o n of 
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C h r i s t , and t h a t t h i s may be avoided by seeing i t i n terms of 

the f r e e i n g o f the one who was bound, tempted, s u f f e r i n g , 

v i c t i m i s e d , and k i l l e d as a s e r v a n t , who i s a l s o L o r d . ^ ^ 

T h i s argument, t h a t e x a l t a t i o n cannot mean t h a t C h r i s t has 

changed, because he c o u l d n o t become b e t t e r or h i g h e r than he 

i s , assumes t h a t t h e use o f t h e term ' e x a l t a t i o n ' i n t h i s 

c o n t e x t must have i t s u s u a l meaning. There i s no n e c e s s i t y t h a t 

e x a l t a t i o n be taken t o i m p l y such a ' r a i s i n g up' o f C h r i s t , o r 

even t h a t t h e v a l u e judgments which r e l a t e d i v i n e and c r e a t e d 

b e i n g i n t h i s way need be conceded. I t i s the a b s o l u t e 

d i s t i n c t i o n and i n c o m m e n s u r a b i l i t y o f God and non-god which 

makes t h e c o n t e n t o f t h e language o f e x a l t a t i o n so d i f f i c u l t t o 

use; a c o n c e n t r a t i o n upon t h e s o t e r i o l o g i c a l consequences of 

C h r i s t ' s Ascension, r a t h e r than t h e f e a r o f compromising h i s 

d i v i n e i m m u t a b i l i t y , would reduce t h i s d i f f i c u l t y . B a r t h 

develops t h i s approach, b u t c o n t i n u e s t o f i n d the idea o f 

e x a l t a t i o n a l i m i t a t i o n on the p l a c e o f the Ascension i n the 

scheme o f r e c o n c i l i a t i o n . 

One of t h e p r i n c i p a l themes which B a l t h a s a r e x p l o r e s i n h i s 

whole e x a m i n a t i o n o f the c a t e g o r y o f g l o r y i s t h a t o f i t s 

hiddenness. He f i n d s v a l u a b l e i n s i g h t s i n John, who envisaged 

the I n c a r n a t i o n o f the Logos ( J n 1:14; 2:11; 11:4, 40) not as 

the l a y i n g a s i d e o f g l o r y , b u t as i t s e l f a g l o r i f i c a t i o n , 

though one which i s n o t y e t m a n i f e s t t o c r e a t u r e s (Jn 7:39).^^ 

The t a k i n g up of t h e humanity o f C h r i s t i n t o the e s s e n t i a l 

g l o r y o f God f o r t h e s a l v a t i o n o f a l l c r e a t e d persons i s the 
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d o c t r i n e i n which he found S y n o p t i c , Johannine, and Pauline 

t h e o l o g y f l o w i n g together.''^ 

B a l t h a s a r views t he w i t h d r a w a l o f C h r i s t i n ascending as the 

l a s t o f t h e many concealments o f g l o r y which he sees as 

c h a r a c t e r i s i n g t h e e s t a b l i s h m e n t o f the New Covenant. However, 

he c o n t r a s t s t h e 'end' of the New Covenant w i t h t h e end of the 

Old; t h e l a t t e r b e i n g superseded by t h e former which i s then 

e s t a b l i s h e d as f i n a l . I t i s the ve r y concealment of the 

post-Asc e n s i o n C h r i s t which c r e a t e s t h e t e n s i o n o f C h r i s t i a n 

hope, l o o k i n g t o a f u t u r e and as y e t i n c o n c e i v a b l e g l o r y i n the 

T r i n i t y , which B a l t h a s a r holds t o be the d e f i n i t i v e c h a r a c t e r 
78 

o f subsequent h i s t o r y . ' 

He t r i e s t o h o l d t o g e t h e r t he d e f i n i t i v e n a t u r e of the 

C h r i s t - e v e n t as f i n a l l y v i c t o r i o u s , w i t h t h e need f o r c o n t i n u a l 

s t r u g g l e i n t h e p r e s e n t , post-Ascension Church: 

" A c c o r d i n g l y , he has won the v i c t o r y f o r h i m s e l f but not 
y e t f o r us, and i n R e v e l a t i o n and ICor 15:25f. he 
c o n t i n u e s t o f i g h t . When he i s e x a l t e d by the Father as 
r u l e r over t h e cosmos, i t i s as i f he were g i v e n o n l y 
t h e raw m a t e r i a l of the d e f i n i t i v e kingdom; the 
p o s s i b i l i t i e s i n t h i s m a t e r i a l must f i r s t develop i n the 
w o r l d - p o s s i b i l i t i e s e n t r u s t e d t o man's a d m i n i s t r a t i o n 
on t he b a s i s o f c r e a t i o n - and what has been developed 
t h r o u g h man u n t i l t h e end o f the w o r l d becomes once 
a g a i n m a t e r i a l , on a h i g h e r p l a n e , t h a t i s t o be gi v e n 
i t s shape by the f o r m i n g powers of the kingdom of God. 
Thus the ' f u t u r e o f C h r i s t ' depends on the f u t u r e of 
humanity, b u t the f u t u r e o f humanity i s i n a p r o v i s i o n a l 
s t a t e t h a t i s o r i e n t a t e d towards t h e f u t u r e o f C h r i s t . " 79 

The dominance o f the ca t e g o r y o f g l o r y i n B a l t h a s a r ' s scheme 

of t h e o l o g y i n e v i t a b l y determines t he way i n which the n a t u r e 

170 



o f C h r i s t ' s ascended l i f e i s examined. I t leads him t o t h i n k o f 

the Ascension as t h e concealment o f the d i v i n e g l o r y of God the 

Son made man. I n some r e s p e c t s t h i s i s c e r t a i n l y the case; but 

the Ascension o f C h r i s t i s p r i m a r i l y an e n t r y i n t o g l o r y , not a 

g l o r y which i s i n some sense w i t h h e l d from e x p r e s s i o n i n 

c r e a t i o n by t h e w i l l o f God, but a g l o r y which cannot be 

expressed i n c r e a t i o n because i t belongs i n the d i v i n e realm. 

B a l t h a s a r ' s i d e a o f the 'raw m a t e r i a l ' o f the kingdom, s t i l l t o 

be developed and formed i n the c r e a t e d sphere, i s something of 

a c o r r e c t i v e . I t a l l o w s t h e Ascension a p o s i t i v e r o l e i n 

c r e a t i o n w h i l e p l a c i n g i t s a c t i v e c e n t r e i n the e x a l t e d person 

o f t h e ascended C h r i s t . The c a t e g o r y o f g l o r y , as presented by 

B a l t h a s a r , does n o t seem a b l e t o cope as c o n v i n c i n g l y w i t h t h i s 

a spect o f Ascension. 
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c ) Ascension as Eschatology 

The e s c h a t o l o g i c a l consequences of the Ascension emerge from 

t h e c o m b i n a t i o n o f the s a l v i f i c purpose and the e t e r n a l n a t u r e 

o f t h e s t a t e o f e x i s t e n c e o f the ascended C h r i s t . 

Kasper argues t h a t the e x a l t a t i o n o f Jesus as a dimension of 

R e s u r r e c t i o n i s a l s o , a t r o o t , e s c h a t o l o g i c a l . He t r a c e s the 

l i n k between the New Testament use of the category of 

e x a l t a t i o n and t h e use i n neo-Judaism o f e x a l t a t i o n or ecstasy, 

which he b e l i e v e s t o have been the o n l y c a t e g o r y a v a i l a b l e t o 

neo-Judaic t h o u g h t t o express an i n d i v i d u a l ' s e s c h a t o l o g i c a l 

s i g n i f i c a n c e . I n t h e e a r l i e s t r e f e r e n c e s i n the New Testament 

(IThess 1:10; Acts 3:20) t o o , Kasper i n t e r p r e t s Jesus' b r i e f 

e x a l t a t i o n as t h e p r e p a r a t i o n f o r h i s e s c h a t o l o g i c a l r e t u r n as 

Messiah. 

I n o r d e r t o balance t h i s view of C h r i s t ' s e x a l t a t i o n , Kasper 

i m m e d i a t e l y s t r e s s e s the complementary idea t h a t Jesus' 

enthronement a t t h e r i g h t hand o f God i s n o t a s e p a r a t i o n from 

t h i s w o r l d b u t i s , r a t h e r , a new k i n d of e x i s t e n c e . He a l s o 

argues t h a t , by p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n the power and g l o r y of God, 

Jesus i s p r e s e n t t o c r e a t e d persons i n the w o r l d as a r e s u l t of 

b e i n g i n God, and comes now as an advocate from the Father. 

R e l a t i n g t h i s t o the concept o f the c o r p o r e a l i t y of C h r i s t ' s 

R e s u r r e c t i o n and e x a l t a t i o n , Kasper i s able t o i n c l u d e h i s 

i d e a , noted above, t h a t a 'piece of t h e w o r l d ' has e n t e r e d i n t o 

t h e realm of d i v i n e e x i s t e n c e a l o n g s i d e the idea of God having 
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e n t e r e d c r e a t i o n i n C h r i s t . By ' c o r p o r e a l i t y ' Kasper means, i n 

t h i s c o n t e x t , t h e d i r e c t involvement o f the whole man i n the 

w o r l d by b e i n g a p a r t o f i t , and he d i s t i n g u i s h e s t h i s from 

p h y s i c a l i t y o r m a t e r i a l i t y as a way o f und e r s t a n d i n g C h r i s t ' s 
Q -I 

R e s u r r e c t i o n and e x a l t a t i o n . 

The concept o f a 'piece o f the w o r l d ' having e n t e r e d i n t o the 

l i f e o f t h e T r i n i t y i s a most s u g g e s t i v e e x p r e s s i o n o f the 

s o t e r i o l o g i c a l and o n t o l o g i c a l p o s s i b i l i t i e s which are r a i s e d 

by d e v e l o p i n g t h e i m p l i c a t i o n s o f the Ascension as an event 

which i s e f f i c a c i o u s p r i m a r i l y i n the d i v i n e realm. This i s a 

theme which Kasper has developed l e s s f u l l y than o t h e r s , but i t 

demonstrates h i s awareness o f t h e issues i n v o l v e d i n the 

e x a l t a t i o n o f t h e humanity o f C h r i s t . 

I t i s because R. C. Moberly has such an a p p a r e n t l y c l e a r 

p e r s p e c t i v e c o n c e r n i n g t h e otherness o f God and C r e a t i o n t h a t 

he i s a b l e t o d i s c u s s t he i n d i s p e n s a b i l i t y o f the Ascension t o 
82 

b o t h Pentecost and the Eschaton. He b e l i e v e s t h a t Atonement 

i s b e s t u n d e r s t o o d i n terms o f the r e t u r n o f man t o God and 

t h a t t h i s i s achieved on the b a s i s o f the person and a c t i o n s of 

C h r i s t , one o f whose p r i m a r y tasks i s t o a l l o w some form o f 

u n i o n t o be e s t a b l i s h e d between the w h o l l y u n l i k e o n t o l o g i e s . 

Moberly remains concerned w i t h the r o l e o f p e r s o n a l i t y i n t h i s 

p r o c e s s , w h i l e r e c o g n i s i n g the importance o f these o n t o l o g i c a l 

i m p l i c a t i o n s . 
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As happens w i t h every aspect o f the t h e o l o g y o f the 

Ascension, t h e q u e s t i o n o f the n a t u r e of C h r i s t ' s ascended l i f e 

g e n erates numerous c o n n e c t i o n s w i t h o t h e r d o c t r i n e s and w i t h 

p h i l o s o p h i c a l c o n c e p t s . The r e l a t i o n s h i p between the event and 

the o n t o l o g y of the Ascension i s very c l o s e l y r e l a t e d t o the 

i s s u e s r a i s e d by t h e Session and e x a l t a t i o n o f C h r i s t , as 

p o s s i b l e ways o f u n d e r s t a n d i n g and a n a l y s i n g the n a t u r e o f the 

Ascension. T h i s i n v o l v e s the a t t e m p t t o f i n d l o g i c a l and, a t 

l e a s t i n i t i a l l y , n o n - t h e o l o g i c a l c a t e g o r i e s , which can throw 

l i g h t on t h e o l o g i c a l statements and q u e s t i o n s about the 

Ascension and can, perhaps, g i v e a more complete a p p r e c i a t i o n 

o f t h a t d o c t r i n e . I t i s t o t h i s approach t h a t a t t e n t i o n may now 

be g i v e n . 
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4. Event and Ontology of the Ascension: the r e l a t i o n s h i p 

of change and s t a t i c i t y i n the d i v i n e 

I f t h e Ascension o f C h r i s t i s t o be understood as, i n some 

sense, an ev e n t , as t h e cause or the r e s u l t o f a change from 

one s t a t e o f b e i n g t o a n o t h e r , o r as t h a t change i t s e l f , i t 

must be i n v o l v e d i n a c a u s e - a n d - e f f e c t sequence of some k i n d . 

The n a t u r e o f the Ascension can, t h e r e f o r e , be assessed on the 

b a s i s o f i t s p l a c e w i t h i n t h e complex o f c a u s e - e f f e c t r e l a t i o n s 

w h i c h e x i s t w i t h i n , and h e l p compose, the t o t a l c o n t e n t o f the 

C h r i s t i a n Gospel. The p r i n c i p a l r e l a t i o n s h i p which can shed 

l i g h t on i t i s t h a t between t h e event o f Ascension and i t s most 

immediate r e s u l t : t h e e x a l t a t i o n o f C h r i s t . 

The Ascension and e x a l t a t i o n o f C h r i s t have been understood as 

r e l a t i n g t o one another i n a number o f d i f f e r e n t ways i n rece n t 

t h e o l o g y : i n which t h e event o f the Ascension i s the d e c i s i v e 

element; o r , t h a t t h e o n t o l o g i c a l s t a t e of e x a l t a t i o n i s 

p r i m a r y , even t o t h e p o i n t o f r e g a r d i n g the event as simply a 

s i g n o f what has o c c u r r e d ; o r , i n seeing the event o f Ascension 

as t h e i n i t i a t i o n o f , and cause o f , the s t a t e o f e x a l t a t i o n , 

g i v i n g w e i g h t t o b o t h event and s t a t e . 
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a ) Event as the c e n t r a l element of the Ascension 

The l e a s t i n f l u e n t i a l o f these approaches has been t h a t which 

proposes t h e Ascension-event as the c r u c i a l movement to Session 

o f which event the e x a l t a t i o n i s an e f f e c t . The New Testament 

b a s i s f o r t h i s i s weakened by the r e f e r e n c e s t o the ascended 

C h r i s t as t h e c e n t r a l f i g u r e o f the p r i m i t i v e Church. Only 

Bultmann has g i v e n t h i s approach any r e a l s u p p o r t , h i s reasons 

b e i n g the m y t h i c c h a r a c t e r o f the s c r i p t u r a l language about the 

ascended C h r i s t and t h e , c o n t r a s t i n g l y , d e f i n i t e event of the 

disappearance o f t h e e a r t h l y C h r i s t . 

Bultmann's approach, a t t e m p t i n g t o place the Ascension 

accounts i n t h e i r contemporary p h i l o s o p h i c a l and r e l i g i o u s 

c o n t e x t , i s n o t n e c e s s a r i l y one which makes the 'event' of 

C h r i s t ' s Ascension more a c c e s s i b l e t o the modern reader. Indeed 

i t has, r a t h e r , t h e e f f e c t o f i n c r e a s i n g the u n c e r t a i n t i e s 

i n h e r e n t i n a t t e m p t i n g t o understand i t s n a t u r e ; but t h i s must 

a c t u a l l y be a t r u e r r e f l e c t i o n o f i t s mysterious c h a r a c t e r , 

r e s p e c t i n g as i t does i t s r e s i s t a n c e t o f i n i t e r e p r e s e n t a t i o n 

as a m a t t e r i n c l u d i n g d i v i n e i n v o l v e m e n t . 

J. G. Davies takes a p o s i t i o n which i s i n disagreement w i t h 

Bultmann's b e l i e f t h a t the e x a l t a t i o n o f C h r i s t i s presented i n 

the New Testament as t h e e f f e c t o f h i s R e s u r r e c t i o n : 

"Two f a c t o r s , however, m i l i t a t e a g a i n s t t h i s p o s i t i o n . 
F i r s t t h e r e i s t h e P h i l i p p i a n passage t h a t we have 
a l r e a d y c o n s i d e r e d [ P h i l 2 : 9 - 1 1 ] and seen t o be a d i r e c t 
r e f e r e n c e t o the Ascension. Second, t h e r e i s the use of 
t h e verbs iytxpu. and d r i W r j ^ i which examination shows 
never r e f e r t o any e x a l t a t i o n beyond the r e c a l l from 
d e a t h . " 83 
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The d i f f i c u l t y o f t h e t e n s i o n which e x i s t s between the 

argument t h a t t h e R e s u r r e c t i o n and the Ascension are d i s t i n c t 

events and t h e argument t h a t they are d i f f e r e n t aspects of the 

same r e a l i t y i s t h a t b o t h p o s i t i o n s have, on o n t o l o g i c a l 

grounds, t h e i r m e r i t s . One d i f f i c u l t y i s t h a t i f i t i s a s s e r t e d 

t h a t e x a l t a t i o n i s t h e r e s u l t o f the Ascension, the r o l e of 

R e s u r r e c t i o n appears t o be r e l a t i v e l y l i m i t e d , which would be 

an unbalanced i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f the s c r i p t u r a l p r e s e n t a t i o n of 

b o t h . I f the 'events' o f R e s u r r e c t i o n and Ascension are 

r e g a r d e d as f o r m a t i v e o f t h e o n t o l o g i c a l p o s i t i o n of C h r i s t i n 

r e l a t i o n t o t h e F ather and t h e S p i r i t and t o c r e a t i o n , then i t 

i s p o s s i b l e t o see them as d i s t i n c t but m u t u a l l y necessary 

e v e n t s . I f , however. R e s u r r e c t i o n and Ascension are understood 

as t h e r e s p e c t i v e o n t o l o g i c a l and r e l a t i o n a l s t a t e s of C h r i s t , 

then a d i f f e r e n t i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f t h e i r p o s i t i o n s i s r e q u i r e d . 

One p o s s i b l e s o l u t i o n i s t o r e g a r d the R e s u r r e c t i o n as the 

r e l a t i o n s h i p o f t h e e x a l t e d C h r i s t w i t h c r e a t i o n , and the 

Ascension as t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p of the e x a l t e d C h r i s t w i t h God 

the Father and God t h e S p i r i t . I f t h i s i s a v i a b l e approach, i t 

r e q u i r e s a q u i t e s p e c i f i c d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n of Ascension and 

R e s u r r e c t i o n , b u t i t s most r a d i c a l e f f e c t would be i n terms of 

the d e f i n i t i o n o f t h e o n t o l o g i c a l n a t u r e of the event of the 

Ascension. T h i s approach w i l l be e x p l o r e d f u r t h e r i n the next 

c h a p t e r . 
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b) D e c i s i v e n e s s of the o n t o l o g i c a l s t a t e produced by Ascension 

A more w i d e l y supported assessment of the r e l a t i o n o f event 

and s t a t e i n the A s c e n s i o n - e x a l t a t i o n i s t h a t which places the 

g r e a t e r emphasis on t h e o n t o l o g i c a l s t a t e o f the person and 

r e l a t i o n s h i p s o f C h r i s t ascended. T h i s views the Ascension i n 

terms o f what i t a c h i e v e s , p a r t i c u l a r l y i n the d i v i n e sphere of 

e x i s t e n c e , but a l s o i n r e l a t i o n t o c r e a t e d persons. 

One o f t h e p r i n c i p a l themes i n Barth's approach t o the 

r e c o n c i l i n g m i s s i o n o f C h r i s t i s t h a t i t i s based upon what 

takes p l a c e i n h i s person, so t h a t t h e l i n k w i t h c h r i s t o l o g i c a l 

i s s u e s i s c e n t r a l . He argues t h a t t h i s i s the o n l y l e g i t i m a t e 

approach t o s o t e r i o l o g y . I n p u r s u i n g t h i s he makes the p o i n t 

t h a t t h e Ascension o f C h r i s t does not mean t h a t any or a l l of 

God's people w i l l 'ascend': 

"We are n o t t o l d t h a t . . . t h e V i r g i n B i r t h and ascension of 
Jesus C h r i s t became u n i v e r s a l l y p o s s i b l e f o r mankind, or 
even f o r C h r i s t ' s own people, or even f o r one of them." 84 

B a r t h i s making an i m p o r t a n t p o i n t here about the n a t u r e of 

the e n t i r e C h r i s t - e v e n t . The I n c a r n a t i o n o f God i n C h r i s t i s 

n e c e s s a r i l y f u n d a m e n t a l l y d i f f e r e n t from the co n c e p t i o n and 

b i r t h o f any o t h e r human b e i n g ; t he same i s t r u e of the death 

o f C h r i s t . His R e s u r r e c t i o n and Ascension, t h e r e f o r e , must also 

d i f f e r from t he r i s i n g from t h e dead and e n t r y i n t o heaven of 

o r d i n a r i l y c o n s t i t u t e d human persons. The basi s f o r t h i s 
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d i f f e r e n c e i s t h e unique o n t o l o g i c a l f o rmat o f C h r i s t who alone 

i s b o t h God and non-god. This i s not t o q u e s t i o n the r e a l i t y of 

the human exp e r i e n c e s o f C h r i s t , nor t o c h a l l e n g e t h e d o c t r i n e 

o f h i s d i v i n i t y . I t i s the uni o n o f Creator and c r e a t u r e i n the 

person o f C h r i s t which, i t may be argued, i s a t the h e a r t of 

the s o t e r i o l o g i c a l e n t e r p r i s e , and t h a t a t each stage 

enablements a r e b e i n g s e t i n p l a c e which w i l l u l t i m a t e l y a l l o w 

a l l c r e a t u r e s e n t r y i n t o u nion w i t h God, but i n a way which 

d i f f e r s from t h a t which i s p o s s i b l e f o r C h r i s t . The Ascension 

i s one o f these s t a g e s . 

There appears t o be some t e n s i o n between t h e i m p l i c a t i o n s o f 

E a r t h ' s ideas on t h e uniqueness of the Ascension o f C h r i s t , and 

h i s t h o u g h t s on t h e Ascension envisaged s o l e l y as a means of 

r e v e l a t i o n , thus denying i t a s u b s t a n t i v e r o l e i n h i s t h e o l o g y , 

such as was g i v e n t o I n c a r n a t i o n and C r u c i f i x i o n . This i s 

c o n s i s t e n t w i t h E a rth's theme o f the s e l f - r e v e l a t i o n o f God i n 

C h r i s t , except t h a t f o r t h e o t h e r c e n t r a l C h r i s t i a n d o c t r i n e s 

he t r a c e d t h a t r e v e l a t i o n t o the s u b s t a n t i v e involvement o f God 

d i r e c t l y i n them; b u t he sees the Ascension as r e v e l a t i o n of 

God i n a more r e p r e s e n t a t i o n a l manner. Yet the New Testament 

p r e s e n t s Ascension, a l o n g w i t h R e s u r r e c t i o n , as an i m p o r t a n t 

p r o g r e s s i o n i n the development o f the person of C h r i s t . E a r t h 

seems t o c r e a t e , r a t h e r than i d e n t i f y , a paradox i n s t r e s s i n g 

the r e v e l a t i o n a l n a t u r e o f the Ascension and then a l l o w i n g t he 

Ascension and e x a l t a t i o n of C h r i s t a s u b s t a n t i v e r o l e i n the 

e s t a b l i s h m e n t o f C h r i s t as Mediator. 
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Rahner's p l a c i n g o f o n t o l o g i c a l issues a t the c e n t r e of h i s 

u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f s a l v a t i o n means t h a t , w h i l e he b r o a d l y agrees 

w i t h B a r t h , he has t o l o o k more c l o s e l y a t the e f f e c t s o f the 

Ascension w i t h i n t h e T r i n i t y r e l a t i o n s h i p . I n T h e o l o g i c a l 

I n v e s t i g a t i o n s , Volume IV, he w r i t e s i n terms which show 

s i g n i f i c a n t d i f f e r e n c e s between h i s thought and t h a t of H i l a r y 

and B a l t h a s a r : 

"One would have t o show, i n o t h e r words, t h a t i n the 
i n c a r n a t i o n , and i n the r e s u r r e c t i o n which i s i t s 
consummation, t h e t r a n s f i g u r e d human r e a l i t y o f the 
Logos remains t r u l y and p e r p e t u a l l y the mediator t o the 
immediacy of God. One would have t o show t h a t the essence 
o f t h e s u p e r n a t u r a l grace bestowed upon c r e a t u r e s , g i v e n 
i n t h e h y p o s t a t i c u n i o n and e s s e n t i a l l y d e r i v i n g from i t , 
and not elsewhere, i m p l i e s an immediacy which has a 
c e r t a i n o n t o l o g i c a l p r e s u p p o s i t i o n , which may be 
i n d i c a t e d by t h e concept o f a mediated immediacy. For 
immediacy i s always immediacy t o something....The r i s e n 
and e x a l t e d L o r d must be t h e permanent and e v e r - a c t i v e 
access t o God, which i s always being used anew and can 
never be l e f t as something passed over and p a s t . He must 
always show t h e F a t h e r . " 86 

The i d e a o f 'mediated immediacy', upon which Rahner focuses 

i n examining the Ascension, i s i n c i s i v e b u t a l s o d e c i d e d l y 

p r o b l e m a t i c a l . I f 'immediacy' means t h a t no i n t e r v e n i n g medium 

e x i s t s between God and c r e a t u r e , i n C h r i s t h i m s e l f i n i t i a l l y 

and then i n o t h e r c r e a t e d persons, where some form of mediacy 

has p r e v i o u s l y a p p l i e d , then the e s t a b l i s h m e n t o f immediacy 

must mean the m o d i f i c a t i o n o f one or b o t h p a r t i c i p a n t s i n the 

r e l e v a n t r e l a t i o n s h i p , or of the n a t u r e of the r e l a t i o n s h i p 

i t s e l f . Yet i f t h e immediacy e s t a b l i s h e d by C h r i s t enables 

immediacy between o t h e r c r e a t u r e s and the Father, w i t h o u t 
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m o d i f i c a t i o n o f t h e i r persons or r e l a t i o n s h i p , i t seems t h a t 

the o n l y e x p l a n a t i o n must be i n terms o f the n e c e s s i t y of some 

ground or medium f o r t h e t r a n s m i s s i o n o f t h i s enablement. 

For Rahner, i t i s the r i s e n and e x a l t e d C h r i s t who makes 

immediacy p o s s i b l e by p r o v i d i n g a t r a n s f i g u r e d human r e a l i t y 

w h ich i s i t s e l f access t o God. This leaves t he problem o f how 

the m o d i f i c a t i o n o f a s i n g l e i n d i v i d u a l human person, even one 

i n u n i o n o f being w i t h t h e d i v i n e Logos, a c t u a l l y opens f o r 

o t h e r s access t o God. Rahner s t a t e s o n l y t h a t t h i s happens 

because " t h e h y p o s t a t i c u n i o n i m p l i e s an immediacy which has a 

c e r t a i n o n t o l o g i c a l p r e s u p p o s i t i o n " , w i t h o u t s p e c i f y i n g the 

p r e c i s e n a t u r e o f t h i s i m p l i c a t i o n . He d e c l i n e s t o take the 

r o u t e o f c o n s i d e r i n g t h a t i t may be, i n some sense, the 

m o d i f i c a t i o n (even when t h i s word i s d i v o r c e d from i t s temporal 

i m p l i c a t i o n s o f a p r i o r and/or subsequent d i f f e r e n c e o f s t a t e ) 

of r e l a t i o n s h i p s w i t h i n the T r i n i t y , r e q u i r e d t o a l l o w the 

Ascension o f C h r i s t t o take p l a c e , which enables d i v i n e 

immediacy w i t h c r e a t u r e s on the b a s i s o f an accommodation t o 

the humanity o f C h r i s t i n the T r i n i t y - r e l a t i o n s h i p . 

The problem o f the means by which t he s a l v a t i o n achieved by 

C h r i s t i s t r a n s m i t t e d t o c r e a t u r e s a l s o emerges when Rahner 

d i s c u s s e s t he way i n which t he h i s t o r y o f Jesus i s both taken 

up w i t h him i n t o heaven and i s a t the same time p r o p e r l y 

h i s t o r y . ^ ' ' Though the idea o f C h r i s t ' s l i f e as "a human l i f e 

w h i c h belongs t o God" expresses h i s c o n n e c t i o n w i t h c r e a t e d 

persons, i t i s more d i f f i c u l t t o see how i t can " g i v e us an 

o p p o r t u n i t y t o l i v e h i s l i f e " , beyond i t s b e i n g a p o e t i c image. 
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T h i s seems an a t t e m p t t o e s t a b l i s h a quasi-medium f o r the 

t r a n s m i s s i o n o f s a l v a t i o n on the model of Irenaeus' d o c t r i n e of 

' a n a k e p h a l a i o s i s ' , which i s d i f f i c u l t t o i n t e g r a t e w i t h a 

t h e o r y o f immediacy. 

T i l l i c h , l i k e B a r t h , regards the problems r a i s e d by 

s o t e r i o l o g y as t h e g e n e r a t o r s of the c h r i s t o l o g i c a l q u e s t i o n , 

and as t h e d e c i s i v e g u i d e l i n e s i n the p r o d u c t i o n of some answer 

t o them. He argues t h a t t h i s i s the case t o the e x t e n t t h a t he 

f i n d s i t p o s s i b l e t o say t h a t " C h r i s t o l o g y i s a f u n c t i o n of 

s o t e r i o l o g y " . T h i s i s c o n s i s t e n t w i t h h i s c e n t r a l theme i n 

S y s t e m a t i c Theology: the e s t a b l i s h m e n t by C h r i s t o f 'the New 

Being' as t h e p r i n c i p l e of s a l v a t i o n f o r mankind. I t i s i n t h i s 

c o n t e x t t h a t T i l l i c h examines and i n t e r p r e t s the c e n t r a l 

c h r i s t o l o g i c a l , and t h e r e f o r e s o t e r i o l o g i c a l , d o c t r i n e s , 

i n c l u d i n g t h e Ascension. What T i l l i c h has t o say about the 

Ascension i s c o n d i t i o n e d by h i s development of t h e i d e a of 'the 

New B eing'. He d e c l i n e s t o g i v e a s h o r t d e f i n i t i o n o f 'the New 

B e i n g ' , b e l i e v i n g t h a t i t i s e x p l i c a b l e o n l y i n terms of h i s 

whole system o f t h e o l o g y , and i n i t s a p p l i c a b i l i t y t o the 
Q Q 

c o n c r e t e human situation.°^ However, he i s prepared t o d e f i n e 

an i m p o r t a n t dimension of 'the New Being' i n these terms: 

"New Being i s e s s e n t i a l being under the c o n d i t i o n s 
of e x i s t e n c e , conquering the gap between essence 
and e x i s t e n c e . " 90 
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T i l l i c h understands 'essence' t o be what something a c t u a l l y 

i s , w i t h i t s accompanying v a l u e judgments. 'Existence' i s the 

way i n which something a c t u a l l y i s , a g a i n , accompanied by value 

judgments. T i l l i c h r e c o g n i s e s the a m b i g u i t i e s i n h e r e n t i n the 

use o f such terms, b u t b e l i e v e s t h e i r r e l i g i o u s meanings of the 

c r e a t e d and t h e a c t u a l w o r l d , r e s p e c t i v e l y , t o be c r u c i a l t o 
q-i 

t h e whole o f t h e o l o g y . ̂ -̂  
'The New Being*, he argues, r e s t o r e s the u n i t y o f e x i s t e n c e 

by overcoming the the cleavage between e s s e n t i a l and 

e x i s t e n t i a l b e i n g . I t addresses the merely p o t e n t i a l c h a r a c t e r 

o f e s s e n t i a l b e i n g , and the estranged c h a r a c t e r of e x i s t e n t i a l 

b e i n g , t o make p o s s i b l e an a c t u a l i t y f r e e from t h i s 

estrangement.^^ T i l l i c h l o c a t e s the m a n i f e s t a t i o n o f 'the New 

Being' i n Jesus as t h e C h r i s t . H e t h e r e f o r e sees one purpose 

of h i s Systematic Theology as an e x p l o r a t i o n of the 

e s t a b l i s h m e n t of C h r i s t i n t h i s s o t e r i o l o g i c a l r o l e . 

One of t h e r e s u l t s o f t h i s approach i s T i l l i c h ' s a s s e r t i o n 

t h a t t h e e x p r e s s i o n s o f f a i t h cannot be r e p l a c e d a t w i l l by 

t h e o l o g i a n s o r o t h e r s who a t t e m p t t o i n t e r p r e t and c r i t i c i s e 

them, but are t o be judged w i t h i n t he consciousness o f the 

Church. The symbols, he b e l i e v e s , e s s e n t i a l l y express C h r i s t ' s 

s u b j e c t i o n t o and v i c t o r y over e x i s t e n c e which, he argues, may 

be c a l l e d ' s a l v a t i o n ' . 

T i l l i c h ' s a p p l i c a t i o n of these c r i t e r i a t o C h r i s t ' s Ascension 

begins w i t h a r e j e c t i o n o f the s p a t i a l c o n t e n t of the New 

Testament a c c o u n t s . He takes t h e d i s t i n c t i o n between heaven and 

e a r t h t o r e f e r t o the q u a l i t a t i v e d i f f e r e n c e between d i v i n e and 
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c r e a t u r e l y e x i s t e n c e , so t h a t even an i m p l i e d movement i n space 

means n o t h i n g a p a r t from i t s symbolic r o l e , i n which the 

l i t e r a l i s by d e f i n i t i o n i n a p p l i c a b l e . ^ ^ I n a d d i t i o n , he f i n d s 

e q u a l l y i n a p p r o p r i a t e any idea o f p r e - e x i s t e n c e or post-

e x i s t e n c e a p p l i e d t o the n a t u r e of C h r i s t , the l a t t e r expressed 

by t h e Ascension, as stages i n a n a r r a t i v e detached from 

e x p l i c i t symbolism. 

The dominance o f the concept o f 'the New Being' i n h i s 

argument i s such t h a t T i l l i c h i s concerned t o r e l a t e the 

p r i n c i p a l c h r i s t o l o g i c a l and s o t e r i o l o g i c a l d o c t r i n e s t o t h i s 

c o n c e p t , and i s much l e s s concerned w i t h t h e i r r e l a t i o n t o each 
97 

o t h e r . This imposes some l i m i t a t i o n s on h i s a p p r e c i a t i o n of 

t h e p r o g r e s s made a t each s t e p o f the development of the 

C h r i s t - e v e n t , i n which each mystery i s not o n l y a l o g i c a l , but 

a l s o a s o t e r i o l o g i c a l , p r e c o n d i t i o n f o r the p o s s i b i l i t y of the 

subsequent s t a g e . I n c o n c e n t r a t i n g on t h e r e l a t i o n o f each 

d o c t r i n e t o h i s c e n t r a l g u i d i n g p r i n c i p l e , T i l l i c h has t o place 

t h e i r i n t e r c o n n e c t i o n s i n a s u b o r d i n a t e r o l e . Consequently, he 

g i v e s a much lower p r o f i l e t o the d i s t i n c t i v e n a t u r e of 

I n c a r n a t i o n , C r u c i f i x i o n , R e s u r r e c t i o n , Ascension, and 

Pent e c o s t than can be found, f o r example, i n Barth's Church 

Dogmatics. 

While b e i n g concerned t h a t the symbols o f the r e v e l a t i o n of 

God's purpose i n C h r i s t cannot a r b i t r a r i l y be a l t e r e d , T i l l i c h 

d i d c o n s i d e r t he symbols used t o express t h a t purpose t o be of 

a secondary n a t u r e i n comparison t o the o n t o l o g i c a l r e a l i t i e s 

t o w h i c h they p o i n t . Thus f o r him, the Ascension i s not an 184 



event which b r i n g s about 'the New Being' but i s , r a t h e r , a 

s y m b o l i c e x p r e s s i o n o f what has taken place i n another sphere 

of e x i s t e n c e . 

T i l l i c h p l a c e s t h e r e c o n c i l i a t i o n o f d i s p a r a t e forms o f being 

a t t h e c e n t r e o f h i s a n a l y s i s of the s o t e r i o l o g i c a l process. He 

i s concerned w i t h t h e c o n c i l i a t i o n o f d i v i n e and c r e a t e d b e i n g ; 

and, even more, w i t h the r e c o n c i l i a t i o n o f e s s e n t i a l and 

e x i s t e n t i a l b e i n g w i t h i n c r e a t i o n . The place which the 

Ascension might occupy i n t h i s scheme c o u l d i n v o l v e more than 

T i l l i c h a l l o w s f o r i n h i s assessment o f i t s symbolic n a t u r e . 

The Ascension, i t may be argued, can be found a p l a c e i n the 

c o n c i l i a t i o n o f d i v i n e and c r e a t e d b e i n g , i n the sense t h a t i t 

i n v o l v e s the e n t r y o f the humanity of C h r i s t i n t o the 

r e l a t i o n s h i p s o f T r i n i t y w i t h the Father and the S p i r i t , though 

not w i t h the Son, who cannot be i n r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h h i m s e l f . 

The Ascension can a l s o have a r o l e i n the r e c o n c i l i a t i o n o f 

e s s e n t i a l and e x i s t e n t i a l b e i n g , b r i n g i n g i n t o the l i f e o f the 

T r i n i t y , as i t does, t h e essence o f c r e a t e d being which has 

been formed e x i s t e n t i a l l y , and t h e r e f o r e a u t h e n t i c a l l y , i n the 

I n c a r n a t i o n and C r u c i f i x i o n , and e t e r n a l i s e d i n the 

R e s u r r e c t i o n o f the one man Jesus C h r i s t . Only the p a r t i c u l a r 

developments made p o s s i b l e by the Ascension of C h r i s t c o u l d 

have these p a r t i c u l a r e f f e c t s ; the R e s u r r e c t i o n alone cannot be 

s a i d t o have achieved t h i s unless i t i s d e f i n e d i n such a way 

as t o i n c l u d e Ascension. 
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c ) E q u a l i t y of event and ontology i n the r o l e of the Ascension 

I n g i v i n g event and o n t o l o g y a more e q u a l , and m u t u a l l y 

i n d i s p e n s a b l e , r o l e i n the r e c o n c i l i a t i o n of God and c r e a t i o n 

some t h e o l o g i a n s have taken a middle way i n which the 

s u b s t a n t i v e n e s s o f t h e Ascension-event a c t u a l l y enhances the 

s i g n i f i c a n c e o f t h e e x a l t a t i o n - s t a t e . The sense t h a t e i t h e r 

event or s t a t e must predominate g i v e s way, i n t h i s approach, t o 

the sense t h a t , a p a r t , they are i n e x p l i c a b l e or i m p o s s i b l e . 

Using c a t e g o r i e s and emphases d i f f e r e n t t o those of T i l l i c h , 

B a l t h a s a r i s drawn t o t h i s c o n c l u s i o n i n e x p l o r i n g the 

I n c a r n a t i o n and R e s u r r e c t i o n i n terms of the d i s s o l v i n g of 

boundaries between God and c r e a t i o n . I n The Glory of the L o r d , 

Volume V I I , he w r i t e s : 

" I t i s i m p o r t a n t a t t h i s p o i n t t o see t h a t the d i s s o l u t i o n 
o f the boundaries t h a t God imposed upon h i m s e l f i n the 
I n c a r n a t i o n of h i s Word who was t o b r i n g a l l t h i n g s t o 
f u l f i l m e n t , had t o take p l a c e from w i t h i n , i n accordance 
w i t h the I n c a r n a t i o n and the Cross, but i n such a way 
t h a t the t a k i n g on of f i n i t u d e ( g o i n g as f a r as the 
p r i s o n o f b e i n g f o r s a k e n by God and H e l l ) should not be 
n u l l i f i e d , b u t brought t o f u l f i l m e n t i n God: not 
d i s i n c a r n a t e d , b ut made s p i r i t u a l i n the R e s u r r e c t i o n . " 98 

He d e f i n e s these boundaries as the a l i e n a t i o n of humanity 

from God, brought about by s i n , which C h r i s t ' s humanity a l l o w s 

God t o share. The o b j e c t i v e c r o s s i n g of the boundaries i s 

a c h i e v e d , he contends, by C h r i s t ' s being s u b j e c t i v e l y 'taken 

up'.^^ This comes about, he argues, because n e i t h e r i s the 
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d i v i n e i n C h r i s t a l i e n a t e d from i t s e l f by the I n c a r n a t i o n nor 

i s t h e human a l i e n a t e d from i t s e l f i n h i s Ascension; h i s 

humanity, r a t h e r , i s brought i n t o t h e open r e l a t e d n e s s o f the 

l i f e o f T r i n i t y . - ^ ^ ^ Indeed, he p o i n t s t o the c e n t r e o f the 

'mystery', a c c o r d i n g t o Paul (Eph l : 1 3 f . ; 2 : l f f . ; 3 :6), being 

the opening o f the 'once c l o s e d ' people t o u n i v e r s a l i t y by the 

Cross and R e s u r r e c t i o n . 

For B a l t h a s a r , t h e hiddenness o f the g l o r y , 'doxa*, which i s 

a l s o openness remains a mystery a l o n g s i d e the 'down-payment' of 

the Holy S p i r i t as the c e r t a i n hope o f C h r i s t i a n s . He conceives 

o f C h r i s t as t h e image o f God because of t h i s mystery, and 

b e l i e v e s t h a t t h e t e n s i o n i n v o l v e d , between openness and 

hiddenness, i s l e f t i n the care o f the Father.•'•^^ He c a l l s the 

concurrence o f g l o r y and h u m i l i a t i o n i n C h r i s t and the Church, 

m a n i f e s t e d t h r o u g h the S p i r i t , the 'exact r e a l i t y ' o f a l l 
- I A O 

existence.-^^-^ T h i s b r i n g s B a l t h a s a r i n t o c l o s e agreement w i t h 

h i s u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f Earth's i n s i g h t t h a t t h e s e l f - d i s c l o s u r e 

o f God's g l o r y i n C h r i s t enables the S p i r i t t o b r i n g about 

c r e a t i o n ' s response o f " g l o r i f i c a t i o " , which i t i s a b l e t o do 

by l o o k i n g from i t s e l f and l o o k i n g t o C h r i s t , " i n whom g l o r y 

and g l o r i f i c a t i o n become a b s o l u t e l y one".-'-*̂ ^ 

B a l t h a s a r b e l i e v e s the boundaries between God and c r e a t i o n , 

w hich C h r i s t d i s s o l v e s , t o be 'self-imposed' by God i n the 

Incarnation."'-^^ I t would, perhaps, be more ac c u r a t e t o say t h a t 

they are 'accepted' or 'embraced' by God as necessary 

accompaniments t o the I n c a r n a t i o n , and even t o the a c t of 

c r e a t i o n . The l o g i c a l n e c e s s i t y of such boundaries, which have 
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t h e i r r o o t s i n the o n t o l o g i c a l t o t a l otherness of God and 

c r e a t i o n , c o u l d n o t a r b i t r a r i l y be dispensed w i t h by God 

w i t h o u t compromising t h e i n t e g r i t y o f b o t h C r e a t o r and c r e a t i o n 

and t h e i r r e l a t i o n s h i p . Nor can those boundaries between 

persons be a b s o l u t e l y d i s s o l v e d because they e x i s t as a r e s u l t 

of t h e e x i s t e n c e of God and t h a t which i s not-god. 

L a t e r , B a l t h a s a r does g i v e g r e a t e r weight t o t h e o n t o l o g i c a l 

c o n c i l i a t i o n e f f e c t e d by the r e t u r n o f C h r i s t i n t o the l i f e of 

the T r i n i t y . He w r i t e s : 

"But i t i s o n l y t he t h i r d , t r i n i t a r i a n l e v e l t h a t b r i n g s 
the d e f i n i t i v e s o l u t i o n . Since God does not a l i e n a t e 
h i m s e l f from h i m s e l f by becoming i n c a r n a t e ( s i n c e t he 
o b e d i e n t Son o f Man i s o n l y t he i l l u s t r a t i o n o f the 
e t e r n a l r e l a t e d n e s s and s e l f l e s s n e s s of the d i v i n e 
P e r s o n s ) , C h r i s t does not a l i e n a t e man from h i m s e l f when 
he r a i s e s him from t h e a p p a r e n t l y c l o s e d s u b s t a n t i a l i t y 
of h i s p e r s o n a l b e i n g ( i n which he t h i n k s t h a t he 
d e f i n i t i v e l y stands over a g a i n s t God) i n t o the open 
r e l a t e d n e s s o f t h e l i f e w i t h i n t he Godhead." 106 

However, i n d o i n g so, B a l t h a s a r makes a c l e a r d i s t i n c t i o n 

between t h i s r e t u r n as the s o l u t i o n , f o r C h r i s t a l o n e , of the 

o n t o l o g i c a l d i s t u r b a n c e which r e s u l t s from the union of God and 

man, and t h e s o t e r i o l o g i c a l l e v e l , which he sees i n terms of 

the r e l e a s e o f humanity from s l a v e r y t o s i n . Though B a l t h a s a r 

s t r e s s e s t h e i n t e r r r e l a t e d n e s s of these two l e v e l s , he does not 

go as f a r as might have been p o s s i b l e i n e x p l i c a t i n g any 

s p e c i f i c a l l y o n t o l o g i c a l c o n c i l i a t i o n of God and c r e a t e d 

persons, which appears t o be demanded by the former p o s i t i o n . 
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I n e x p l o r i n g t h e i m p l i c a t i o n s o f t h e a b o l i t i o n o f d i s t a n c e 

between t h e Father and the Son B a l t h a s a r comes c l o s e t o the 

p o s i t i o n o f H i l a r y o f P o i t i e r s on the k e n o t i c d i s t u r b a n c e of 

th e d i v i n e u n i t y by the Incarnation.•'•^^ H i l a r y ' s a t t r i b u t i o n of 

d i s t u r b a n c e i n t h e T r i n i t y stemmed from h i s i n t e r e s t i n the 

e f f e c t on the Godhead o f the u n i o n o f one Person o f the T r i n i t y 

w i t h p a r t o f c r e a t i o n ; t h i s d i s t u r b a n c e b e i n g r e s o l v e d by the 

e s t a b l i s h m e n t o f t h a t humanity as p r o p e r l y p a r t o f the d i v i n e 

r e a l m , completed i n t h e Ascension. B a l t h a s a r uses the symbol of 

" t h e d i s t a n c e o f obedience", which suggests an impairment o f 

a b s o l u t e u n i o n , t o express t h a t which r e q u i r e s r e s o l u t i o n 

between t h e i n c a r n a t e Son and t h e Father and S p i r i t ; the 

d i s t a n c e i s c l o s e d by t h e e s t a b l i s h m e n t o f the Son of man i n 

power, a t t h e Ascension. Both H i l a r y and B a l t h a s a r recognise 

t h e p r o v i s i o n a l n a t u r e o f the d i s t u r b a n c e - d i s t a n c e and the 

a b s o l u t e n a t u r e o f i t s r e s o l u t i o n . 

Moberly i s i n t e r e s t e d i n t h e r o l e o f p e r s o n a l i t y i n p o s s i b l e 

t h e o l o g i e s o f the atonement, b u t i t i s p e r s o n a l i t y p r i m a r i l y i n 

th e sense o f 'being a person', r a t h e r than a concern w i t h 

p e r s o n a l i t y i n t h e sense of 'being a person w i t h a p a r t i c u l a r 

q u a l i t a t i v e c h a r a c t e r ' . I n o t h e r words, i t i s the c e n t r a l i t y of 

th e c a t e g o r y o f personhood w i t h i t s r e s u l t a n t r e l a t i o n s h i p s t o 

th e achievement o f atonement w i t h which he i s c h i e f l y occupied. 

T h i s a l l o w s him t o e x p l o r e t he n a t u r e of C h r i s t ' s s a l v i f i c 

r o l e i n terms o f t h e r e c o n c i l i n g o f c r e a t e d persons w i t h the 

d i v i n e Persons i n a way which i s much broader than the category 
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o f f o r g i v e n e s s can a l l o w ; though he i n c l u d e s f o r g i v e n e s s i n the 

c o n t e x t o f p e r s o n a l i t y .-'•̂ ^ He b e l i e v e s t h a t a theology o f 

atonement which does n o t g i v e f u l l w e i g h t t o the e x i s t e n c e o f 

personhood and r e l a t i o n s h i p can never be adequate, and argues 

t h a t t h i s i s t h e medium thr o u g h which t h a t which i s achieved a t 

Ca l v a r y i s made p r e s e n t t o a l l people throughout h i s t o r y i n 

Pentecost.-'•^^ 

Moberly c o n s i d e r s t h e f u n c t i o n o f the Ascension t o be 

i n d i s p e n s a b l e t o t h i s process. He sees i t as the means by which 

t h e a b s o l u t e otherness o f God and c r e a t u r e , which must have 

some i n h i b i t i n g e f f e c t on r e c o n c i l i a t i o n , i s transcended. I n 

t h i s , he shows a concern, s i m i l a r t o t h a t o f S c h i l l e b e e c k x and 

H i l a r y , f o r the s u b s t a n t i v e s o t e r i o l o g i c a l r o l e of the 

Ascension, b u t l i k e them he has reasons, i n the c o n t e x t o f h i s 

o v e r a l l argument, f o r n o t d e v e l o p i n g t h i s i n s i g h t i n i t s e l f . 

S c h i l l e b e e c k x ' s thoughts about the d e c i s i v e place of the 

Ascension i n s o t e r i o l o g y and sacramental theology share some 

common ground w i t h t h e i n s i g h t of H i l a r y t h a t the Ascension i s 

a s u b s t a n t i v e o n t o l o g i c a l stage i n the c o n c i l i a t i o n of the 

d i v i n e and the c r e a t e d t h r o u g h Christ.•'-•'•^ T h e i r d i f f e r e n c e s of 

emphasis r e f l e c t the d i f f e r e n t approaches and concerns which 

had b r o u g h t them t o t h i s m a t t e r . H i l a r y regarded the Ascension 

as t h e r e s o l u t i o n o f the r e l a t i o n a l d i s t u r b a n c e i n T r i n i t y 

w h i c h r e s u l t s from God the Son's becoming man. S c h i l l e b e e c k x 

sees t h e Ascension as the a c h i e v i n g of an i n c l u s i v e n e s s w i t h i n 
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the d i v i n e r e l a t i o n s h i p which can accommodate the humanity of 

C h r i s t . 

T ogether, even across t h e i r broad range, and i n s p i t e of the 

d i f f e r e n c e s i n approach from which they stem, these arguments 

p o i n t t o an i m p o r t a n t dimension o f s o t e r i o l o g i c a l thought i n 

the t h e o l o g y of t h e t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y i n which the event and 

e f f e c t o f the Ascension o f C h r i s t have a p i v o t a l r o l e : the need 

f o r o n t o l o g i c a l c o n c i l i a t i o n o f the d i v i n e and the c r e a t e d as a 

fundamental o b j e c t i v e o f t h e s a v i n g work of C h r i s t ; an 

o b j e c t i v e which must have a d e c i s i v e f o r m a t i v e r o l e i n the 

shaping o f t h e person and work o f C h r i s t i n a l l the key stages 

o f t h e redemptive p r o c e s s , and i n i t s o v e r a l l purpose. I t i s i n 

th e a t t e m p t t o a p p l y t h i s u n d e r s t a n d i n g t o the Ascension t h a t 

the problems and, even more, the p o s s i b i l i t i e s o f i t s r o l e 

become c l e a r . 
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5. The Ascension and Ch r i s t o l o g y : the function of e x a l t a t i o n 

i n the s o t e r i o l o g i c a l s t r a t e g y 

The more c l e a r l y modern t h e o l o g i a n s have been able t o argue 

f o r t h e s u b s t a n t i v e n e s s o f the Ascension as an i n d i s p e n s a b l e 

element i n the c h r i s t o c e n t r i c d i v i n e p l a n f o r the f u t u r e o f 

c r e a t i o n , t h e more i n c i s i v e have been t h e i r i n s i g h t s i n t o the 

n a t u r e o f t h a t d i v i n e s t r a t e g y and i t s enactment. This has had 

the complementary e f f e c t o f a l l o w i n g f u r t h e r a p p r e c i a t i o n o f 

the Ascension on t h e b a s i s o f i t s s p e c i f i c a l l y s o t e r i o l o g i c a l 

v a l u e . Assessment o f the Ascension on t h i s basis depends upon 

th e p a r t i c u l a r model o f s a l v a t i o n b e i n g used i n the a n a l y s i s . 

For t h i s reason, t h e Ascension i s g i v e n a wide v a r i e t y of 

e v a l u a t i o n s : from i t s b e i n g o f p e r i p h e r a l v a l u e ; through a 

m i d d l e range o f i n v o l v e m e n t ; t o a p o s i t i o n a t , or c l o s e t o , the 

c e n t r e o f s o t e r i o l o g i c a l concerns. 

a ) Subordinate nature of the r o l e of the Ascension 

As has been n o t e d , t h e Ascension has had t o be addressed by 

many modern t h e o l o g i a n s i f o n l y , a t t h e minimal l e v e l , because 

of i t s presence i n the s c r i p t u r a l r e c o r d . Among those who have 

d e c i d e d t h a t i t can be g i v e n no more than a f a i r l y low s t a t u s 

T i l l i c h has g i v e n h i s reasons most c l e a r l y . 
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D e s p i t e t h e t i t l e o f Systematic Theology, T i l l i c h ' s work i s 

i n many r e s p e c t s a fundamental t h e o l o g y . I t i s concerned, t o a 

ve r y g r e a t e x t e n t , w i t h the p r e s u p p o s i t i o n s and p r i n c i p l e s 

which are t h e bases of the t h e o l o g i c a l t a s k , and w i t h t h e 

e x i s t e n t i a l c o n d i t i o n s f o r human s a l v a t i o n i n the form o f 

p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n t h e c o n t e n t o f d i v i n e r e v e l a t i o n . A s a 

r e s u l t , t h e s y s t e m a t i s a t i o n o f T i l l i c h ' s ideas i s formed t o a 

c o n s i d e r a b l e degree by t h i s emphasis. I n r e l a t i o n t o the 

C h r i s t - e v e n t T i l l i c h places the Ascension i n a p o s t e r i o r and 

d e r i v a t i v e p o s i t i o n , r a t h e r than i n an a n t e r i o r r o l e , and by so 

d o i n g comes remarkably c l o s e t o the p o s i t i o n s o f b o t h B a r t h and 

Bultmann, d i f f e r e n t as they are from each o t h e r i n o t h e r ways. 

Bultmann argues t h a t the Ascension accounts i n the New 

Testament are expressed i n m y t h o l o g i c a l language. I n examining 

the imagery o f ascending and descending i n John's Gospel, f o r 

example, t h i s a l l o w s him t o l o o k beyond the sequence of events 

t o t h e s o t e r i o l o g i c a l s t r u c t u r e s which might u n d e r l i e them. I t 

leads him t o envisage C h r i s t ' s descent from p r e - e x i s t e n t g l o r y 

and h i s ascent t o e x a l t a t i o n as a s i n g l e u n i t which forms the 

b a s i s o f e t e r n a l l i f e f o r humanity and the r e v e l a t i o n of God's 
11? 

purpose i n C h r i s t . 

I n s a y i n g t h i s , Bultmann i s c a r e f u l t o d i s t i n g u i s h between 

the s t a t u s o f t h e images used and t h a t o f the r e l i g i o u s 

t e a c h i n g s they were i n t e n d e d t o express. As has been noted, he 

t r a c e s t h e main sources o f t h i s imagery t o Gnostic and mystery 

r e l i g i o n mythology. He f i n d s the c l e a r e s t i n d i c a t i o n s o f t h i s 193 



i n f l u e n c e i n the w r i t i n g s o f John the E v a n g e l i s t and Paul, but 

w i t h t h e i m p l i c a t i o n t h a t i n the whole theology o f the New 

Testament r e l a t e d i n f l u e n c e s can be d i s c e r n e d . 

One o f the r e s u l t s o f t h i s i n s i g h t was a s e n s i t i v i t y t o the 

v a r i e t y o f background imagery which may be d i s c o v e r e d t o 

op e r a t e w i t h i n s i n g l e New Testament passages, e x e r t i n g an 

i m p o r t a n t , sometimes a d e c i s i v e , i n f l u e n c e upon t h e i r meaning. 

Bultmann b e l i e v e s t h a t t h i s tendency s u r f a c e s , f o r example, i n 

iC o r 11:23-25, i n which he f i n d s the i n f l u e n c e o f l i t u r g i c a l 

usage i n t h e account o f t h e Last Supper, compared t o Mk 14:22-

24. The ease of acceptance o f the idea o f sacramental r e c e p t i o n 

of t h e body and b l o o d o f t h e e x a l t e d C h r i s t which i s one w i t h 

t h e c r u c i f i e d body, he argues, was due t o the a l r e a d y w e l l -

known m y s t e r y - r e l i g i o n concept o f the body of the c u l t - d i v i n i t y 

which i s b o t h dead and p o w e r f u l i n i t s effect.•'••^^ 

Bultmann's a t t e m p t t o t r a c e and understand t he background o f 

mythology and c i r c u m s t a n c e i n the f o r m a t i o n and f o r m u l a t i o n o f 

the New Testament a l l o w s an approach t o the Ascension o f C h r i s t 

which i s f r e e d from many of the s u r f a c e d i f f i c u l t i e s o f the 

t e x t . T h i s i s made p o s s i b l e by conceding t h a t the background i s 

no t merely t h e source o f problems t o be t a c k l e d , but i s the 

c o n t e x t and t h e key t o t h e p r e c i s e meanings. The Ascension i s 

thus a v a i l a b l e t o be c o n s i d e r e d i n terms of the complex of 

s y m b o l i c , semantic, r e l i g i o u s , and m y t h i c a l dimensions i n which 

t h e e a r l i e s t C h r i s t i a n s sought t o understand, express, and 

communicate whatever r e a l i t y l a y behind and w i t h i n t h e i r 

e x p e r i e n c e o f i t . 
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A p o t e n t i a l danger i n Bultmann's approach, though not one he 

seems t o i n t e n d , i s t h a t i t l e f t open t h e p o s s i b i l i t y t h a t the 

Ascension accounts are e x p l i c a b l e i n terms of t h e i r i n n e r l o g i c 

and t h e i r power t o express a u n i v e r s a l , i d e a l i s e d t r u t h w i t h no 

e x t e r n a l r e f e r e n c e , perhaps t h a t : t h e good man w i l l e n t e r 

heaven. T h i s does n o t f u l l y r e f l e c t t he c o n t e n t i o n o f the New 

Testament t h a t C h r i s t i s a c t u a l l y t he Saviour who makes 

p o s s i b l e t h e r e a l i t y o f e n t r y i n heaven. The ' m y t h o l o g i c a l ' 

e x p r e s s i o n s of t h i s are undoubtedly t h e r e , but t h e i r p r i o r i t y 

o ver t h e c o r e events they express would undermine any proposed 

s o t e r i o l o g y . 

b) Ascension as a s i g n i f i c a n t s o t e r i o l o g i c a l d o c t r i n e 

The r e l a t i o n s h i p o f humanity t o the c r e a t e d order which 

s u s t a i n s i t i s c h a r a c t e r i s e d by R. C. Moberly as a u t o m a t i c , 

m a t e r i a l , and mechanical i n i t s b l i n d p r o p e r t i e s and n a t u r a l 

o p e r a t i o n . He understands the d i v i n e as a s o v e r e i gn and 

t r a n s c e n d e n t b e i n g t h a t has no dependence on m a t e r i a l 

c o n d i t i o n s and o p e r a t e s a t a w h o l l y d i f f e r e n t l e v e l from t h a t 

of humanity. Yet Moberly places h i s d i s c u s s i o n of t h i s 

o n t o l o g i c a l i n c o m m e n s u r a b i l i t y i n the c o n t e x t of an attempt t o 

express something o f the n a t u r e o f the personhood o f Christ.•'••'•^ 

He argues t h a t i t i s o n l y the humanity of the i n f i n i t e God 

w h i c h can be s a i d t o be u n i t e d w i t h c r e a t i o n i n the 

I n c a r n a t i o n . He s t r e s s e s , by the manner i n which i t i s 
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expressed, t h a t t h e r e can be no thought of a p p l y i n g such 

concepts as t h e t r a n s i t i o n a l between God and non-god, or of 

t h e i r i n t e r m i n g l i n g , i n any d i s c u s s i o n o f the I n c a r n a t i o n of 

God. 

T h i s i s an u n d e r s t a n d i n g which has a p a r t i c u l a r importance 

f o r t h e Ascension as s a l v i f i c . I n Moberly's a n a l y s i s , the 

I n c a r n a t i o n o f God as man r e p r e s e n t s the j o i n i n g t o g e t h e r 

w i t h i n t h e boundaries o f c r e a t i o n , by means of the unique 

c a t e g o r y o f personhood, o f two forms o f e x i s t e n c e which are 

o t h e r w i s e r e s i s t a n t t o c o - e x i s t e n c e . The Ascension may be 

u n d e r s t o o d , on t h i s b a s i s , as the t a k i n g of t h a t unique 

c o n j u n c t i o n of God and non-god i n t o the d i v i n e realm. 

Ascension, t h e n , i s n o t a r e l o c a t i o n o f the i n c a r n a t e Son of 

God i n t o a d i f f e r e n t mode, but i s , r a t h e r , an a p p l i c a t i o n of 

the consequences o f the same, now f u l f i l l e d , h y p o s t a t i c union 

t o t h e d i v i n e , as w e l l as t o c r e a t e d , b e i n g . Moberly d i d not 

pursue the i m p l i c a t i o n s f o r the Ascension of h i s i n s i g h t s i n t o 

atonement. 

L a t e r t h e o l o g i a n s have found i n t h i s g e n e r a l d i r e c t i o n of 

t h o u g h t an impulse t o i n c l u d e the Ascension more f u l l y i n t o 

t h e i r t h e o r i e s o f s a l v a t i o n . This has sometimes seemed a r a t h e r 

r e l u c t a n t i n c l u s i o n , where o t h e r concerns have been more 

p r e s s i n g , b u t i t has meant t h a t the A s c e n s i o n - e x a l t a t i o n of 

C h r i s t has had t o be recognised as a stage w i t h o u t which h i s 

person and work cannot be f u l l y u n derstood. 
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The s o t e r i o l o g i c a l r o l e o f the Ascension, as expressed by 

P a u l , i s i n t e r p r e t e d by B a l t h a s a r as an ad o p t i o n o f the pre-

P a u l i n e concept o f s u b s t i t u t i o n . B a l t h a s a r w r i t e s : 

"No m a t t e r how t r u e i t may be t h a t the word o f the 
p r o c l a m a t i o n has a d i v i n e power o f i t s own. and t h a t the 
S p i r i t i s bestowed on those who hear, the p r o c l a m a t i o n ' 
and p u b l i c announcement (Gal 3:1) t h a t the c r u c i f i e d 
Jesus was and remains t h e d e c i s i v e event o f s a l v a t i o n i n 
the e n t i r e cosmos can be accepted i n f a i t h o n l y i f a 
c o n t e x t i n which i t can be understood i s g i v e n a t the 
same t i m e : besides t he c h r i s t o l o g y of obedience i n 
P h i l 2, i t i s above a l l t he ( l i k e w i s e p r e - P a u l i n e ) idea 
o f s u b s t i t u t i o n i n the l i g h t o f I s 53 and thence the 
i d e a o f the ascent o f the C h r i s t who i s experienced and 
a t t e s t e d as r i s e n , t o take t he pl a c e o f a mediator o f 
the whole cosmos ( I C o r 8:6) and l o r d i n the place of 
Sophia or o f t h e Logos ( C o l l : 1 5 f f . ) . " 116 

B a l t h a s a r r e c o g n i s e s here t he p o i n t made by Bultmann, t h a t 

t he p r o c l a m a t i o n o f C h r i s t by the e a r l y Church depends f o r i t s 

c o m p r e h e n s i b i l i t y upon the c o n t e x t from which the imagery i s 

d e r i v e d . He places t h e imagery o f obedience, s u b s t i t u t i o n , 

m e d i a t o r s h i p , Sophia, and Logos i n t h i s category o f exp r e s s i v e 

imagery. However, u n l i k e Bultmann, he i s keen t o s t r e s s t h a t he 

reads t he p r o c l a m a t i o n o f the r i s e n and ascended C h r i s t i n 

d i r e c t r e l a t i o n t o what he c a l l s " t h e d e c i s i v e event o f 

s a l v a t i o n i n the e n t i r e cosmos". The i n s e p a r a b i l i t y of the 

event and i t s announcement i s , he i n d i c a t e s , because i t s being 

p r o c l a i m e d i s an i n d i s p e n s a b l e p a r t o f i t s purpose. 

An a l t e r n a t i v e model used by B a l t h a s a r t o express the 

s o t e r i o l o g i c a l e f f i c a c y o f the Ascension i s t h a t of the 
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c r e a t i o n o f a 'space' i d e n t i c a l w i t h t h e r i s e n and e x a l t e d 

humanity o f Jesus. This 'space' i s c r e a t e d by C h r i s t ' s 

R e s u r r e c t i o n , h i s v i c t o r y over d e a t h . B a l t h a s a r s p e c i f i e s t h a t 

i t i s an ' a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l space', and t h a t i t i s what i s meant 

i n t h e New Testament when Jesus i s s a i d t o be e x a l t e d "above 

a l l t h e heavens", t h a t i s above a l l c r e a t e d power (Eph 4:10; 

Heb 1:1-3:6).-'••'•^ He d e f i n e s t h i s 'space' as t h a t i n t o which 

t h e C h r i s t i a n message l e d people f o r t h . T h is i s c l e a r l y meant 

t o be a s o t e r i o l o g i c a l f u n c t i o n o f the e x a l t e d C h r i s t . I t 

echoes Barth's i d e a o f the ascended humanity of C h r i s t t a k i n g 

a l l humanity i n t o heaven. I t d i f f e r s i n t h a t i t g i v e s C h r i s t ' s 

humanity a r o l e i n p r e p a r i n g a p l a c e i n God's g l o r y i n t o which 

o t h e r human beings can ' f i t ' , r a t h e r than simply l e a d i n g the 

way i n some u n s p e c i f i c manner. B a l t h a s a r d e f i n e s t he 'power' of 

t h e e x a l t e d C h r i s t as t h e m a i n t a i n i n g o f d i v i n e dominion over 

t h e w o r l d , w h i l e i t i s shared w i t h t h e r i s e n and e x a l t e d man 

Jesus (Rom 8:34; Heb 1:3; Mt 28:18; P h i l 3:21). 

The Church i s c e n t r a l t o B a l t h a s a r ' s understanding o f the 

t i m e between the Cross-Resurrection-Ascension and the 

Parousia.•'•-'•^ He f i n d s t h i s p r e s e n t i n t h e New Testament, where 

t h e d e p a r t u r e o f Jesus i s l i n k e d t o the mis s i o n o f the Church. 

I n Luke and Acts he reads t h e Ascension o f Jesus and h i s 

presence i n the Church, i n f a i t h and hiddenness, as the f i n a l 

s t a g e o f the i n v i s i b l e presence o f God's g l o r y p r i o r t o the 

P a r o u s i a . He i n t e r p r e t s Matthew's s t o r i e s of Jesus' 'encounter 

en r o u t e ' w i t h t h e women, the rumours, the episode o f the 

a l l e g e d b r i b i n g o f the s o l d i e r s , and t h e s t y l i s e d m i s s i o n a r y 
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d i s c o u r s e as f u r t h e r development of the un d e r s t a n d i n g o f the 
1 70 

d e p a r t u r e o f Jesus.-^^^ 

B a l t h a s a r wishes t o s t r e s s t h a t the gains made i n 

s o t e r i o l o g i c a l terms by t h e e x a l t a t i o n o f C h r i s t are not only 

as a g e n e r a t o r o f f a i t h among i n d i v i d u a l s and communities. He 

w r i t e s o f b o t h t h e ' o b j e c t i v e ' and ' s u b j e c t i v e ' e f f e c t s : 

"Or must n o t t h e o b j e c t i v e c r o s s i n g o f the boundary, t he 
o b j e c t i v e a b o l i t i o n o f man's a l i e n a t i o n from God [ b r o u g h t 
about by t h e e x c l u s i o n o f God th r o u g h s i n ] , where the 
boundary i s the human n a t u r e which C h r i s t shares w i t h him, 
be completed t h r o u g h a s u b j e c t i v e c r o s s i n g of the 
boundary t h a t t r a n s f o r m s t h e a c t of 'being l a i d h o l d o f ' 
i n t o an a c t o f enthused ' t a k i n g up' and 'pursuing' ( P h i l 
3:12-14)?" 121 

B a l t h a s a r c l e a r l y b e l i e v e s t h a t h i s r h e t o r i c a l q u e s t i o n 

s h o u l d be answered 'Yes'. I n making use of t h i s passage from 

P h i l i p p i a n s , B a l t h a s a r p o r t r a y s t h e c r o s s i n g o f t h i s boundary 

as an a c t performed by C h r i s t i n b r i n g i n g those who f o l l o w h i 

t o t h e l i f e t h a t he has taken up. There then a r i s e s the p r o b l e 

of whether t h e boundary i n C h r i s t which i s d i s s o l v e d i s t h a t of 

s i n f u l n e s s o r t h a t o f humanity, i n c l u d i n g h i s own. I f i t i s s i n 

which i s t o be transcended, i t must have the r o l e of having 

c l o s e d t he boundary, between the c r e a t e d and the d i v i n e , 

a c t u a l l y w i t h i n human n a t u r e . I f i t i s human n a t u r e which i s t o 

be t r a n s c e n d e d , then t h e o b j e c t i v e a b o l i t i o n of t h a t boundary 

which r e s u l t s from t he c r e a t i o n of human n a t u r e i s an 

a l i e n a t i o n p r i o r t o t h a t o f s i n . I f b o t h s i n and human n a t u r e 

are t o be t r a n s c e n d e d , t h e s o t e r i o l o g i c a l r o l e o f the Ascension 

m 

m 
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i s more s u b s t a n t i a l i n t h a t t h e advances made by the Cross and 

R e s u r r e c t i o n are u n i t e d by t h e t a k i n g up i n t o the d i v i n e realm 

of C h r i s t who has a l r e a d y overcome b o t h s i n and the l i m i t a t i o n s 

o f human n a t u r e , and i s a c t i v e i n making t h i s p o s s i b l e f o r 

o t h e r s . 

S i m i l a r l y , B a r t h ' s view, t h a t the i m m u t a b i l i t y o f God must be 

c o n s i d e r e d an a b s o l u t e i n assessing the e f f e c t of 

s o t e r i o l o g i c a l e v e n t s , does n o t mean t h a t he cons i d e r s the 

Ascension, and R e s u r r e c t i o n , t o be w i t h o u t s u b s t a n t i v e 

s i g n i f i c a n c e i n t h e scheme o f r e c o n c i l i a t i o n . P a r a d o x i c a l l y , he 

b e l i e v e s t h e Ascension t o be the event by which C h r i s t adopts a 

m e d i a t o r i a l p o s i t i o n whereby s i n i s f o r g i v e n and s o l i d a r i t y 

w i t h s i n n e r s i s effected.•'•^^ C h r i s t ' s e x a l t a t i o n , he argues, 

i s n o t a s t a t e o f r e s t f o l l o w i n g the a c t i v i t y and work which 

preceded i t , b u t i s an a c t i v e r e l a t i o n o f h i s h i s t o r y t o the 

coming Kingdom o f God.-'-̂ ^ This i s t o be seen as the basi s f o r 

Jesus' a u t h o r i t y t o commission h i s d i s c i p l e s t o go beyond the 

p r e v i o u s l y d e c l a r e d l i m i t s i n a m i s s i o n t o the whole w o r l d (Mt 

10:5; 28:18-19).124 

D e s p i t e t he d i f f i c u l t i e s he r a i s e s about the r e l a t i o n o f 

event t o s t a t e i n examining the e x a l t a t i o n o f C h r i s t , B a r t h 

c o n s i d e r e d t he e x a l t e d s t a t e o f C h r i s t t o be i n c e r t a i n 
12 5 

r e s p e c t s t h e key t o t h e r e c o n c i l i a t i o n o f God and mankind. 

He sees t h e c o n j u n c t i o n o f d i v i n e and human essence i n the 

e x a l t e d C h r i s t as t h a t which makes him the R e c o n c i l e r . His 

humanity i s b o t h l i k e and u n l i k e a l l humanity, i n being r e a l 
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b u t a l s o t r u e man; i n t h i s r o l e as t r u e man C h r i s t i s e x a l t e d 

because he i s c o m p l e t e l y d i f f e r e n t from o t h e r men, and i s 

s a l v i f i c because he i s o f the common essence of humanity. B a r t h 

w r i t e s : 

"For i n Him, i n t h i s man, we have t o do w i t h the e x a l t a t i o n 
o f t h e essence common t o a l l men. I n v i r t u e o f the f a c t 
t h a t He i s t h e Son of God, and t h e r e f o r e o f d i v i n e and 
human essence. He i s the Son o f Man, the t r u e man. 
Completely l i k e us as a man. He i s c o m p l e t e l y u n l i k e us 
as t h e t r u e man. I n the essence common t o us a l l , as a 
man l i k e o u r s e l v e s . He i s c o m p l e t e l y d i f f e r e n t . This i s 
His e x a l t a t i o n . T h i s i s why He i s r a i s e d above us and 
t h e r e f o r e f o r us. For He i s the Son o f God, and i n Him 
our human essence i s c o n j o i n e d w i t h t h e d i v i n e essence. 
I n t h i s b e i n g as t h e Son of Man, t h e t r u e man. He i s the 
R e c o n c i l e r o f the w o r l d w i t h God." 126 

'Essence', i n t h i s c o n t e x t , means ' i n t r i n s i c b e ing or n a t u r e ' 

(Wesen -used h e r e ) , r a t h e r than w i t h what i s more u s u a l l y 

c a l l e d t h e ' n a t u r a l ' ( N a t u r - not used).-^^^ 

E a r t h ' s c o n t e n t i o n t h a t t h e Ascension of C h r i s t r e p r e s e n t s , 

i n some sense, a remoteness from h i s pre c e d i n g human h i s t o r y i s 

one w h i c h s i t s u n e a s i l y a l o n g s i d e h i s sac r a m e n t a l , t h a t i s 

b a p t i s m a l and e u c h a r i s t i c , t h e o l o g y o f the presence of C h r i s t 

t o t h e Church. B a r t h argues t h a t t h i s i s so l v e d by the d i v i n e 

u b i q u i t y o f God the Son. C a l v i n , w i s h i n g t o preserve the 

i n t e g r i t y o f C h r i s t ' s ascended body, p l a c e d h i s c o r p o r e a l 

humanity i n heaven i n a advocatory r o l e . B a r t h , however, uses a 

d i s t i n c t i o n between the g e n e r a l presence of C h r i s t and the 
1 ? 8 

s p e c i a l presence of C h r i s t t o b e l i e v e r s . There e x i s t s i n 

t h i s approach an apparent c o n f l i c t because the g e n e r a l presence 
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of C h r i s t seems t o depend upon the involvement o f h i s humanity 

i n r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h God i n a way which enables the e x a l t a t i o n 

of a l l humanity, w h i l e a t the same time C h r i s t ' s presence t o 

humanity seems t o be mediated t h r o u g h t he d i v i n e u b i q u i t y . 

There i s a l s o t h e problem of the means by which the e x a l t a t i o n 

of t h e humanity o f C h r i s t i s t r a n s m i t t e d t o o t h e r human beings; 

an u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f t h e n a t u r e o f human e x i s t e n c e which assumes 

t h a t t h e medium o f such a t r a n s m i s s i o n can be taken f o r g r a n ted 

seems t o i n v o l v e a v e r y s p e c i a l i s e d and unusual understanding 

o f human r e a l i t y : one which i s hard t o j u s t i f y . 

I n c o n s i d e r i n g t h i s problem, Kasper f i n d s t h a t the complex of 

dynamic r e l a t i o n s h i p s which make up the C h r i s t - e v e n t , f o r which 

he uses t h e metaphor o f a drama i n v o l v i n g a l l e x i s t e n c e , b r i n g s 

i n t o u n i t y n o t o n l y c h r i s t o l o g y and s o t e r i o l o g y but a l s o the 

t h e o l o g i e s o f keno s i s and e x a l t a t i o n . He w r i t e s : 

'This i m p o r t a n t t e x t [ P h i l 2:6-11], t h e n , i s speaking of 
Jesus C h r i s t who from e t e r n i t y e x i s t e d i n the e s s e n t i a l 
f orm o f God, b u t then emptied h i m s e l f t o the e x t e n t of 
s u f f e r i n g d e a t h on t h e cross and was f i n a l l y e x a l t e d t o 
be ' K y r i o s ' , i . e . w o r l d r u l e r possessed o f d i v i n e rank. 
The c h r i s t o l o g y o f p r e - e x i s t e n c e and the c h r i s t o l o g y o f 
c r o s s or k e n o s i s and e x a l t a t i o n are u n i t e d i n a v a s t 
drama t h a t embraces heaven and e a r t h . C h r i s t o l o g y here 
emerges w i t h i n t h e framework of s o t e r i o l o g y . " 129 

By p l a c i n g c h r i s t o l o g y w i t h i n the framework o f s o t e r i o l o g y 

Kasper, l i k e T i l l i c h , i m p l i e s t h a t t h e sequence of stages from 

I n c a r n a t i o n t o Ascension i s , a t r o o t , s o t e r i o l o g i c a l . That i s 

t o say t h a t , w h i l e t h e T r i n i t y i s r e v e a l e d i n the person and 
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a c t i o n s o f C h r i s t , C h r i s t , as such, a c t u a l l y comes i n t o 

e x i s t e n c e t o b r i n g about s a l v a t i o n ; t h i s i s a l o n g - s t a n d i n g 

i n s i g h t i n t o the C h r i s t - e v e n t . I t a l s o means t h a t I n c a r n a t i o n , 

C r u c i f i x i o n , R e s u r r e c t i o n , Ascension, and Pentecost a r e , a t 

r o o t , about C r e a t i o n ; and t h a t the form o f , as w e l l as the 

impulse f o r , the Ascension, from which c r e a t e d persons appear 

most remote, i s d r i v e n by the i m p e r a t i v e o f the s a l v a t i o n of 

c r e a t u r e s . The Ascension i s c h r i s t o l o g i c a l because i t i s 

s o t e r i o l o g i c a l . 

S i m i l a r l y , S c h i l l e b e e c k x l o c a t e s t h e f o u n d a t i o n o f the 

e x a l t e d C h r i s t ' s s p e c i f i c s o t e r i o l o g i c a l r o l e w i t h i n the 

T r i n i t y i n the union o f God and c r e a t u r e . He t h i n k s i t c o u l d 

b e s t be expressed i n t h i s way: 

" I n v i r t u e o f the H y p o s t a t i c Union we are c o n f r o n t e d w i t h 
a d i v i n e way of b e i n g man and a human way o f being God. 
The man Jesus i s t h e e x i s t e n c e o f God h i m s e l f ( t h e Son) 
a c c o r d i n g t o and i n t h e mode o f humanity. For person and 
n a t u r e are never e x t r i n s i c elements separate from one 
a n o t h e r . The God-man i s one person." 130 

Many o f t h e i m p l i c a t i o n s o f t h i s f o r c r e a t u r e l y r e l a t i o n s t o 

God t h r o u g h C h r i s t are e x p l i c a t e d i n S c h i l l e b e e c k x ' s concern 

w i t h Sacrament th r o u g h o u t h i s book C h r i s t t h e Sacrament of the 

Encounter w i t h God. He i s a l s o , though t o a l e s s e r e x t e n t , 

o c c u p i e d w i t h t h e i m p l i c a t i o n s o f t h i s s i t u a t i o n w i t h i n the 

r e l a t i o n s h i p o f the Godhead, w i t h i t s p a r t i c u l a r o n t o l o g i c a l 

f e a t u r e s . The main aspect o f t h i s , as has been n o t e d , i s the 

a t t e n t i o n he pays t o the c o n n e c t i o n between the Ascension and 
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P e n t e c o s t . I n d o i n g t h i s he develops the i m p l i c a t i o n s of 

a r g u i n g t h a t t he u n i o n o f God and man i n C h r i s t produces a 

human way of being God, w i t h the c r u c i a l r e a l i s a t i o n t h a t God 

i s T r i n i t y , and t h a t t h i s i n v o l v e s a complex o f Persons and 

r e l a t i o n s h i p i n t o which t h e Ascension has i n t r o d u c e d what 

m i g h t , w i t h concessions t o the e t e r n i t y and u m m u t a b i l i t y of 

God, be d e s c r i b e d as m o d i f i c a t i o n s ; which m o d i f i c a t i o n s can 

have o n l y a s o t e r i o l o g i c a l m o t i v a t i o n , s i n c e they can only 

' b e n e f i t ' God by b e n e f i t i n g c r e a t i o n . I n the Ascension those 

i m p l i c a t i o n s demand d i r e c t a t t e n t i o n more than a t any preceding 

stage o f the C h r i s t - e v e n t . 

The s o t e r i o l o g i c a l dimension o f t h e Ascension of C h r i s t 

emerges as p l a y i n g a p a r t i c u l a r l y i m p o r t a n t p a r t i n the 

assessment o f i t s n a t u r e because i t touches on the c r u c i a l 

q u e s t i o n o f the n e c e s s i t y o f t h e Ascension i t s e l f . I f the 

Ascension has sometimes been regarded as the source of 

i n c o n s i s t e n c i e s which have t o be smoothed away, i t has a l s o , 

and more p r o d u c t i v e l y , a c t e d as an i n d i c a t o r o f what must be 

i n c l u d e d i n a more complete t h e o l o g y of s a l v a t i o n . I t i s also a 

c o n s t a n t reminder t h a t any a t t e m p t t o s y s t e m a t i s e the C h r i s t -

e v e n t w i l l always have t o r e s p e c t i t s e s s e n t i a l l y mysterious 

n a t u r e . 
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No s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d l y c o n s i s t e n t p a t t e r n o f a p p r e c i a t i o n of 

the p l a c e of t h e Ascension i n C h r i s t i a n theology c o u l d be 

expected t o a r i s e o u t o f such d i v e r s e approaches as those 

r e p r e s e n t e d by t h i n k e r s as d i f f e r e n t as Bultmann, B a l t h a s a r , 

and t h e o t h e r s . 

Bultmann examines the New Testament accounts, a r g u i n g i n 

f a v o u r o f the i d e n t i t y of R e s u r r e c t i o n and Ascension, i n which 

R e s u r r e c t i o n i s t h e dominant dimension, and emphasising t h a t 

t h e e x a l t a t i o n of C h r i s t i s on the b a s i s of t h i s s i n g l e event. 

B a r t h a l s o sees Ascension as p a r t o f R e s u r r e c t i o n , and as 

s u b o r d i n a t e i n importance t o the Pentecost event; f o r him, the 

s t a t e o f g l o r y i n t o which C h r i s t ascends i s the key t o the 

s o t e r i o l o g i c a l s i g n i f i c a n c e o f the Ascension. For T i l l i c h , 

C h r i s t ' s t a k i n g o f h i s p l a c e a t t h e r i g h t hand of the Father i s 

a s t a t e which i s t h e r e s u l t o f the s o t e r i o l o g i c a l Christ-event,» 

r a t h e r than a c e n t r a l p a r t o f i t . Rahner argues f o r the 

s u b o r d i n a t i o n of the Ascension t o the R e s u r r e c t i o n , and 

v i r t u a l l y i d e n t i f i e s Ascension and Pentecost; he sees the 

Session of C h r i s t as h a v i n g a r o l e as an i m p o r t a n t development 

i n t h e s t a t e o f b e i n g o f C h r i s t . B a l t h a s a r , t o o , views 

R e s u r r e c t i o n and Ascension as a s i n g l e complex r e a l i t y and a l s o 

sees Pentecost as a component of t h i s which r e l a t e s p r i m a r i l y , 

however, t o R e s u r r e c t i o n ; b u t he f i n d s the Ascension's 

s o t e r i o l o g i c a l s i g n i f i c a n c e , which d e r i v e s from b o t h i t s event 

and t h e r e s u l t i n g s t a t e , i n i t s r e l a t i o n t o the c e n t r a l 

c a t e g o r y o f g l o r y . For Moberly, t h e Ascension i s p r i m a r i l y an 

event and s t a t e i n which t he e n a b l i n g of Pentecost w i t h i n an 
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e s c h a t o l o g i c a l framework g i v e s t h e Ascension an i m p o r t a n t 

s o t e r i o l o g i c a l r o l e . Kasper i d e n t i f i e s R e s u r r e c t i o n , Ascension, 

and Pentecost as a s i n g l e e s c h a t o l o g i c a l and s o t e r i o l o g i c a l 

n e c e s s i t y . S c h i l l e b e e c k x argues f o r the d i s t i n c t but 

s u b o r d i n a t e r o l e o f the Ascension i n r e l a t i o n t o R e s u r r e c t i o n , 

and places Pentecost i n a s u b o r d i n a t e p o s i t i o n i n r e l a t i o n t o 

Ascension; he sees R e s u r r e c t i o n as t h e supreme e x a l t a t i o n of 

C h r i s t , and Ascension as a consequence o f t h a t , w i t h i t s own 

s o t e r i o l o g i c a l i n d i s p e n s a b i l i t y . 

What emerges i s the sense t h a t t he Ascension o f C h r i s t r a i s e s 

i s s u e s o f c h r i s t o l o g y and s o t e r i o l o g y which are a t the h e a r t of 

any search f o r a w h o l l y c o n s i s t e n t s y s t e m a t i c or dogmatic 

t h e o l o g y . The d e t e r m i n a t i o n t o ask and attempt t o answer the 

d i f f i c u l t q u e s t i o n s which a r i s e from t h e p l a c i n g and c o n t e n t of 

th e d o c t r i n e o f the Ascension has c o n t r i b u t e d t o the r i g o u r of 

the i n v e s t i g a t i o n s o f these t h e o l o g i a n s . They i n d i c a t e the a l l -

embracing c o m p l e x i t y o f the d o c t r i n e of the Ascension of 

C h r i s t , and the n e c e s s i t y of a v o i d i n g s i m p l i s t i c e x p l a n a t i o n s 

of t h i s d o c t r i n e , e s p e c i a l l y those which remove i t from i t s 

s o t e r i o l o g i c a l c o n t e x t . 

A l t h o u g h i t has r a r e l y been t h e c e n t r e of a t t e n t i o n i n more 

r e c e n t t h e o l o g y , t he A s c e n s i o n - e x a l t a t i o n has sometimes been 

foregrounded because o f i t s p r o x i m i t y t o o t h e r d o c t r i n e s and 

i s s u e s which have been regarded as c e n t r a l t h e o l o g i c a l 

c oncerns. These c o n n e c t i o n s have i n c l u d e d : i t s r e l a t i o n t o the 

R e s u r r e c t i o n , i n v o l v i n g t he q u e s t i o n o f i t s own separate 
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e x i s t e n c e ; i t s p o s s i b l e r o l e i n r e l a t i o n t o Pentecost; the 

c a t e g o r i e s o f Session and e x a l t a t i o n i n understanding the 

n a t u r e o f t h e ascended l i f e o f C h r i s t ; the way i n which the 

event o f Ascension r e l a t e s t o the o n t o l o g i c a l s t a t e of 

e x a l t a t i o n ; and, t h e r o l e o f the Ascension i n the s a l v a t i o n 

e f f e c t e d by C h r i s t . Though a l l these connections have a l l o w e d 

modern t h e o l o g i a n s i n s i g h t s i n t o t h e n a t u r e of the Ascension, 

i t i s t h e l a s t o f them, the s o t e r i o l o g i c a l , which seems bo t h 

th e most complete and the most open t o f u r t h e r e x p l o r a t i o n . 

T h i s i s t h e case because i t p r o v i d e s access t o the broadest 

p e r s p e c t i v e i n which t he Ascension can be pla c e d : the 

p r o g r e s s i o n from C r e a t i o n t o Eschaton, which a l s o takes i n the 

I n c a r n a t i o n and C r u c i f i x i o n , as w e l l as the R e s u r r e c t i o n and 

P e n t e c o s t . I t i s from t h i s p e r s p e c t i v e t h a t p a t t e r n s which make 

t h e i r appearance most c l e a r l y i n the Ascension of C h r i s t can be 

seen t o be p r e s e n t and a c t i v e a t every stage o f the atonement 

o f c r e a t e d persons and the Persons o f God. T h i s approach 

i n d i c a t e s t h e d i r e c t i o n i n which the Ascension might be most 

p r o f i t a b l y e x p l o r e d f u r t h e r : t h a t of s o t e r i o l o g y . 
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CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSIONS: 

THE PLACE OF THE ASCENSION IN THEOLOGY 

The i n t e r c o n n e c t e d n e s s o f the Ascension w i t h a l l the o t h e r 

p r i n c i p a l c h r i s t o l o g i c a l - s o t e r i o l o g i c a l d o c t r i n e s means t h a t 

t h e r e w i l l i n e v i t a b l y be a tendency, i n c o n s i d e r i n g any aspect 

of t h e Ascension, towards e x p l a i n i n g i t i n terms o f i t s 

n e i g h b o u r i n g m y s t e r i e s . While t h i s i s c l e a r l y a necessary 

c o n s i d e r a t i o n , i t can l e a d t o the im p r e s s i o n t h a t the Ascension 

i s a s u b o r d i n a t e d o c t r i n e w i t h a l e s s than e s s e n t i a l r o l e ; t h i s 

r o u t e has o f t e n been taken i n t h e o l o g i c a l study o f the 

Ascension: Bultmann, B a l t h a s a r , Kasper, and B a r t h argued t h a t 

R e s u r r e c t i o n and Ascension are i d e n t i c a l ; and Rahner saw 

Ascension as d i s t i n c t b u t s u b o r d i n a t e . An a l t e r n a t i v e t o t h i s 

i s t h e a t t e m p t t o p l a c e a l l the stages o f the C h r i s t - e v e n t i n a 

framework t o which they a l l r e l a t e and of which they are a l l 

c o n s t i t u e n t p a r t s ; t h i s , t o o , i s a w e l l - t r o d d e n p a t h : H i l a r y of 

P o i t i e r s and S c h i l l e b e e c k x found t h i s a f r u i t f u l approach. 

The former approach - i d e n t i f i c a t i o n o f the Ascension w i t h 

o t h e r d o c t r i n e s , and i t s s u b o r d i n a t i o n t o them- can r e s u l t i n 
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an a t t e m p t e d u n i f i c a t i o n o f t h e o l o g y i n which the Ascension 

seems not q u i t e t o f i t . A t t e m p t i n g t o p l a c e the Ascension i n an 

i n c l u s i v e t h e o l o g i c a l p a t t e r n i n such a way t h a t i t f i t s 

p r e c i s e l y a l o n g s i d e the o t h e r d o c t r i n e s as t h e i r equal can 

p r o v i d e a c o r r e c t i v e t o the s u b o r d i n a t i o n i s t and i d e n t i f y i n g 

t e n d e n c i e s , which have been so i n f l u e n t i a l . 

1, T h e o l o g i c a l p e r s p e c t i v e s 

I n o r d e r t h a t the d o c t r i n e of the Ascension may f i t p r o p e r l y 

i n t o such an i n c l u s i v e p a t t e r n i t must be assessed i n terms of 

i t s own p e c u l i a r f e a t u r e s , a v o i d i n g e x p l a n a t i o n s which minimise 

or seek t o e x p l a i n away the d i f f i c u l t i e s r a i s e d by those 

f e a t u r e s , b ut a l l o w i n g scope t o those e x p l a n a t i o n s which, 

r a t h e r , r e g a r d those f e a t u r e s as s i g n p o s t s t o the t o t a l meaning 

of t h e d o c t r i n e . T h i s a l l o w s an o r g a n i c , as d i s t i n c t from 

imposed, s o l u t i o n t o emerge t o the problems of the f u n c t i o n and 

t h e p l a c i n g of the d o c t r i n e of the Ascension. Among the themes 

which run t h r o u g h the s c r i p t u r a l , p a t r i s t i c , and modern 

t r e a t m e n t s o f the Ascension t h e r e does emerge a group which, 

taken t o g e t h e r , seems capable o f d e f i n i n g i t s n a t u r e i n a way 

which i s b o t h p r e c i s e and i n c l u s i v e . 

I n t h i s r e s p e c t , t h e r e are seven p a r t i c u l a r l y u s e f u l 

t h e o l o g i c a l p e r s p e c t i v e s generated by the n a t u r e of the 

d o c t r i n e o f the Ascension: 
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a ) Ascension as development upon Resurrection 

The e f f e c t s which t he R e s u r r e c t i o n i s designed t o have upon 

t h e person and r e l a t i o n s h i p s o f C h r i s t are n e c e s s a r i l y , and 

a l s o d e s i g n e d l y , c a r r i e d f o r w a r d i n t o t h e Ascension of the 

r i s e n C h r i s t . 

The New Testament w i t n e s s t o the r i s e n C h r i s t makes i t c l e a r 

t h a t t h e person encountered by the d i s c i p l e s i s the same person 

as t h e c r u c i f i e d Jesus (Mt 28:6-7; Jn 20:16-17, 27-29). I t a l s o 

leaves no doubt t h a t a f t e r the R e s u r r e c t i o n b o t h t he person of 

C h r i s t and t h e n a t u r e o f h i s meetings w i t h the d i s c i p l e s have 

undergone r a d i c a l t r a n s f o r m a t i o n s (Mk 16:12-13; Lk 24:16, 3 1 -

35, 38-43; Jn 2 1 : 4 ) . These t r a n s f o r m a t i o n s seem t o be regarded 

by New Testament w r i t e r s as the r e s u l t o f the n a t u r e of what 

has o c c u r r e d , r a t h e r than as symbols r e v e a l i n g a t r u t h the 

substance of which l i e s elsewhere. I t i s a l s o c l e a r t h a t the 

changes a r e p o r t r a y e d n o t as b e l o n g i n g t o the p e r c e p t i o n s o f 

those who encounter t he r i s e n C h r i s t , but t o the C h r i s t who i s 

encountered ( a l t h o u g h Bultraann, as has been not e d , disagrees 

w i t h t h i s i n t e r p r e t a t i o n , r e g a r d i n g the R e s u r r e c t i o n 

s p e c i f i c a l l y as " t h e meaning o f the C r o s s " ) . The p r i o r i t y o f 

t h e t r a n s f o r m e d person over the transformed r e l a t i o n s h i p s of 

C h r i s t , o r v i c e v e r s a , i s an even l e s s s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d case t o 

d e c i d e . The subsequent c a r r y i n g over of the person and 

r e l a t i o n s h i p s o f the r i s e n C h r i s t i n t o the form o f e x i s t e n c e 

i n i t i a t e d a t the Ascension, i f t h a t i s how Ascension i s 

u n d e r s t o o d , can g i v e f u r t h e r i n s i g h t i n t o C h r i s t ' s r i s e n l i f e . 
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I f t h e fundamental advance o f t h e R e s u r r e c t i o n i s i n the 

n a t u r e o f C h r i s t ' s p e r s o n a l e x i s t e n c e , t h a t advance might 

e i t h e r s i m p l y be c a r r i e d over i n t o t h e d i v i n e sphere a t the 

Ascension, or a f u r t h e r m o d i f i c a t i o n o f h i s p e r s o n a l being may 

be r e q u i r e d . The former o p t i o n would suggest t h a t i n the 

Ascension the r i s e n C h r i s t i s t a k i n g up, o r , i s showing t h a t he 

has taken up, h i s r i g h t f u l p l a c e i n t h e d i v i n e realm, which 

a l s o i n v o l v e s a p a r t i c u l a r r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h the c r e a t e d . The 

l a t t e r o p t i o n - t h a t f u r t h e r development o c c u r s - c o u l d be taken 

t o suggest t h a t the R e s u r r e c t i o n , seen as a phenomenon d i s t i n c t 

from the Ascension, has a s i g n i f i c a n c e and an a p p l i c a t i o n 

l i m i t e d t o t h e c r e a t e d realm o n l y , and i s not i n i t s e l f 

C h r i s t ' s d e f i n i t i v e e n t r y i n t o t he l i f e o f the T r i n i t y . 

The Ascension as an advance i n the n a t u r e of C h r i s t ' s 

r e l a t i o n s h i p s has d i f f e r e n t i m p l i c a t i o n s . There i s undoubtedly 

an a l t e r a t i o n i n the manner o f the r e l a t i o n s h i p between C h r i s t 

and the d i s c i p l e s a t t h e Ascension: the k i n d of encounter which 

c o n s t i t u t e d the R e s u r r e c t i o n appearances ceases a t the 

Ascension, which i s t h e r e f o r e p r e s e n t e d as a w i t h d r a w a l . C h r i s t 

a f t e r the Ascension i s regarded by t h e d i s c i p l e s not as absent, 

but as p r e s e n t i n a d i f f e r e n t form (Mt 28:20; Mk 16:19-20; Lk 

20:50-53). There i s a l s o the sense t h a t he i s e n t e r i n g a 

r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h God t h e Father which i s i n some way d i f f e r e n t 

from t h a t which e x i s t e d b e f o r e (Jn 14:12-13, 2 8 ) . 

However the advances o f the Ascension are t o be understood, 

t h e i r dependence upon those of the R e s u r r e c t i o n i s not 

g e n e r a l l y a m a t t e r of d i s p u t e . The R e s u r r e c t i o n i s regarded as 
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a f i n a l and e t e r n a l v i c t o r y over s i n and d e a t h , the e f f e c t s of 

which w i l l n o t be l o s t , and the Ascension, however i t r e l a t e s 

t o R e s u r r e c t i o n , takes p l a c e i n the c o n t e x t o f the risenness of 

C h r i s t . 

b) C h r i s t ' s apparent absence as d e f i n i n g h i s ascended s t a t e 

The apparent absence from c r e a t i o n o f the ascended C h r i s t , 

b o t h i n the immediate a f t e r m a t h of the event and i n the l o n g -

term e x p e r i e n c e o f the Church, i s a d e f i n i n g element of the 

p e r c e p t i o n o f the e x a l t e d s t a t e o f C h r i s t (Jn 13:33; Acts 

1:11). 

The p e r i o d o f time between the R e s u r r e c t i o n of C h r i s t and h i s 

Ascension, however l o n g i t may have been, and the time a f t e r 

t h e Ascension are d i s t i n g u i s h e d most d e c i s i v e l y by the 

c e s s a t i o n o f t h e appearances of the r i s e n C h r i s t t o the 

d i s c i p l e s . The experiences o f Stephen and Saul (Acts 7:56; 9:3-

7; b u t , f o r Paul's assessment, see ICor 15:3-8) appear t o be 

d i f f e r e n t i n c h a r a c t e r t o the pre-Ascension encounters. I t 

seems c l e a r t h a t t he pre-Ascension experiences of the d i s c i p l e s 

were q u i t e d i f f e r e n t from those p r i o r t o C h r i s t ' s C r u c i f i x i o n . 

These encounters are not presented i n the New Testament as 

evidence t h a t Jesus d i d not d i e on the Cross and t h a t he 

r e t u r n e d t o h i s o l d l i f e . 

When C h r i s t d e p a r t s a t the end of what, i n r e t r o s p e c t a t 

l e a s t , was p e r c e i v e d by the e a r l y community as the l a s t of h i s 
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r i s e n appearances, a new phase of the s t o r y i s i n i t i a t e d . The 

d e p a r t u r e i s not regarded as a f u r t h e r d i s a s t e r on the l i n e s o f 

the C r u c i f i x i o n , t h i s i s ensured by the R e s u r r e c t i o n i t s e l f , 

b u t i t i s regarded as a reason f o r r e j o i c i n g and f o r g o i n g o u t , 

e v e n t u a l l y , t o c o n f r o n t t h e w o r l d w i t h wh^.t has happened (Mk 

16:16-20; Lk 24:50-53). C h r i s t ' s i n v i s i b i l i t y , as the d i s c i p l e s 

a r e shown t o r e a l i s e , cannot be equated w i t h h i s absence; but 

he i s now t o be regarded as a c c e s s i b l e o n l y through f a i t h . 

As i n the case of God the Father, the i m p e r c e p t i b i l i t y t o 

l i v i n g human beings o f t h e ascended C h r i s t does not suggest 

concealment as a d e l i b e r a t e c h o i c e so much as i t s being an 

o r g a n i c c h a r a c t e r i s t i c o f t h e n a t u r e o f t h a t s t a t e o f 

e x i s t e n c e . That t h e ascended C h r i s t ' s s t a t e i n c l u d e s h i s 

humanity i s a l r e a d y d e a l t w i t h i n the m o b i l i t y and freedom o f 

appearance en j o y e d i n h i s r i s e n pre-ascended s t a t e . The empty 

tomb, as a d e f i n i n g element o f C h r i s t ' s R e s u r r e c t i o n , i s a l s o 

an i n d i c a t i o n o f t h e i n c l u s i o n of the new r e l a t i o n s h i p of 

C h r i s t t o h i s p h y s i c a l body which i s c a r r i e d over i n t o h i s 

Ascension. The end o f t h e R e s u r r e c t i o n - e n c o u n t e r s may be 

because t h e i r r e v e l a t o r y purpose has been achieved, or i t may 

be t h a t they a r e r e p l a c e d by the f u r t h e r - d e v e l o p e d r e l a t i o n a l 

n a t u r e o f C h r i s t ' s presence t o c r e a t u r e s ; i n f a c t , b o t h 

f u n c t i o n s seem t o served by t h i s development. 
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c ) I n v i s i b l e presence of C h r i s t as proper to the Ascension 

The p r e d o m i n a n t l y i n v i s i b l e , but r e a l , presence i n c r e a t i o n 

a t t r i b u t e d t o the r i s e n C h r i s t , p o i n t s t o the form of C h r i s t ' s 

r i s e n e x i s t e n c e as b e i n g o f the n a t u r e of a 'sacramental' 

presence, w i t h the R e s u r r e c t i o n perhaps r e p r e s e n t i n g the basis 

f o r the r e l a t i o n s h i p between C h r i s t and c r e a t i o n , w h i l e the 

Ascension i s t o be seen as a f u r t h e r development, t h i s time i n 

the d i v i n e r e a l m , w i t h i t s own proper consequences. 

I t does n o t seem s u f f i c i e n t t o e x p l a i n the t o t a l i t y o f the 

presence o f the ascended C h r i s t t o c r e a t e d persons s o l e l y i n 

terms of h i s presence i n t h e Holy S p i r i t g i v e n a t Pentecost, 

though t h i s i s c l e a r l y a c e n t r a l element of i t . C h r i s t ' s 

a c c e s s i b i l i t y t o b e l i e v e r s i s a d i r e c t communion, r a t h e r than a 

mediated communication ( I C o r 1:8-9). This d i r e c t n e s s of access 

t o a C h r i s t who i s no l o n g e r c o n f i n e d by the l i m i t a t i o n s o f h i s 

human n a t u r e i s v e r y c l o s e t o the form o f union envisaged i n an 

u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f sacrament as communion of being. 

While the emphasis on t h e ascended C h r i s t seems t o be c e n t r e d 

upon h i s e x a l t e d p l a c e a t t h e r i g h t hand of the Father, C h r i s t 

as r i s e n seems t o be seen i n r e l a t i o n t o c r e a t e d beings; i t i s 

the u n i t y of t h e person of C h r i s t which makes t h i s dichotomy 

t e n a b l e . The r i s e n C h r i s t i s r i s e n i n order t h a t a l l c r e a t u r e s 

may be d e l i v e r e d from d e a t h and o b l i v i o n , and the r e l a t i o n s h i p 

o f C h r i s t t o o t h e r s based on t h e R e s u r r e c t i o n i s one of a c t i v e 

s a l v a t i o n . C h r i s t , c o n s i d e r e d from the p e r s p e c t i v e of h i s 

Ascension i s more o n t o l o g i c a l l y remote, though not absent; he 
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i s one who i s a c t i v e elsewhere f o r the good of c r e a t u r e s . This 

p e r c e p t i o n o f remoteness, d e r i v i n g from the New Testament 

ac c o u n t s , i s based on the appearances o f the r i s e n C h r i s t i n 

c o n t r a s t t o t h e disappearance o f the ascended C h r i s t , but i t 

may a l s o be argued t o be based on the r e s p e c t i v e f u n c t i o n s of 

these two c h r i s t o l o g i c a l and s o t e r i o l o g i c a l m y s t e r i e s . 

d) Ascension as new r e l a t i o n of C h r i s t to Father and S p i r i t 

The Ascension, as a movement from the c r e a t e d sphere of 

e x i s t e n c e i n t o t h e d i v i n e , w i t h t he e x a l t e d l i f e which the 

Ascension i n i t i a t e s , may be understood as r e p r e s e n t i n g the new 

r e l a t i o n o f C h r i s t , as God and c r e a t u r e , t o the Father and the 

Holy S p i r i t . 

The Ascension be a r s , i n some r e s p e c t s , a c l o s e r s t r u c t u r a l 

a f f i n i t y t o the I n c a r n a t i o n than t o the R e s u r r e c t i o n or t o any 

of t h e o t h e r c h r i s t o l o g i c a l e v e n t s . The I n c a r n a t i o n i s the 

e n t r y o f the Son of God i n t o the c r e a t e d sphere as r i g h t f u l l y 

p a r t o f i t ; t h e Ascension i s the e n t r y o f the c r e a t e d Son of 

man i n t o t h e d i v i n e sphere as r i g h t f u l l y p a r t o f i t . T his i s 

not an e q u i v a l e n t e n t r a n c e because d i v i n e Persons and the 

d i v i n e sphere o f e x i s t e n c e and c r e a t e d persons and the c r e a t e d 

sphere a r e , by d e f i n i t i o n , u t t e r l y incomparable. Only the 

u n i q u e l y c o n s t i t u t e d Son of God made man c o u l d take these 

o r i g i n a l s t e p s . The I n c a r n a t i o n depends upon the n a t u r e of the 

C r e a t i o n - a c t o f God but i s a d i s t i n c t a c t i o n o f God, i n v o l v i n g 
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as i t does t h e p a r t i c i p a t i o n of the d i v i n e b e i n g i t s e l f . The 

Ascension depends a d d i t i o n a l l y upon the death of C h r i s t a t the 

C r u c i f i x i o n and h i s R e s u r r e c t i o n as elements o f t h i s d i s t i n c t 

Redemption-act o f God. I t i s the s o t e r i o l o g i c a l p e r s p e c t i v e 

which can a c t as t h e b a s i s f o r an extended e x p l o r a t i o n of the 

reasons and mechanisms f o r the u n i t i n g of humanity and d i v i n i t y 

i n one person, and the r o l e t h a t t h i s u nion has i n b r i d g i n g the 

a b s o l u t e otherness o f God and c r e a t u r e , achieved i n a f i n a l way 

i n t h e person and r e l a t i o n s h i p s of C h r i s t a t h i s Ascension. 

The r a d i c a l u n i t y o f the person o f C h r i s t , which overcomes 

th e l o g i c a l and o n t o l o g i c a l f o r c e s which must a c t t o p r o h i b i t 

t he u n i o n o f t h e incommensurable d i v i n e being and c r e a t e d 

b e i n g , a l l o w s t h e p o s s i b i l i t y o f the I n c a r n a t i o n , which i s 

completed by h i s Cross and R e s u r r e c t i o n . One of the key r e s u l t s 

i s t h a t h i s person becomes i n s e p a r a b l e from, even i d e n t i c a l 

w i t h , h i s r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h the Father and the S p i r i t i n the 

Ascension: t h e ascended C h r i s t , even i n h i s humanity, is^ Love, 

i s p e r f e c t r e l a t i o n s h i p . I n order t h a t Father and S p i r i t remain 

i n t h e t r i n i t a r y communion of being w i t h God the Son they must 

a l s o be i n communion o f being w i t h the humanity i n which the 

Son i s i n v e s t e d , which thereby e n t e r s i n t o the d i v i n e realm of 

the T r i n i t y as p a r t o f i t s t o t a l i t y o f p e r s o n a l and r e l a t i o n a l 

b e i n g . H i l a r y ' s concept o f ' d i s t u r b a n c e ' and B a l t h a s a r ' s 

concept o f ' d i s t a n c e ' , and t h e i r r e s o l u t i o n s , discussed above, 

address t h e c e n t r a l i s s u e s i n v o l v e d h e r e . 
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e ) Ascension as the transcending of the boundary between God 

and non-god 

I f t h e Ascension i s the t r a n s c e n d i n g i n C h r i s t of the 

o n t o l o g i c a l boundary between the d i v i n e and c r e a t e d spheres of 

e x i s t e n c e , i t would seem necessary t h a t i t must a l s o i n c l u d e 

t h e n e u t r a l i s a t i o n o f the e f f e c t s and l i m i t a t i o n s of t h a t 

boundary on t h e person and r e l a t i o n s h i p s o f the ascended 

C h r i s t . 

C h r i s t , as b o t h God and c r e a t u r e , r e p r e s e n t s i n h i s person 

t h e u n i o n o f t h e d i v i n e b e i n g and the c r e a t e d . I n h i s i n c a r n a t e 

l i f e , C h r i s t ' s r e l a t i o n s h i p s were d i s t u r b e d by the 

c o n t i n g e n c i e s which a p p l i e d t o h i s humanity: h i s humanity 

r e l a t e d humanly t o c r e a t i o n and t o the Father and S p i r i t ; h i s 

d i v i n i t y r e l a t e d d i v i n e l y t o c r e a t i o n and t o the Father and 

S p i r i t . Thus, i t may be argued, t h e i n c a r n a t e C h r i s t s u s t a i n e d 

a complex o f r e l a t i o n s h i p s which r e f l e c t e d h i s o n t o l o g i c a l 

c h a r a c t e r , b u t which were generated by h i s d u a l n a t u r e r a t h e r 

than by the u n i t y o f h i s person. C h r i s t ' s death and 

R e s u r r e c t i o n are the s e p a r a t i o n o f h i s person from c o n t i n g e n t 

c r e a t e d e x i s t e n c e and i t s f r e e i n g i n t o an a b s o l u t e e x i s t e n c e i n 

which t h e u n i t y o f h i s be i n g supersedes the d u a l i t y of h i s 

n a t u r e s and becomes the g e n e r a t o r o f h i s r e l a t i o n s h i p s . The 

person and r e l a t i o n s h i p s o f C h r i s t thus become i n s e p a r a b l e and 

produce an e q u i l i b r i u m i n which t he e x i s t e n c e of a r e l a t i o n s h i p 

w i t h C h r i s t i r r e d u c i b l y i n c l u d e s the r e a l i t y o f h i s personal 

presence t o t h e o t h e r i n the r e l a t i o n s h i p , and, c o n v e r s e l y , the 
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u b i q u i t o u s presence of the r i s e n and ascended C h r i s t means t h a t 

a l l c r e a t e d persons are always i n some form o f r e l a t i o n s h i p 

w i t h him. I t a l s o means t h a t the ascended C h r i s t , God and non-

god, e n t e r s i n t o a f u l l y r e a l i s e d union of person and 

r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h t he Father and the Holy S p i r i t . 

D e r i v i n g from the R e s u r r e c t i o n and Ascension, t h i s u n i t y o f 

C h r i s t means t h a t t h e Father and S p i r i t can r e l a t e t o C h r i s t as 

a s i n g l e b e i n g w i t h o u t t he p r e v i o u s , p r o v i s i o n a l c o m p l e x i t y o f 

r e l a t i o n s h i p which a p p l i e d t o the i n c a r n a t e C h r i s t . The union 

o f t h e person who i s b o t h Son o f God and Son of man i s 

consummated i n t h e Ascension, i n which the Father and the 

S p i r i t a r e e t e r n a l l y i n t h i s s i n g l e r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h the 

s i n g l e person o f C h r i s t . 

f ) The enabling of entry of C h r i s t ' s humanity i n t o the l i f e of 

the T r i n i t y 

The Ascension cannot adequately be p o r t r a y e d as l e s s than the 

e n t r y o f C h r i s t ' s humanity, as a dimension o f h i s t o t a l 

personhood, i n t o t h e l i f e o f the T r i n i t y , and i t must i n c l u d e 

t h e accommodations which are r e q u i r e d t o a l l o w t h i s o t h e r w i s e 

p r e v i o u s l y i m p o s s i b l e e n t r a n c e t o take p l a c e . 

I f t h e e n t r y o f a c r e a t e d person i n t o t h e communion of 

T r i n i t y i s n o t p o s s i b l e p r i o r t o t h a t o f C h r i s t , then two 

p o i n t s may be argued from t h i s , on the wider b a s i s of C h r i s t i a n 

t h e o l o g y . F i r s t l y , t h a t an o b s t a c l e e x i s t s , or an enablement i s 

218 



absent, which i s overcome i n and by C h r i s t . Secondly, t h a t the 

overcoming o f t h i s o b s t a c l e a l s o c r e a t e s the c o n d i t i o n s f o r an 

e n t r y o f some s o r t i n t o t h e t r i n i t a r y r e l a t i o n s h i p f o r o t h e r 

c r e a t e d persons, which i s i t s purpose. 

The T r i n i t y - r e l a t i o n s h i p p r i o r t o the advances of the 

Ascension must be based upon a p u r e l y d i v i n e f o r m a t : the 

c i r c u m i n c e s s i o n o f F a t h e r , Son, and S p i r i t , c o n s t i t u t i n g the 

One God. The post-Ascension T r i n i t y - r e l a t i o n s h i p must be based 

upon a f o r m a t which i s i n c l u s i v e o f b o t h the d i v i n e and c r e a t e d 

dimensions o f t h e one person o f C h r i s t : the c i r c u m i n c e s s i o n of 

Fa t h e r , Son of God and man, and S p i r i t , c o n s t i t u t i n g the One 

God, from whose b e i n g t h e t o t a l i t y o f the person o f C h r i s t 

cannot be e x c l u d e d . 

I t seems necessary t o a v o i d s i m p l y e q u a t i n g : i ) the f a c t o r 

which enables a l l c r e a t e d beings the p o t e n t i a l f o r access to 

th e T r i n i t y ' s b e i n g ; w i t h , i i ) t he person o f C h r i s t . The 

Ascension i s an event which has a d i r e c t e f f e c t upon C h r i s t and 

upon t h e Father and S p i r i t , but n o t , i n i t s e l f , upon c r e a t e d 

persons as a whole. Yet i t enables, p r o s p e c t i v e l y as i t were, 

the e n t r y o f c r e a t e d persons i n t o a s h a r i n g i n the l i f e o f the 

T r i n i t y , which would n o t be p o s s i b l e i f i t produced an 

enablement a p p l i c a b l e o n l y t o t h e humanity o f C h r i s t . 

The accommodation made i n and by the T r i n i t y f o r the Son of 

man who i s one person w i t h God the Son seems t o be one which 

a l s o a l l o w s t he p o s s i b i l i t y o f o t h e r c r e a t u r e s having an access 

t o God which, w h i l e n o t b e i n g the same as t h a t o f the ascended 

C h r i s t , i s based upon t h i s accommodation. A c r e a t u r e l y 
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dimension t o the T r i n i t y r e l a t i o n s h i p which does not compromise 

the d i v i n e i n t e g r i t y o f t h e Persons of the T r i n i t y , but i s 

i n c l u s i v e o f the humanity o f C h r i s t and, on the b a s i s of the 

enablement e s t a b l i s h e d t h e r e b y , i s i n c l u s i v e of o t h e r c r e a t e d 

persons, may p r o v i d e a c o n s i s t e n t b a s i s f o r the r o l e t h a t the 

Ascension has i n p u r s u i t o f the o b j e c t i v e o f the s a l v a t i o n of 

c r e a t e d b e i n g s . 

g) Ascension as the b a s i s f o r Pentecost and Eschaton 

I f t h e Ascension and Pentecost a r e understood t o be i n t e g r a l 

stages o f t h e s a l v i f i c events c e n t r e d on the person and 

r e l a t i o n s h i p s o f C h r i s t , then t he consequences of the 

r e l a t i o n a l b a s i s o f the e n t r y i n t o T r i n i t y o f the ascended 

humanity of C h r i s t cannot be excluded from the f o u n d a t i o n of 

the descent of t h e Holy S p i r i t a t Pentecost and of the 

e s c h a t o l o g i c a l e n t r y o f o t h e r c r e a t e d persons i n t o f i n a l 

communion w i t h t h e T r i n i t y . 

The presence of C h r i s t i n b o t h t he d i v i n e and c r e a t e d spheres 

of e x i s t e n c e can be understood i n terms of h i s be l o n g i n g to 

b o t h on t h e b a s i s of h i s unique o n t o l o g y . The new form of the 

presence t o c r e a t u r e s o f the Holy S p i r i t a f t e r the Pentecost-

event cannot be e x p l a i n e d i n the same way because the S p i r i t 

d i d n o t become one person w i t h a c r e a t u r e , but the Ascension 

seems t o p r o v i d e an access based upon the r o l e o f the e n t r y o f 

th e humanity o f C h r i s t i n t o t h e d i v i n e realm. The temporal 
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sequence o f Ascension f o l l o w e d by Pentecost i s perhaps a 

r e v e l a t i o n o f t h e l o g i c a l p r i o r i t y o f the former over the 

l a t t e r . I f t h e humanity of C h r i s t i s the b a s i s o f the new 

a c c e s s i b i l i t y t o t h e S p i r i t o f c r e a t i o n , i t suggests t h a t 

u n i n c a r n a t e d God as w e l l as i n c a r n a t e d God can draw upon the 

s o t e r i o l o g i c a l enablements engendered by the I n c a r n a t i o n - t o -

Ascension p r o g r e s s i o n . 

The r o l e s o f t h e Father and the S p i r i t i n these stages i s 

ver y s u g g e s t i v e . The S p i r i t seems t o have an access t o c r e a t i o n 

which i s d i f f e r e n t t o t h a t of the Son. The ascended C h r i s t and 

the Pentecost S p i r i t , b u t not the F a t h e r , have a t t r i b u t e d t o 

them s p e c i a l forms o f presence i n c r e a t i o n . E q u a l l y the 

e s c h a t o l o g i c a l u n i o n o f c r e a t u r e s w i t h God i s c l e a r l y 

u n d e r s t o o d t o i n c l u d e t he Fat h e r . The i n t r a P e r s o n a l dynamics of 

the T r i n i t y may p r o v i d e an answer t o t h i s s p e c i f i c s e t of 

r e l a t i o n s h i p s . I f t h e Father begets t h e Son, and t h i s i s a f l o w 

o f e x i s t e n c e which cannot be s a i d t o be i d e n t i c a l i n re v e r s e -

t h a t i s , t h a t t h e Son a l s o begets the Fat h e r - then the 

I n c a r n a t i o n o f the Son cannot be s a i d t o f l o w d i r e c t l y i n t o the 

b e i n g o f t h e F a t h e r . I f the S p i r i t proceeds from the Father and 

the Son, on t h e F i l i o q u e model, then t h e I n c a r n a t i o n o f the Son 

can be s a i d t o f l o w d i r e c t l y i n t o t he S p i r i t , but i n a way 

which i s m o d i f i e d by the involvement a l s o o f the Father. No 

compromise o f the S p i r i t ' s d i v i n i t y i s i n v o l v e d here, because 

no compromise of t h e Son's d i v i n i t y i s i n v o l v e d i n the 

I n c a r n a t i o n . 
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I n t h e Eschaton, c r e a t e d persons can be i n communion w i t h the 

Father because they are g i v e n access t o the d i v i n e l i f e through 

the s a l v i f i c enablements e s t a b l i s h e d by C h r i s t and the Holy 

S p i r i t ; t h e Father can e n t e r i n t o t h i s r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h o u t the 

p r i o r need f o r t h e i n v o l v e m e n t o f h i s Person, as d i s t i n c t from 

h i s r e l a t i o n s h i p s , i n t h e ' m o d i f i c a t i o n s ' i n t r o d u c e d a t the 

Ascension. 

C u m u l a t i v e l y , these c l o s e l y r e l a t e d themes can form the basis 

o f an e v a l u a t i o n o f t h e Ascension based upon the c o n t r i b u t i o n 

i t makes t o t h e purpose o f t h e whole d i v i n e e n t e r p r i s e of the 

C r e a t i o n - a c t which i s f u l f i l l e d i n the Redemption-act. 

I n s h o r t : t h e e f f e c t s o f the R e s u r r e c t i o n are c a r r i e d f o r w a r d 

i n t o the Ascension; t h e apparent absence o f the ascended C h r i s t 

i s an element o f h i s e x a l t e d s t a t e ; h i s i n v i s i b l e presence i n 

c r e a t i o n m i g h t be d e s c r i b e d as sacramental i n n a t u r e , w i t h the 

R e s u r r e c t i o n as t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p between C h r i s t and c r e a t i o n , 

and the Ascension b e i n g a f u r t h e r development w i t h o t h e r 

consequences; the Ascension r e p r e s e n t s the r e l a t i o n of C h r i s t 

t o t h e F ather and S p i r i t ; i t i s the f i n a l stage i n the 

t r a n s c e n d i n g i n C h r i s t o f t h e o n t o l o g i c a l boundary between the 

d i v i n e and c r e a t e d spheres; the Ascension i s the e n t r y of 

C h r i s t ' s humanity i n t o the l i f e o f the T r i n i t y , i n c l u d i n g the 
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accommodations which a l l o w t h i s t o take p l a c e ; and, the 

consequences o f the r e l a t i o n a l b a s i s of the e n t r y i n t o T r i n i t y 

o f t h e humanity of C h r i s t are the f o u n d a t i o n of Pentecost and 

of c r e a t u r e s ' e s c h a t o l o g i c a l e n t r y i n t o communion w i t h the 

T r i n i t y . 

Taken t o g e t h e r , t h i s g r o u p i n g p o i n t s t o t h e valu e of a 

c o n s i d e r a t i o n o f the Ascension c e n t r e d upon i t s r o l e i n a 

s o t e r i o l o g i c a l e v a l u a t i o n o f the C h r i s t - e v e n t . One o f the key 

q u e s t i o n s which t h i s poses i s : why i s the Ascension necessary? 

I f t h e whole c o n t e n t o f the C h r i s t i a n Gospel i s argued t o be 

based on t h e f r e e l y - c h o s e n b u t n o n - a r b i t r a r y a c t i o n of a God 

who does n o t a c t w h i m s i c a l l y , but on t h e b a s i s o f need, then 

t h e Ascension, as p a r t of t h i s d i v i n e a c t i o n , must be 

assessable on t h e same grounds. 
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2. The Ascension: A S o t e r i o l o g i c a l Perspective 

The f u l l e s t u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f the Ascension of C h r i s t , i t may 

be argued, can be d e r i v e d p r i m a r i l y from an e x a m i n a t i o n of i t s 

purpose. The Ascension i s not an i s o l a t e d event whose form and 

c o n t e n t i s f r e e - s t a n d i n g and s e l f - s e r v i n g ; i t belongs w i t h i n 

th e t o t a l i t y o f t h e C h r i s t - e v e n t , and i s shaped by the demands 

of t h e o b j e c t i v e s which t h a t i s designed t o f u l f i l . The key t o 

an e x a m i n a t i o n o f the Ascension, and o f the o t h e r stages of 

C h r i s t - e v e n t , i n d i v i d u a l l y and i n t o t a l , i s t h e c l a i m of 

C h r i s t i a n f a i t h t h a t they a r e a b s o l u t e p r e r e q u i s i t e s f o r the 

s a l v a t i o n o f c r e a t e d persons, and are not merely symbolic or 

r e v e l a t o r y i n c h a r a c t e r . I f i t i s t h e case t h a t s a l v a t i o n c o u l d 

not occur w i t h o u t these e v e n t s , the q u e s t i o n of why t h a t i s so 

i s a m a t t e r which must be addressed. 

I n a t t e m p t i n g t o do t h i s , an approach t o the n a t u r e of 

s a l v a t i o n which a l l o w s the r o l e o f the Ascension t o be shown as 

b o t h i n d i s p e n s a b l e and s i g n i f i c a n t w i l l be e x p l o r e d . Such an 

approach, which, as has been r e c o g n i s e d , i s not the o n l y v a l i d 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f the s o t e r i o l o g i c a l importance of the 

Ascension, can demonstrate the reasonableness of an assessment 

of t h e Ascension which i s i n agreement w i t h those arguments f o r 

a m a x i m i s i n g o f i t s e f f e c t s i n a s o t e r i o l o g y which c o n c e n t r a t e s 

on t h e n e c e s s i t y of an o n t o l o g i c a l c o n c i l i a t i o n o f the d i v i n e 

Persons and c r e a t e d persons. 
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a ) The n e c e s s i t y of S a l v a t i o n 

I t does not seem s a t i s f a c t o r y t o envisage the s a l v a t i o n 

wrought by C h r i s t as concerned s o l e l y w i t h the l i b e r a t i o n of 

c r e a t u r e s from the e f f e c t s o f s i n . S i n , w i t h i t s consequences, 

i s c e r t a i n l y a v i t a l dimension o f a C h r i s t i a n s o t e r i o l o g y (Mt 

18:8-9; Mk 9:43-47; Jn 1:29; 16:8-9; Rm 6:2-23; ICor 15:54-57; 

I J n 1:7-8; and many o t h e r s ) . However, i n the New Testament, the 

t e a c h i n g of C h r i s t and t h e a p o s t l e s on the i n f i n i t e mercy and 

t h e omnipotence o f God seems adequately t o p r o v i d e the means by 

w hich r e p e n t e d s i n can be absolved (Mt 18:23-35; 19:26; Mk 

10:27; Lk 18:27; Rm 9:16; Eph 2:4-6; Jas 2:12-13). This has 

s t i l l l e f t , though, t h e problem o f i d e n t i f y i n g the o b j e c t i v e o f 

t h e extended n a t u r e and t h e c o m p l e x i t y of the C h r i s t - e v e n t , 

which appears t o add n o t h i n g e s s e n t i a l t o the d i v i n e a b i l i t y t o 

d e a l w i t h s i n , but p l a c e s s i n as a c o n s t i t u e n t o f the complex 

o b s t a c l e t o communion w i t h t h e d i v i n e which i s addressed by the 

Redemption-act of God. I t i s , t h e r e f o r e , a l s o t o t h a t 

o b s t a c l e ' s o t h e r p o s s i b l e e f f e c t s t h a t the s o t e r i o l o g i c a l 

C h r i s t - e v e n t seems t o owe i t s s p e c i f i c shape, i n c l u d i n g t h a t of 

i t s c o n s t i t u e n t stages: I n c a r n a t i o n , C r u c i f i x i o n , R e s u r r e c t i o n , 

Ascension, and Pentecost. 

The Old Testament i s c l e a r about the i n f i n i t e s u p e r i o r i t y of 

God over C r e a t i o n (Gn 1:1-2:4; Ex 3:1-6; Ps 113:4-6; I s 55:8-

9 ) . I t c o r r e s p o n d i n g l y envisages the f a t e of the r i g h t e o u s dead 

as an e x i s t e n c e which i s n o t t o be regarded as e n t r y i n t o the 

r e a l m o f God (Ps 88:11-12; 115:17; Prov 21:16). Though l a t e r 
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t h e concept o f a heaven o f the r i g h t e o u s can be t r a c e d (Dn 7:9-

2 7 ) , i t had n o t , even d u r i n g the l i f e t i m e o f Jesus, come t o be 

t h e u n d i s p u t e d concept i n Jewish r e l i g i o u s thought of the 

a f t e r l i f e as a g l o r i f i e d e x i s t e n c e (Mt 22:23; Mk 12:18; Ac 

2 3 : 8 ) . The New Testament does c o n t a i n a dominant theme of the 

e x i s t e n c e i n g l o r y o f the r i g h t e o u s dead, made p o s s i b l e by 

C h r i s t ; but i t a l s o c o n t a i n s the seeds o f an o b s t a c l e t o t h a t 

heavenly e x i s t e n c e which i s not found i n the Old Testament: 

t h a t God i s T r i n i t y . 

The New Testament does n o t pre s e n t the T r i u n e e x i s t e n c e o f 

God -as F a t h e r , Son, and Holy S p i r i t - i n terms o f i t s being a 

problem i n t h i s s o t e r i o l o g i c a l r e s p e c t because the r e v e l a t i o n 

o f t h e n a t u r e of God as T r i n i t y i s i n the c o n t e x t of the 

opening f o r c r e a t u r e s o f the way t o heaven. Nevertheless t h e r e 

a r e , i n the s o l u t i o n , i n d i c a t i o n s o f the n a t u r e of the 

o b s t a c l e . The heaven o f the New Testament t o which the d i s c i p l e 

a s p i r e s i s q u i t e d i f f e r e n t i n c o n c e p t i o n from any i n the Old 

Testament, because the God, whose realm o f e x i s t e n c e i t i s has 

been s e l f - r e v e a l e d t o be, i s f u n d a m e n t a l l y d i f f e r e n t from the 

u n i t a r i a n image of God which c o m p l e t e l y dominates the Jewish 

r e v e l a t i o n . 

The heaven of Judaism i s the e x i s t e n c e of the one person of 

God i n i n t i m a t e r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h c r e a t e d persons. The heaven 

of C h r i s t i a n i t y i s the e x i s t e n c e o f the t h r e e Persons of God i n 

m u t u a l r e l a t i o n s h i p , i n t o which c r e a t e d persons are a d m i t t e d . 

T h i s i s a c r u c i a l d i f f e r e n c e . I n t h e Jewish u n d e r s t a n d i n g , 

heaven i s the e s t a b l i s h m e n t of a r e l a t i o n s h i p as f u l l y r e a l i s e d 
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as p o s s i b l e between t h e d i v i n e and c r e a t e d persons i n which 

b o t h can e x i s t i n t h e i r r e s p e c t i v e modes and r e l a t e w i t h o u t 

f u r t h e r d i f f i c u l t y , on t h e same b a s i s as the d i v i n e presence i n 

C r e a t i o n . I n the C h r i s t i a n u n d e r s t a n d i n g , a union or 

r e l a t i o n s h i p a l r e a d y e x i s t s between the d i v i n e Persons t o which 

c r e a t e d persons can have no admission because t h a t r e l a t i o n s h i p 

i s i t s e l f d i v i n e as i t i n c l u d e s and u n i t e s the t h r e e Persons 

and i s i t s e l f t h e one God. Without f u r t h e r enablement the 

c r e a t u r e remains o u t s i d e t h i s c e n t r a l heavenly r e l a t i o n s h i p i n 

a secondary a s s o c i a t i o n , and f u l l communion w i t h the d i v i n e i s 

e x c l u d e d . The p r i m a r y o b s t a c l e t o the Jewish heaven i s the 

s i n f u l n e s s o f c r e a t u r e s . The p r i m a r y o b s t a c l e t o the C h r i s t i a n 

heaven i s t h e n a t u r e o f e x i s t e n c e i t s e l f . Aquinas envisaged the 

d i v i n e and the n o n - d i v i n e as t o t a l l y o t h e r c a t e g o r i e s , 

incommensurable and u n c o m p o u n d a b l e . S i n f u l n e s s , of course, 

i n t e n s i f i e s t h i s a l i e n a t i o n , and must a l s o be addressed. 

The c o r e o f the New Testament's r e v e l a t i o n o f the purpose o f 

the person and work o f C h r i s t i s t h a t he e s t a b l i s h e s f o r 

c r e a t e d persons t h e means o f e n t r y i n t o a communion w i t h the 

d i v i n e which would o t h e r w i s e be u n a t t a i n a b l e : i n o t h e r words, 

t h a t he i s the Saviour (Lk 2:11; Jn 4:42; Ac 5:31; 13:23; I P t 

1:1, 1 1 ; 2:20; 3:18; I J n 4:14). Moltmann discusses the idea 

t h a t , i f God c r e a t e s s a l v a t i o n f o r people who o t h e r w i s e cannot 

have access t o i t s b e n e f i t s , the Redemption i s the opening of a 

c l o s e d system.^ On t h e s u b j e c t o f the n a t u r e of what t h i s 

s a l v a t i o n w i l l a c h i e v e John's Gospel, i n p a r t i c u l a r , has a 

d i s c u s s i o n on t h e e f f e c t s o f the Ascension i n terms o f the 
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u n i o n o f the Father and t h e Son, and of the union o f the Son 

w i t h h i s d i s c i p l e s ( J n 10:30; 14:10-11; 17:11, 21-26). The 

n a t u r e o f t h a t s a l v a t i o n i s expressed i n each o f the stages i n 

the development o f C h r i s t ' s person through t he events i n which 

he i s c e n t r a l , and i t s achievement i s focussed p a r t i c u l a r l y 

s h a r p l y by the Ascension. Moberly argues t h a t , however l i k e the 

mutual i n d w e l l i n g o f the Persons o f the T r i n i t y i t may be 

imagined t o be, no c r e a t e d r e l a t i o n s h i p can approach the 

meaning o f d i v i n e u n i t y ; t h e ne a r e s t t h a t c r e a t u r e s can get t o 

t h i s , he b e l i e v e s , i s mediated by C h r i s t . ^ 

b) The establishment of S a l v a t i o n 

I f t h e opening o f heaven, t h a t i s , o f access t o the l i f e o f 

th e d i v i n e T r i n i t y , i s a t the h e a r t o f the s a l v a t i o n achieved 

by C h r i s t , then each o f t h e main stages of the C h r i s t - e v e n t 

must p l a y a s u b s t a n t i v e and i n d i s p e n s a b l e r o l e i n the processes 

which make t h i s p o s s i b l e . The Ascension o f C h r i s t was expressed 

i n j u s t such terms by many w r i t e r s o f the p a t r i s t i c e r a , and, 

by e x t e n s i o n , t h i s i n d i s p e n s a b i l i t y must a l s o apply t o the 

o t h e r p r i n c i p a l s o t e r i o l o g i c a l d o c t r i n e s . 

The c r e a t i o n by God of t h a t which i s not-god i s the source of 

the d i s c o n t i n u i t y o f be i n g which, s i m u l t a n e o u s l y , a l l o w s the 

proper e x i s t e n c e o f C r e a t i o n as a d i s t i n c t e n t i t y and precludes 

t h e p o s s i b i l i t y o f a f u l l y - r e a l i s e d communion of being between 

the two o n t o l o g i e s . T i l l i c h argues t h a t t h e r e i s no p r o p o r t i o n 
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or g r a d a t i o n between t h e f i n i t e and the i n f i n i t e , t h a t t h e r e i s 

an a b s o l u t e break; and t h a t God i s beyond the i n f i n i t i e s t o be 

found i n Creation.*^ Yet the purpose o f t h e C r e a t i o n - a c t of God 

seems t o be p r e c i s e l y t h a t communion of being should be 

achi e v e d i n as f u l l y - r e a l i s e d a way as i s p o s s i b l e ( Jn 17:21-

2 6 ) . The Gospel c l a i m s t o r e v e a l t he means by which God takes 

C r e a t i o n from separateness t o communion; and t h a t means i s 

C h r i s t . 

P r i o r t o t h e I n c a r n a t i o n , -a p r i o r i t y which i s n o t s i m p l y on 

t h e t e m p o r a l l e v e l - , God does not e x i s t i n C r e a t i o n as p a r t of 

i t , n o r does C r e a t i o n , o r any p a r t o f i t , e x i s t i n t h e d i v i n e 

r e a l m as b e l o n g i n g t o i t : t h e d i s c o n t i n u i t y i s a b s o l u t e . I n 

c o n s i d e r i n g t h i s , Rahner b e l i e v e s t h a t God does n o t become 

o t h e r than God by c r e a t i n g , and t h a t C h r i s t e n t e r s C r e a t i o n on 

t h e b a s i s o f h i s o r i g i n i n and as God.^ The I n c a r n a t i o n i s the 

coming i n t o b e i n g o f a s i n g l e person who can e x i s t p r o p e r l y i n 

b o t h t h e d i v i n e and the c r e a t e d spheres by being b o t h a d i v i n e 

Person and a c r e a t u r e . At t h i s stage the e f f e c t s of the 

t r a n s c e n d i n g o f the a b s o l u t e otherness of God and non-god i s 

l i m i t e d t o the person o f C h r i s t and does not extend t o the 

Fa t h e r and the S p i r i t nor t o o t h e r c r e a t e d persons. C h r i s t ' s 

r e l a t i o n s h i p s a re s u b j e c t t o the c o n s t r a i n t s o f the o n t o l o g i c a l 

c o m p l e x i t y produced by the I n c a r n a t i o n . Moltmann sees the 

s a l v a t i o n i n i t i a t e d by the I n c a r n a t i o n o f God as C h r i s t , as 

e n a b l i n g t h e e v e n t u a l a s s o c i a t i o n o f c r e a t e d persons i n union 

w i t h God, and t h e overcoming of the p r o h i b i t i o n s on t h i s as a 

c e n t r a l o b j e c t i v e o f s a l v a t i o n . ^ Though he i s a s i n g l e person, 
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C h r i s t r e l a t e s t o the Father and t h e Holy S p i r i t as God the Son 

and as a human b e i n g , and he r e l a t e s i n co r r e s p o n d i n g ways t o 

o t h e r c r e a t u r e s : t h u s , h i s whole person cannot be expressed i n 

e i t h e r r e a l m o f e x i s t e n c e . B a r t h c o n s i d e r s t h a t r e v e l a t i o n i s 

the means by which t he boundary between God and humanity 

becomes m a n i f e s t , and t h a t C h r i s t i s the o n l y one able r e v e a l 

t h i s . ' ^ T h i s , perhaps k e n o t i c , s i t u a t i o n i s a temporary, though 

necessary, stage i n the c o n c i l i a t i o n o f the d i v i n e and c r e a t e d 

o n t o l o g i e s i n t o t a l . H i l a r y of P o i t i e r s argued t h a t i n C h r i s t ' s 

person b o t h n a t u r e s a r e encountered, and t h a t i t i s a kenosis 

o f some k i n d which makes t h i s p o s s i b l e . 

The C r u c i f i x i o n i s t h e next s t a g e . The dea t h o f C h r i s t severs 

h i s r e l a t i o n s h i p , i n c l u d i n g t h a t o f dependence, w i t h the r e s t 

of C r e a t i o n . His d e a t h , as i s t h e case f o r a l l human beings, 

a l s o removes t h e c o n t i n g e n c y and r e l a t i v i t y which c h a r a c t e r i s e s 

a l l human r e l a t i o n s h i p and e x i s t e n c e i n m a t e r i a l l i f e . T e i l h a r d 

de Chardin a s s e r t s t h a t death has the f u n c t i o n o f opening the 

i n n e r s e l f t o God, so t h a t God may p e n e t r a t e t he being of 

persons thus made ready.^ Death, the C h r i s t i a n a n a l y s i s 

i m p l i e s , i s , f o r every c r e a t e d embodied person, t he process by 

which an i n d i v i d u a l ' s l i f e and being become i d e n t i c a l ; i n which 

who a person i s and what a person i s converge, and s u b j e c t i v e 

and o b j e c t i v e e x i s t e n c e cease t o be d i s t i n c t and the person 

t h e r e f o r e becomes a s i n g u l a r i t y , b e ing a l s o no longer i n v o l v e d 

i n t h e extended p a r t i a l n e s s and p l u r a l i t y o f m a t e r i a l l i f e . The 

p o s s i b i l i t y , s i g n i f i c a n t i n t h i s c o n t e x t , o f f u r t h e r 

development of t h e i n d i v i d u a l a f t e r death, might be con s i d e r e d 
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i n terms o f movement towards a necessary p e r s o n a l p e r f e c t i o n . •'•̂  

I n d e a t h , C h r i s t i s l i b e r a t e d from t h e t i e s and dependencies o f 

c r e a t e d e x i s t e n c e , and a l s o from c e r t a i n o f i t s l i m i t a t i o n s . 

The l i b e r a t i o n o f t h e dead C h r i s t from c r e a t e d r e l a t i o n s h i p s 

removes him from t he s i t u a t i o n i n which h i s one person i s 

i n v o l v e d i n i n t e r a c t i v e r e l a t i o n s h i p s w i t h c r e a t u r e s generated 

on d i f f e r e n t bases by h i s d i v i n i t y and h i s humanity. 

I n t h e R e s u r r e c t i o n , t he r a d i c a l u n i t y o f the person o f 

C h r i s t , i t may be argued, generates a l l h i s r e l a t i o n s h i p s from 

t h e b a s e l i n e o f the u n i t y o f h i s person r a t h e r than from the 

d i s t i n c t i o n between h i s two n a t u r e s , so t h a t the person and the 

r e l a t i o n s h i p s o f C h r i s t become i r r e d u c i b l y one, and he r e l a t e s 

t o t h e Father and the S p i r i t and t o c r e a t e d persons as C h r i s t , 

God and non-god. Brunner l o c a t e s t h e immediacy between God and 

c r e a t u r e s as t a k i n g p l a c e i n C h r i s t and i n c r e a t u r e s , i n the 

c o n t e x t o f the complete mediacy o f c r e a t i o n . •'••̂  As the 

r e l a t i o n s h i p o f t h e Persons i n t h e T r i n i t y i s i t s e l f the One 

God because i t i n c l u d e s those Persons, so the r e l a t i o n s h i p s of 

the s i n g l e person o f the r i s e n C h r i s t are themselves the One 

C h r i s t because they i n c l u d e , and cannot be separated from, h i s 

person (Eph 2:14). C h r i s t a l o n e has, a t t h i s stage, achieved 

t o t a l freedom t o e x i s t f u l l y i n b o t h t h e d i v i n e and the c r e a t e d 

spheres of b e i n g . The R e s u r r e c t i o n i s the e f f e c t i n C r e a t i o n of 

t h i s new s t a t e o f C h r i s t ' s e x i s t e n c e ; the e f f e c t o f t h i s new 

s t a t e i n the T r i n i t y i s t h e s i t u a t i o n r e p r e s e n t e d by the 

Ascension. 
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c ) The r o l e of the Ascension 

A f t e r C h r i s t ' s R e s u r r e c t i o n , i n the Ascension and due t o i t s 

consequences, God t h e Father and God the S p i r i t can engage i n 

communion o f being w i t h God the Son, a communion demanded by 

t h e n a t u r e of T r i n i t y , o n l y by a l s o engaging i n communion of 

b e i n g w i t h t h e Son o f man. Thus, the R e s u r r e c t i o n means t h a t 

what was l o g i c a l l y i m p o s s i b l e i n the p r e v i o u s l y - e x i s t i n g 

c i r c u m s t a n c e s , because o f t h e i n c o m m e n s u r a b i l i t y of God and 

non-god, becomes i n the s i t u a t i o n brought about by the 

Ascension l o g i c a l l y i n d i s p e n s a b l e (Ac 2:33; 7:56). This 

s i t u a t i o n , t h a t t h e Ascension takes the R e s u r r e c t i o n a stage 

f u r t h e r , has sometimes been expressed i n terms o f i t s being the 

a t t a i n m e n t of heavenly s o v e r e i g n t y by C h r i s t , w i t h a l l i t s 
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consequences. These developments, i f accepted as such, 

r e p r e s e n t a fundamental r e s t r u c t u r i n g of the n a t u r e of being i n 

t h e cause o f the s a l v a t i o n o f c r e a t e d persons. 

The ascended Son o f man, p a r t of c r e a t i o n , e n t e r s thereby 

i n t o a r e l a t i o n s h i p o f communion o f b e i n g w i t h the Father and 

t h e S p i r i t ; though not w i t h God the Son w i t h whom he i s one 

p e r s o n , and t h e r e f o r e n o t i n i n t e r p e r s o n a l r e l a t i o n s h i p . 

Aquinas e x p l o r e d the s e r i o u s l o g i c a l problems i n any attempt t o 

l o c a t e C h r i s t ' s ascended humanity i n a l l t h r e e Persons 

s e p a r a t e l y , or i n u n i o n w i t h a l l Three; n e i t h e r of which, he 

a rgued, i s necessary f o r Pentecost. A l t h o u g h he e n t e r s i n t o 

t h a t r e l a t i o n s h i p which i s t h e one God, and though he i s one 

person w i t h God the Son, the Son o f man remains a c r e a t u r e (Heb 
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8:1; 10:12: Eph 1:10; I P t 3:22). That the Son o f man remains 

e t e r n a l l y a c r e a t u r e i s demanded b o t h by h i s e x i s t e n t i a l 

i n t e g r i t y and by the s u b s t a n t i v e n e s s of h i s e x i s t e n c e ; i t i s 

a l s o s o t e r i o l o g i c a l l y c r u c i a l . 

Having once become p a r t o f t h i s communion of b e i n g , the Son 

of God made man cannot withdraw from i t , even i f he should wish 

t o do so; t h i s i s how he now e x i s t s , and he can do so i n no 

o t h e r way. The same i s t r u e o f God the Father and the Holy 

S p i r i t ; t h i s i s how God now e x i s t s i n the s t r u c t u r e s o f d i v i n e 

b e i n g . B a r t h saw C h r i s t as b e a r i n g human n a t u r e i n t o t h e place 

and way t h a t God e x i s t s , and t h a t t h i s i s the purpose of h i s 

work.-^^ Thus, w i t h o u t compromise of the d i v i n e or the c r e a t e d 

o n t o l o g i e s , t h a t which i s not-god becomes a dimension of the 

e x p e r i e n c e , and t h e r e f o r e o f the s e l f - e x p e r i e n c e , and t h e r e f o r e 

o f t he s e l f h o o d , of God. 

I n t he Ascension s p e c i f i c a l l y , the p o s s i b i l i t y o f communion 

o f b e i n g w i t h God extends o n l y t o the humanity of C h r i s t and 

not t o humanity o r t o c r e a t e d persons i n g e n e r a l . This i s 

l o g i c a l l y necessary s i n c e t h e r o l e o f C h r i s t as the b r i d g i n g 

f a c t o r between the d i v i n e and the c r e a t e d must be e s t a b l i s h e d 

p r i o r t o the e x p l o i t a t i o n o f t h a t bridgehead i n Pentecost and 

the Eschaton. The Ascension i s the b r e a c h i n g , w i t h o u t 

a r t i f i c i a l i t y o r compromise, of the o t h e r w i s e a b s o l u t e l o g i c a l 

p r o h i b i t i o n on communion o f b e i n g between n o n - i n c a r n a t e God and 

C r e a t i o n , which o b t a i n e d p r i o r t o t h i s development. I t i s i n 

the r e l a t i o n s h i p s , as d i s t i n c t from t he Persons, o f the Father 

and, d i f f e r e n t l y , o f t h e S p i r i t t h a t t he p o s s i b i l i t y i s 
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a c t i v a t e d o f the u l t i m a t e t r a n s c e n d i n g o f t h i s b a r r i e r . The 

d i s t i n c t i o n i s i m p o r t a n t . Created persons, o t h e r than the Son 

of man, cannot become h y p o s t a t i c a l l y one w i t h a d i v i n e Person; 

so, t h e Redemption i s n o t designed t o u n i t e , h y p o s t a t i c a l l y , 

a l l redeemed c r e a t u r e s w i t h a Person of the T r i n i t y , but i s 

designed t o a l l o w access t o the Persons of God through 

i n c l u s i o n i n the Oneness r e l a t i o n s h i p which i s the One God (Jn 

5:17-30). 

What i s c r u c i a l t o t h e s o t e r i o l o g i c a l value o f the Ascension 

i s t h a t , i n becoming open t o communion of being w i t h the Son of 

man, Father and S p i r i t become open t o o n t o l o g i c a l communion 

w i t h a l l c r e a t e d persons ( J n 1 4 : 6 ) . A c e n t r a l component o f t h i s 

i s t h a t C h r i s t , as m e d i a t o r , does n o t stand between people and 

God, b u t t h a t h i s t a s k i s t o enable u n i o n , and t o u n i t e them, 

w i t h God.-'-̂  I n t h i s , t h e c o n t i n u i n g r e a l i t y and sub s t a n t i v e n e s s 

o f t he humanity of C h r i s t i s the d e c i s i v e element. Although the 

o n t o l o g y o f C h r i s t , and t h e development of t h a t o n t o l o g y , must 

remain unique, t h e c r e a t u r e l i n e s s o f the Son o f man i s a l s o 

t h a t o f a l l c r e a t e d persons. The l o g i c of d i v i n e e x i s t e n c e 

demands the i n c l u s i o n o f the t o t a l person of C h r i s t i n order t o 

r e t a i n the completeness o f the T r i n i t y - r e l a t i o n s h i p . I n 

s o t e r i o l o g i c a l terms, i t i s t h e n o n - i d e n t i t y , a t the Ascension, 

of t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p which i s God and o f the person o f C h r i s t , 

which forms i t , which a l l o w s t he T r i n i t y of God t o become open 

t o r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h c r e a t e d persons o t h e r than the Son of man. 

I f C h r i s t were t h e t o t a l i t y o f t h a t r e l a t i o n s h i p , p e r s o n i f i e d , 

t h e d i v i n e would remain c l o s e d t o the e n t r y of o t h e r c r e a t u r e s 
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i n t o communion because the humanity of Christ would i t s e l f f i l l 

t h a t c a p acity. This, on s o t e r i o l o g i c a l grounds, cannot be the 

case. 
The r e s u l t of t h i s i s t h a t God, Father, Son, and S p i r i t , by 

t h e i r o n t o l o g i c a l access to the Son of man, generate a capacity 
f o r o n t o l o g i c a l communion w i t h a l l created persons. The idea 
t h a t C h r i s t ascends a f t e r f u l f i l l i n g his mission, 
p a r a d o x i c a l l y , to carry i t on, i s a very suggestive one.-*-̂  
Through C h r i s t , God becomes as i t were self-prepared f o r 
communion of being w i t h c r e a t i o n . That t h i s occurs i n the 
sempiternal Godhead means tha t i t i s the e t e r n a l s t a t e of the 
existence of God, and t h a t at every point at which God touches 
time, a t every p o i n t of created existence, the Ascension i s 
a c t i v e . As w i t h the other stages of the Redemption-act, the 
s t a t e derives from the event, and the temporal dimension 
of the event does not compromise the d i v i n e i m m u t a b i l i t y . The 
t e l e o l o g i c a l purpose of c r e a t i o n , union w i t h God, i s thus, at 
the Ascension, a p o s s i b i l i t y which depends f o r i t s f u l f i l m e n t 
only upon the w i l l i n g n e s s of created persons to enter i n t o that 
stance of personal openness i n which the Pentecost S p i r i t and 
the r i s e n C h r i s t can e x p l o i t the o n t o l o g i c a l developments 
formed by the t o t a l person and actions of C h r i s t . I t i s 
p o s s i b l e , on t h i s basis, to t h i n k of Pentecost as the 
prospective consummation of the I n c a r n a t i o n , and of the 
atonement. 
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d) Subsequent s o t e r i o l o g i c a l developments 

Through the Ascension, b u i l d i n g upon the Incarnation, 
C r u c i f i x i o n , and the Resurrection, C h r i s t has established the 
r e l a t i o n a l basis f o r the T r i n i t y ' s Redemption-act on the 
baseline of the u n i t y of God and creature i n his person. This 
i s also the basis of the r e l a t i o n s h i p which the Holy S p i r i t 
generates a t Pentecost. At Easter, the d i s c i p l e s encountered 
C h r i s t i n the f u l l n e s s of his person, as God and man; Christ's 
d i v i n e nature was no longer mediated through his humanity, but 
there was one encounter w i t h both natures: the complex nature 
of r e c o g n i t i o n i n these encounters i s very suggestive of t h e i r 
new b a s i s . Though the S p i r i t at the Pentecost-event encounters 
the d i s c i p l e s on the same r e l a t i o n a l basis, the Person 
encountered i s not both God and man, but God alone (Rm 8:26-
27). Athanasius saw the r e l a t i o n s h i p of S p i r i t to creatures and 

1 8 
of S p i r i t to C h r i s t as in t e g r a l . - ^ The Ascension i s the source 
of the S p i r i t ' s capacity f o r mutual r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h creatures 
despite t h e i r t o t a l otherness of being, but i t i s not a 
d e r i v a t i v e capacity i n any other sense; i t i s proper to the 
r e l a t i o n a l capacity of the Pentecost S p i r i t . 

The Ascension-relationships w i t h i n the Godhead are the 
p r e r e q u i s i t e f o r the Pentecost-event. Pentecost i t s e l f 
i n d i c a t e s t h a t the p a r t i c u l a r engagement of each d i v i n e Person 
i n t h i s s e l f - m o d i f i e d o n t o l o g i c a l communion i s unique to that 
Person. The Son of God, by union w i t h the Son of man, enters 
i n t o the Ascension-relationship on that unique o n t o l o g i c a l 
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basis. The Father and the S p i r i t have no such d i s t i n c t i o n from 
one another, having the same, s o l e l y d i v i n e , ontology. 
Pentecost, however, makes manifest the existence of a r e a l 
d i s t i n c t i o n between the Father and the S p i r i t . I f there i s some 
necessary f a c t o r w i t h i n the Godhead f o r the S p i r i t ' s r o l e at 
Pentecost, then procession from the Son as w e l l as the Father 
could be t h a t f a c t o r . Where the F i l i o q u e may be s i g n i f i c a n t 
here i s i n terms of the p o s s i b i l i t y t h a t Pentecost represents 
the transcendence, of the obstacles to communion which derive 
from the t o t a l otherness of being of God and non-god, by the 
Person of the S p i r i t as w e l l as i n the S p i r i t ' s r e l a t i o n s h i p s , 
through the Son, by the advances made i n the Christ-event. I f 
the S p i r i t i n some sense takes being from God the Son, then the 
ascended person of C h r i s t may mean th a t God the Son, as one 
person w i t h a c r e a t u r e , provides the S p i r i t w i t h a Personal 
existence which transcends the p r i o r o n t o l o g i c a l d i s c o n t i n u i t y . 
Schillebeeckx envisages the involvement i n God of Christ's 
ascended humanity, on the model of F i l i o q u e , as allowing the 
advance of Pentecost."'"^ Chri s t does not mediate the S p i r i t to 
Creation at Pentecost, but has been the mediator of the 
Redemption-act of God by which the immediacy of the S p i r i t , as 
w e l l as t h a t of C h r i s t himself, i s established. I t can be 
argued t h a t d i r e c t access to God i s possible only through those 

20 
channels of communion opened by C h r i s t and the S p i r i t . 

The completion of the Redemption-act, i n the admission of a l l 
worthy created persons i n t o communion of being w i t h the 
T r i n i t y , can only be a t t a i n e d by the engagement of Incarnation, 
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C r u c i f i x i o n , Resurrection, Ascension, and Pentecost. This very 
extended and c a r e f u l l y co-ordinated series of o n t o l o g i c a l and 
r e l a t i o n a l manoeuvres allows, i n the Eschaton, a s i m p l i c i t y of 
format which derives from the directness of the 
i n t e r r e l a t i o n s h i p of d i v i n e Persons and created persons. 

The absolute o n t o l o g i c a l d i s c o n t i n u i t y between God and non-
god, which i s the i n e v i t a b l e consequence of the Creation-act, 
i s replaced i n the Eschaton by absolute communion of being, on 
the basis of the personal and r e l a t i o n a l developments achieved 
by C h r i s t . Irenaeus considered t h a t the whole content of the 
person and actions of Christ are the source of r e c a p i t u l a t i o n 
i n i t s r o l e as d i v i n e salvation."^^ Neither c r e a t i o n nor i t s 
e s c h a t o l o g i c a l completion could have been implemented or f u l l y 
r e a l i s e d without the necessary connection between them, of 
which the Ascension i s an indispensable, and most revealing, 
element. 
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The Ascension of C h r i s t , by the paradoxical nature of i t s 
S c r i p t u r a l expression and the t h e o l o g i c a l d i f f i c u l t i e s which i t 
generates, raises numerous questions about the Christ-event of 
which i t i s an i n t e g r a l p a r t . I t i s a dogma which r e s i s t s 
s i m p l i s t i c s o l u t i o n s and seems adequately to be expressed only 
i n the i n c l u s i v e context of the s o t e r i o l o g i c a l process i n which 
i t may be examined i n terras of i t s t o t a l purpose. I n seeking to 
place the Ascension i n a s o t e r i o l o g i c a l scheme which can 
accommodate the p e c u l i a r i t i e s which stem from i t s nature, a 
c r i t i q u e of the nature of s a l v a t i o n emerges which suggests that 
i t i s the o n t o l o g i c a l dimension, p a r t i c u l a r l y i n terms of 
person and r e l a t i o n s h i p , which provides the most i n c i s i v e 
i n s i g h t s i n t o i t s f u n c t i o n s and form. This i s not to ignore the 
necessity of recognising t h a t the dimension of d i v i n e 
involvement w i l l unavoidably mean tha t the Ascension must 
remain beyond d e f i n i t i v e conceptual expression, but, as an 
element of the C h r i s t i a n r e v e l a t i o n , i t s a c c e s s i b i l i t y i s part 
of i t s meaning, and i t s meaning derives p r i m a r i l y from the 
claim t h a t i t has a c e n t r a l place i n the whole of existence as 
understood from the perspective of the i n t e r l o c k i n g of the 
Creation and Redemption acts of God. 
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