Sunday Bible Study,  May 16,  Ascension Sunday, Year B
Page 6 of 6

Acts 1:1-11 

1. Mike Bradley Proclaims the First Reading, NAB. All write down words, phrases, images which “resonate.”
2. Echo Back a Response
Participants share words and images which struck the heart and mind and imagination as they listened.  
There is no discussion, no questions except for clarification.
3. Echo The Tradition (Fr. Pat’s Presentation)
Outline

1
Dedication to Theophilus, same one to whom the Gospel of Luke is dedicated.


“Theophilus” = “Beloved by God”


This is the second volume of a 2-volume work  (Gospel of Luke is volume 1)
2-5
Promise of the Holy Spirit
  


“The Holy Spirit” is a major theme in Acts.  “Holy Spirit” occurs 88 times in the NT




Over 40 of these are in Acts!  15 of them are in the Gospel of Luke!




By comparison, Holy Spirit is mentioned only  6x in Matthew, 4x in Mark, and 1x in John



Instruction to remain in Jerusalem



Summary of Gospel: Baptism of John to Ascension  (last scene in the Gospel)
6-11
Ascension


Preliminary Question about the Kingdom / Prophecy of Gift of Spirit (6-8)


Ascension Narrated (9-11)

My View as a Child: Jesus rose from the dead, and lived with the apostles for 40 days.

It was pretty much like the “old days,” except Jesus didn’t need to open the door to come in.

At the end of 40 days he ascended to heaven, and then they could not see him anymore.

Since then,  4 years of theology in the seminary + advanced scripture -- blessings most people have not experienced
You can tell the story of Jesus without Narrating the Ascension. Difference “mentioning” ≠ “narrating.” 

Paul --  Earliest kerygma, preaching (1 Cor 15:3-7)

3 For I delivered to you as of first importance what I also received, 


that Christ died for our sins in accordance with the scriptures,  


4 that he was buried, 


that he was raised on the third day in accordance with the scriptures,  


5 and that he appeared to Cephas, 



then to the twelve.  



6 Then he appeared to more than five hundred brethren at one time, 




most of whom are still alive, though some have fallen asleep.  7 



Then he appeared to James, 



then to all the apostles.  



8 Last of all, as to one untimely born, he appeared also to me.  (8 RSV)
Notice there is no mention of an ascension

Mark ended at 16:8  (more later).  Briefly: The story ends with an angel promising an appearance of Jesus in Galilee.
But the women flee in fear from the tomb, and do not say anything to anyone.

There is no account of resurrection appearances; no mention of an ascension

Matthew’s story contains only one apparition to the male disciples.  
Matthew tells us that the women ran out of the tomb to report to the disciples.


Some time after that, they see Jesus himself, who gives them the same message -- they will see me in Galilee
The apparition takes place on a mountain in Galilee. 
Several Day’s Walk from Jerusalem

Jesus had not been “hanging out” in a cave.  He appeared from heaven!
The Risen Lord always appears as glorified “from heaven.”  The Gospel ends with no narration of the ascension. 
Fuller’s Summary

. . . there is no clear single event of the ascension in the New Testament. There was always a doctrine, or rather kerygma, of the ascension from the earliest days.  Christ was always proclaimed as resurrected and ascended.


The pre-Pauline tradition in 1 Cor 15:3-8 . . ., Paul himself, and the two earliest evangelists, Mark and Matthew, make no distinction between the resurrection and the ascension as events, but regard the appearances as appearances of the resurrected and already ascended One.

Later Gospels will mention the ascension, but the dating of the ascension differs.
John does not narrate the ascension -- but he mentions it. On Easter Day!

17 Jesus said to her, "Do not hold me, for I have not yet ascended to the Father; but go to my brethren and say to them, I am ascending to my Father and your Father, to my God and your God." (John 20:17, RSV)
Recall that for John the “Lifting Up” of Jesus is one event -- Cross-Resurrection-Ascension-Giving Spirit

Luke’s Gospel ends with the Ascension -- also on Easter Day!
24:36-49 tells of the Easter apparition to the disciples in the Upper Room.
Verses 50-51 continue:

50 Then he led them out as far as Bethany, and lifting up his hands he blessed them.  51 While he blessed them, he parted from them, and was carried up into heaven.  (RSV)
There is no indication whatsoever that any time has elapsed between these two scenes!
It is only in Acts that the ascension is separated from Easter by a period of “40 days.”

A sign that the 40 days are not meant to be taken literally.


The phrase “40 days” appears over 2 dozen times in the Bible.


Moses was on Sinai 40 days; Jesus fasted for 40 days, etc. 

Easter is the earliest Christian feast.
For centuries the Church did not celebrate ascension on a separate day.

Currently the American Church is divided on the day we celebrate Ascension
Some Dioceses celebrate it on Thursday, 40 days after Easter, where it is a holy day of obligation.
Other dioceses celebrate Ascension Sunday, when more Catholics attend Mass.
My View as an Adult

The ascension is a dramatization of one aspect of the mystery of the resurrection.
It stresses the glorification of Jesus.

This glorification makes him our heavenly intercessor who share God’s throne.

Faith in the ascension does not mean believing Jesus is “up there” somewhere.

It means following his teaching and believing that he intercedes for our sins.
4. Questions, Comments, Observations: Echo the Tradition Again
5. X Proclaims the First Reading from a Second Translation
6. Participants Name the Good News: for the original listeners; for the present-day hearer.

7.  Name the Challenge. Participants share the challenges of the text for the first hearers.  
How does the text challenge the experience and understanding of the present day listener?  
What is the pain and bondage and brokenness in the human situation touched by this text?   
Psalm 47:2-3, 6-9
Response:  The Lord has revealed to the nations his saving power.
1. X Proclaims the Psalm, NAB. All write down words, phrases, images which “resonate.”
2. Echo Back a Response
Participants share words and images which struck the heart and mind and imagination as they listened.  
There is no discussion, no questions except for clarification.

3. Echo The Tradition (Fr. Pat’s Presentation)
“The Most High” was originally the title of the chief Canaanite God worshipped in Jerusalem.
After David gained control of Jerusalem, Israelites adopted this title for YHWH, the LORD, their God.

Scholars suspect there was some kind of annual celebration of the LORD’s enthronement.

If the psalm is early, great king over all the “earth” (ha-ʼareṣ) means great king over all the land (of Israel)


And “all the peoples” are the pagans under the control of the King of Israel.

The early Israelites did not think of the LORD as the only God, or even the most powerful one

but he was their God.  The God who chose them to be his people!

Later the Israelites continued to believe in other gods, but believed the LORD was the most powerful God.

Still later (Babylonian Exile) they began to believe that the Lord is the only God.


Other heavenly beings get “demoted” to the status of mere “angels” (messengers for the LORD).
If the psalm is late, it reflects this monotheistic view.
Great king over all the earth reflects the whole world.  
All the peoples refer to all human beings everywhere.

It is possible that the psalm had one meaning in early Israel, and was understood differently in late Israel.
Liturgical Context

On the feast of the Ascension the Church gives this psalm a new meaning.  It applies the psalm to Christ.  
Because of his glorification, Jesus Christ is the great king over all the earth.
On Easter Day, the Lucan Jesus tells his disciples (Luke 24:44)
"These are my words which I spoke to you, while I was still with you, that everything written about me in the law of Moses and the prophets and the psalms must be fulfilled" (RSV).
“Fulfilled” does not mean that the OT “predicted” these events.

It means that the old words get a new meaning in the light of what God did in Jesus Christ.

My favorite example:  “Amazing Grace”
4. Questions, Comments, Observations: Echo the Tradition Again
5. X Proclaims the Psalm from a Second Translation
6. Participants Name the Good News: for the original listeners; for the present-day hearer.

7.  Name the Challenge. Participants share the challenges of the text for the first hearers.  
How does the text challenge the experience and understanding of the present day listener?  
What is the pain and bondage and brokenness in the human situation touched by this text?   
Ephesians 1:17-23 / Ephesians 4:1-13
1. James Owen Proclaims the Second Reading, NAB. All write down words, phrases, images which “resonate.”
2. Echo Back a Response
Participants share words and images which struck the heart and mind and imagination as they listened.  
There is no discussion, no questions except for clarification.

3. Echo The Tradition (Fr. Pat’s Presentation)
Authorship.  About 70% of scholars think it was written by a disciple of Paul.
A respectable minority, 30%, think that Paul himself wrote it.  E.g., Luke Timothy Johnson, a Catholic scholar.


“Church.”  In undisputed letters it means a particular congregation.  In Ephesians “Church” is world-wide!


“Body of Christ.”  Undisputed letters: all parts of the  body are equal.  Ephesians: Christ is the “head.”
What Does Ascension Mean?
The World-View of the NT was much different from ours.

I look “up” to pray. 
It helps me to feel prayerful.  But I know God is not “up there.”
My Hobby is Astronomy

10 AM - 10 PM.  If I look “up” in the morning, I am looking exactly the opposite direction I will look at night!
America - China.  For people in China, what is “up” for me is “down” for them!  And vice versa!
To understand the scriptures, we have to “bracket” our world view, and enter their world..


This does not mean we are denying science.


It means we are temporarily setting aside our world-view to see the world as they saw it.

What Did it Mean in the first century to say that someone “ascended to heaven?”
Other Ascensions in the Ancient World 

Biblical story of Elijah -- His disciple Elisha witnesses his ascent, and receives a “double portion” of his spirit.

Enoch -- post-biblical Jewish tradition reports that Enoch was taken to heaven in a whirlwind.

Romulus  -- Ovid reports that the founder of Rome was taken to heaven to join the gods.


He continues to legislate, even as he is being taken up to heave.

Moses -- Philo’s description is similar to that of Ovid’s description of Romulus.


Moses continues to prophesy, even as he is taken up to heaven

1) Heaven was a place of Authority. Ephesians 1 “Seating Him”.    Sitting is a position of authority!
Jesus shares the authority of God.  The book of Revelation portrays him sharing God’s throne.
2)  Those in heaven were close to God / the gods (depending on whether you were Jewish or pagan)
Stephen “Standing at God’s Right Hand” -- Acts 7:55-56
55 But he, full of the Holy Spirit, gazed into heaven and saw the glory of God, and Jesus standing at the right hand of God;  56 and he said, "Behold, I see the heavens opened, and the Son of man standing at the right hand of God."  (RSV)
Heavenly Intercessor (recall reading from 1 John)

My children, I am writing this to you so that you may not commit sin. But if anyone does sin, we have an Advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ the righteous one. (2:1,  NAB)
Ephesians 4.  The beginning of the main section on ethical exhortation in the epistle.

The Lectionary omits the first word: “Therefore.”  Pauline ethics are therefore-ethics!

First Paul tells us everything God has done for us.  Then he tells us how to respond to God’s blessings.
Ephesians 4:8
8 Therefore, it says: 

"He ascended on high and took prisoners captive; 

he gave gifts to men." (NAB)
Omitted in short form!
Reference to Psalm 68:19

You went up to its lofty height; you took captives, 

received slaves as tribute, . . . (NABRE)
Patience.  One of the students was struck by the word “patience.”  A few remarks:

The Greek word here literally means “long-tempered,” i.e., the opposite of being “short-tempered.”
4. Questions, Comments, Observations: Echo the Tradition Again
5. X Proclaims the Second Reading from a Second Translation
6. Participants Name the Good News: for the original listeners; for the present-day hearer.

7.  Name the Challenge. Participants share. Participants share the challenges of the text for the first hearers.  
How does the text challenge the experience and understanding of the present day listener?  
What is the pain and bondage and brokenness in the human situation touched by this text?   
[Mark 16:15-20]
1. Pat Davis  Proclaims the Gospel, NAB. All write down words, phrases, images which “resonate.”
2. Echo Back a Response
Participants share words and images which struck the heart and mind and imagination as they listened.  
There is no discussion, no questions except for clarification.

3. Echo The Tradition (Fr. Pat’s Presentation)
This Passage was not written by Mark

The earliest copies of the Gospel of Mark do not  have this passage.
There are two theories:  1) the original ending was lost. 2)  Mark ended at 16:8

If the ending was lost, it was lost very soon!

Both Matthew’s and Luke’s copies ended at 16:8.  They follow Mark till there, and then go their separate ways.

I am partial to the theory that this is where Mark ended.

Mark’s Gospel is “unusual” (Joel Marcus 1092-1093)

When Mark was first written, the Gospel did not seem “strange.”


Joel Marcus -- Imagine a film about the life of JFK.    


Everybody knows the ending; there is no need to show it!

But after the other Gospels, with resurrection appearances had been published, Mark was the “poor stepchild”

About the year 120, a scribe helped him out.
Date of Ascension

The Longer ending tells a brief version of the appearance to Mary Magdalene [9-11]

9 Now when he rose early on the first day of the week, he appeared first to Mary Magdalene, from whom he had cast out seven demons.  10 She went and told those who had been with him, as they mourned and wept.  11 But when they heard that he was alive and had been seen by her, they would not believe it. (Mk. 16:9-11 RSV)
There follows an apparition to 2 disciples  (12-13)

12 After this he appeared in another form to two of them, as they were walking into the country.  13 And they went back and told the rest, but they did not believe them.

Most think it is a variant of the Emmaus story appearance on Easter Day in Luke 24.

Our passage actually begins with v. 14, which the Lectionary omits.
14 Afterward he appeared to the eleven themselves as they sat at table; and he upbraided them for their unbelief and hardness of heart, because they had not believed those who saw him after he had risen.  (RSV)
The ascension scene is “later”
Does this mean later on Easter Day?  (as in the Gospels of Luke and John)?
Or does it mean much later (as in the Acts of the Apostles)?

Snake-Handling.  In Acts 28 Paul is bitten by a viper, but he is protected from death.
When this passage was written, this, and other examples of Christians escaping vipers & other poisons were history.
This story makes explicit that the protection came from the risen Lord.

It is rather a dramatization  -- such protection is dramatized as a “prediction” by the risen Lord.

Correctly understood, this passage is not an invitation to pick up poisonous snakes to see if you survive a bite!
Final Remarks
Jesus works through the Disciples.  He is seated at the right hand of God.
4. Questions, Comments, Observations: Echo the Tradition Again
5. X Proclaims the Gospel from a Second Translation
6. Participants Name the Good News: for the original listeners; for the present-day hearer.

7.  Name the Challenge. Participants share the challenges of the text for the first hearers.  
How does the text challenge the experience and understanding of the present day listener?  
What is the pain and bondage and brokenness in the human situation touched by this text?   
� My main resources are: Reginal H. Fuller, Preaching the Lectionary: The Word of God for the Church Today (Liturgical Press, 1984);  Dianne Bergant, with Richard Fragomeni, Preaching the New Lectionary: Year B (Liturgical Press, 1999).


� John also has 4 to the  Paraklētos, “Paraclete, Counselor, Advocate, Comforter.”


� Fuller, Preaching, 271.


� These are summarized by Luke Timothy Johnson in The Acts of the Apostles (Sacra Pagina, vol.5; Liturgical Press, 1992) p. 30.





