A. Ascension#3                                                             


Mt28: 16-20

Scene

In this final scene of Mt’s Gospel Jesus announces his exaltation as Son of Man, commissions his disciples of all nations, and promises his sustaining presence amidst them always.

Background

This brief ending is so rich that it would be hard to say more or greater things in the same number of words.  It is a compendium of important themes in Mt.  Indeed, this passage is the key to understanding Mt’s Gospel as a whole.  A close look reveals the following Matthean themes: Jesus as the greater Moses, the deity of Jesus, the authority of his commands, the Trinitarian associations of Baptism, the danger of doubt among the disciples, the teaching ministry of the disciples, discipleship as keeping Jesus’ Law, the presence of Jesus with his disciples, the directing of Christian hope to the “end of the world”.  Note that this list of themes is longer than the verses themselves!

Paramount among these themes is the mission to all the nations.  Even though this is the conclusion of Mt’s Gospel, it is in fact more a beginning than an end.  Now the promise of chapters 1 and 2 is proved true (after all) and on a far wider scale than a merely Jewish kingship.  This is the “enthronement of the Son of Man”, whose rule is over not only “all nations,” but heaven and earth.  Mt1:23 presented Jesus, the baby, as “God-with-us” (Emmanuel). Here, in the final verse, Jesus confirms the promise by stating, “I am with you always”. Jesus’ presence with and within his Church, i.e. his disciples, is the frame of the Gospel.  It is stated once in the beginning (1:23), once in the middle (18:20) and once at the end (28:20).  This is the equivalent of the Holy Spirit in Luke and Paul and the mutual indwelling through the Paraclete in John.

Text

v. 16 The Eleven: No replacement for Judas has yet been chosen.  The Eleven are representative of the

whole (subsequent) Church. 

Galilee:  Presumably, the Eleven subsequently returned to Jerusalem before the ascension and giving of the Spirit. But in the plan of Mt’s Gospel this scene in Galilee functions as Jesus’ farewell and commissioning of his disciples for their mission.  So, the wider mission is launched where the original mission began, the continuity of the disciples’ teaching with that of their Master is emphasized.

mountain:  A metaphor for the place of God’s revelation, the mountain was the general scene of Jesus’ teaching ministry.  Recall the temptation on the mountain (4:8); the Sermon took place on a mountain (5:1); so did the Transfiguration (17:1).

v. 17 doubted...worshipped: In Mt worship is properly given only to God or Jesus.  Recall that the temptation narrative reached its height of horror when Satan asked Jesus to adore him (4:9).  It is interesting to note that adoration of Jesus occurs notably in the infancy narrative and in the Easter stories.  The disciples are recorded as having adored Jesus only once during his earthly ministry (14:33); now they resume their posture of true disciples by adoring the risen Jesus. Yet “they doubted”.  This could mean that only “some” doubted or all eleven doubted.  Mt is giving a paradigm of what discipleship will always mean until the close of the age: believers caught between worship and doubt. “Doubt” here means hesitation or practical oscillation rather than speculative difficulties over doctrine; it is Mt’s last reference to the problem of “little faith” (cf. 14:31). Their “spirit” was willing, but their “flesh” was weak.

full authority:  Jesus already had “authority” during his earthly mission.  But now he has all authority.  Because he has total power over the universe, he now also has a universal mission which he is about to share with and entrust to his disciples.

v. 19 make disciples: It has taken Mt a whole gospel to explain what being a disciple means.  In short, it 

means following Jesus by obeying his teaching, by accepting his fate of death and resurrection in one’s own life, and by proclaiming him as Son of Man, Lord of the Universe.

all the nations: The severe restrictions of the missionary mandate of 10: 5-6 (to preach not to the Gentiles and not to the Samaritans, but only to Israel) are now explicitly rescinded by Jesus himself, the very person who gave the previous commission.  Membership now is not based on race, but on relationship with God through Jesus. (The early Church was slow to execute this universal mandate.  Their debates were not so much over whether Gentiles be admitted as over the conditions of their admission, e.g., circumcision, food laws, etc..)

Baptize them: For those who enter the school of Christ, Baptism is the rite of initiation.  This is how one passes from the state of unbeliever to the state of disciple.

in the name of:  “Name” and “in the name of” have much richer and wider meanings when used in Scripture than they do in ordinary usage.  The ordinary meaning of “in the name of” does apply here.  That is to say “in honor of” as well as “in stead of” (in the sense of “in place of”, or “as commissioned by”).  We do things to honor, remember or make an absent person present when we do something in their name.  We also do things because we were entrusted with authority or commissioned by that person to act “in the name of” such person. But then there is the biblical meaning of “name” and that applies here as well. It means the whole person, especially the character of that person.  Here, to be baptized in (strictly, the word here is “into” implying entrance into an alliance or allegiance) the name of means “into the living character of”, “into the life of” or “into the being of”.

Father, Son and Holy Spirit: From Acts we learn that Baptism was done “in the name of Jesus”. In Mt we have a Trinitarian formula which later came into liturgical use.  It describes what Baptism accomplishes: allegiance to the fullness of God or God in his fullness.  The experience of God in these three ways (Persons) is the essential basis of discipleship.  At the same time the singular noun “name” (not “names”) underlines the unity.  All three were involved in Jesus’ own baptism.  The disciple is baptized, washed, plunged “into the name of” the Trinity- i.e., one is plunged into and immersed into the bonds of “family love” which bind together not only Father, Son and Holy Spirit, but also the members of the Church, the family of God.

v. 20 teach: Up until now only Jesus taught in Mt’s gospel.  Now the disciples take over that role.  In 

10: 1,7 Jesus told the disciples to imitate him in preaching and miracles, but not in teaching.

to carry out:  This teaching is primarily moral.  It involves doing, rather than intellectual or doctrinal thinking only.

I am with you: Jesus never really goes away.  This is Mt’s version of the giving of the Spirit.  Both Jesus and the Spirit are the same reality expressed in different ways.  Such is the essence of the Trinity.  Jesus does not ascend from the Church, but transcends into it.

Reflection

What all - believers and non-believers alike - will see and experience at the end of time,
the believing church sees and experiences from the death- resurrection of Jesus onwards: the undeniable presence of the exalted Son of Man. Believers know the end of the story, the story of creation and the story of human history. Believers know it intellectually, but even more importantly they know it experientially. While here and now and on earth we do not experience it fully, but we do experience it really. The day will come (we call it the “last day,” but really it should be called the “lasting” or “everlasting” day) when no one will be able to deny or ignore the divine Presence, no matter in what form that Presence chooses to reveal himself, whether as Father, as Son, as Spirit or all three simultaneously. The form and format of heaven is entirely up to God. The days of ignoring or distorting his Presence, its meaning and its power over us will be over for everyone and the next phase of God’s great plan for humanity will be the only phase there is. For now, we are in between phases. The next phase has indeed begun in Jesus Christ and we are privileged to have already entered that phase. Faith is required, for physical vision is inadequate to capture this dimension of life. In that phase Jesus is Lord of all and of everything.

We might call the next phase, the eternal phase, “then” and this earthly phase “now,” but really the eternal phase is always “now,” at least from the perspective of eternity. It is really our “nows” that are, strictly speaking “then,” for they all pass away. As the Collect for the Seventh Sunday of Easter, Year B prays: “…for you, time is the unfolding of truth that already is, the unveiling of beauty that is yet to be….” Earthbound existence may permit us to deny the Presence, but that ruse will end for us personally when we die and for everyone collectively when we are all dead to this world.

This message did not die when Jesus died or even when he ascended into heaven, the next dimension. He left his Spirit within those of faith in order to continue to invite humans to voluntarily join him before it is too late to do so. Jesus is now Lord not only of heaven but also of earth. His universal Lordship now demands a universal mission. This is how the church understands itself -the continuation of Jesus throughout time and space as well as the continuation of his mission

This is Mt’s way of describing the “giving of the Spirit. “I am with you” means that Jesus never goes away. He is present now in and to the church and each member in his fullness - as Trinity.

We are made in the image and likeness of God and have been restored to our right relationship to God by Jesus. Now we can reflect God’s fullness. Because we are incorporated into the fullness of God, his multiple revelation of himself, we are called to reflect, image, mirror, “show by example” that fullness in the way we relate to all others, indeed to the whole of creation. We are to act like God in whose character we have been baptized. As such we are to seek to include all others, indeed all creation, into this family of God because that’s the way God wants it. Those not ultimately included are excluded by their own choice, not by our disqualifying them. To keep the Good News from anyone, and that is the same as saying to refuse to love everyone, is to choose to be excluded ourselves.

The doctrine of the Trinity does not mean that there are three gods or each “person” is but one third of the whole God. Just as a father or mother is also simultaneously a son or daughter, a brother or sister, a husband or wife, an uncle or aunt, so also God reveals himself and relates to us in a variety of forms, modes, capacities and roles. While a human cannot be father, son, husband, brother, and uncle to the same person, God can relate to us in more than one way and more than one way at the same time. We humans might find it difficult to comprehend, but God does not. No one aspect of God- be it Father (transcendent), Son (immanent) or Spirit (the unity between the two)- can fully express the fullness of God.

Key Notions

1. Jesus never really went away. He is present in and among us still, but invisibly in the physical sense.
2. The Church is how Jesus becomes physically present in and to the world.
3. Behaving like Jesus not only reveals Jesus’ presence it also makes his power available to those who recognize him and accept him on his terms.
4. The teaching of the Church is not only intellectual truth but contains and communicates the power of Christ to live it.
Food For Thought

1. Teaching: We must be careful when we use the word “teaching” when referring to the teachings of the Church. While Church doctrine can hold its own among the great philosophical systems and theological theories of the world, her teaching is much more than an intellectual construct of reality. It is more than thought. It is “Food For Thought.” It has the power to put the thoughts into action, bring them into being. The teaching of the Church is not just nice words, giving intellectual ecstasy. The words become flesh when accepted in faith. They empower a person to become more than that person was before encountering the truth they convey. Even the old Law of Judaism did not contain that power. That law, that teaching, those words, certainly revealed truth (as do many of the philosophical and theological systems of thought that the world has produced) and as such revealed God. But it did not convey the power to live that truth. Humans might be inspired to live the revealed truth, but soon lose heart at their inability to do so. Humans need a Savior, a power outside themselves, to bring into being divinely revealed truth. God must do both: reveal truth and be the power to live it. Humans merely acquiesce and cooperate with God. The teaching of the Church has both these characteristics. At least, the pure teaching of the Church does. It is true that much that passes for the Church’s teaching is also in the category of human construction, misconstruction really. (See Jesus’ prayer for unity in Jn17.)

2. Mission: If all the disciples of Christ had were some new, intellectually stimulating ideas, some airy thoughts about the improvement of the human condition, the mission of the Church would have failed long ago. There has been no dearth of salvation schemes throughout human history. They have all failed because they could not give the power to humans to put them into effect. Those based on human effort (“If we only try harder…”) might last a little longer than those based on no effort at all (“Reality is what you imagine it to be.”) but soon all pass away until someone comes along and dusts off the old ideas and presents them in a new package. However, the Christian message has lasted because it works and it works because it grants the power to make it work. It neither works automatically or magically nor does it work by human doing alone. Of course, it requires human effort to work, but not unaided by divine grace. The other reason for the Church’s effectiveness is that she categorically excludes no one. There are no prior human exceptions regarding who can be saved. The mission of the Church is truly universal.

3. Trinity: There is but one God. However, God, being God, can reveal himself however he wishes. He has revealed himself in a trinity of ways. We should not understand this to mean that God is limited to only three ways, modes, persons. Rather, we can categorize the unlimited variety of ways that God reveals himself to humans in these three aspects. God is transcendent and reveals himself as above and beyond us. A very personal way of describing that transcendence (taught to us by Jesus) is to call him “Father.” God is also imminent, within the world or worlds he created. If God were not transcendent, he would not be God, but merely the sum total of created things. Yet, if he were not immanent, within the created world, he could not be known. A very personal way of describing his immanence (taught to us by God, the Father, at Jesus’ baptism and transfiguration) is to call him “Son.” Yet, these are not two different gods, substances, entities, but one and the same reality behind the diversity of ways (even polarities of ways) he reveals himself. “Spirit” describes the unity of these diverse ways of revelation and keeps us from wrongly concluding that immanence and transcendence of God are irreconcilable opposites. 
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