The Mystery of the Resurrection, Ascension, and Lordship of Jesus Christ

The events of Good Friday left Jesus’ followers in a state of shock. Their dream that Jesus had been sent by God to re-create the world ended in a terrible nightmare. It was finished. It was ended. It was all over. But then something happened. Early on Easter morning some women went to Jesus’ tomb and found the stone rolled from the entrance. Suddenly two men in shining clothes appeared. Jesus rose on the third day. He had predicted his resurrection. Three years prior to his death, “When it was time for the Jewish Passover, Jesus went up to Jerusalem. In the temple courts he found men selling cattle, sheep and doves, and others sitting at tables exchanging money. So he made a whip out of cords and drove all from the temple area, both sheep and cattle; he scattered the coins of the moneychangers and overturned their tables. To those who sold doves he said, ‘Get these out of here! How dare you turn my Father’s house into a market!’…Then the Jews demanded of him, “What miraculous sign can you show us to prove your authority to do all this?’ Jesus answered them, “Destroy this temple, and I will raise it again in three days.’” (John 2: 13-19). He said to them “destroy” and they said to him “Crucify.” No Temple was ever more systematically destroyed than was His body. The dome of the Temple, His head, was crowned with thorns; the foundations of it, His sacred feet, were riven with nails; the transepts, His hands, were stretched out in the form of a Cross; the Holy of Holies, His Heart, was pierced with a lance. (Life of Christ, Fulton J. Sheen). The words Jesus spoke in the temple were used against him in his trial.

Jesus disciples missed the full impact of what he said when he cleansed the temple. After Peter’s pronouncement that he believed Jesus was the Son of the Living God, Jesus openly showed his disciples that the way to glory for both Him and for them led to suffering and death. Matthew 16:21 tells us “From that time onwards, Jesus began to make it known to His disciples that he must go up to Jerusalem, and there with much ill-usage from the chief priests and elders and scribes, must be put to death, and rise again on the third day.”

No one saw Jesus rise. The tomb was found empty, but no one saw him emerge from it. The earliest statement that has come down to us about those who saw him, we owe to St. Paul who wrote to the Corinthians to combat the assertions of heretics that the dead did not rise again. Paul wrote “The chief message I handed on to you, as it was handed on to me, was that Christ, as the Scriptures had foretold, died for our sins; that he was buried, and then, as the Scriptures had foretold, rose again on the third day. That he was seen by Cephas, then by the eleven apostles, and afterward by more than five hundred of the brethren at once, most of whom are alive at this day, though some have gone to their rest. Then he was seen by James, then by all the apostles; and last of all, I too saw him.”

All of the gospels tell of the empty tomb and of Christ risen—Matthew and Mark briefly and Luke and John at more length. All four of them begin with the decisive fact: on Easter morning the tomb was empty. The women who had prepared spices came to anoint the body, and went into the tomb. The body was not there. An Angel told them, “He is raised.” Matthew alone tells how an angel rolled back the stone—“His countenance as lightning, his raiment as snow”, and how “for fear of him the guards were struck with terror and became as dead men.” Guards and women each reported the disappearance of the body. 

The guards told the chief priests and were given money to say, “His disciples came during the night and stole him away while we were asleep (Matt. 28:13). To be asleep on duty carried the death penalty as a matter of course. The guards were reassured about that—“If this report gets to the governor, we will satisfy him and keep you out of trouble” (Matt. 28:14). The guards were guarding the tomb because of Jesus’ statement when he cleansed the temple. After Jesus’ death, the chief priests and the Pharisees went to Pilate asking him to secure the tomb until the third day as they remembered Jesus claiming he would rise on the third day. They told Pilate that Jesus’ disciples would take the body so they could claim he had risen. The tomb was secured by putting a seal on the stone and posting the guard of Roman soldiers. Read John 20: 1-18.

Jesus’ resurrected body passed through the stone that sealed his tomb—it was not to let him out that the angel rolled away the stone. He also passed through the closed door of the Upper Room, in which the apostles were gathered. He rose into the sky at his ascension. When in the upper room, he showed that he was not a ghost but rather a real person with a body: “See my hands and feet, that it is I Myself; handle and see; for a spirit has not flesh and bones as you see me to have” (Luke 24:39). He had a real body, a glorified body, the kind we will have at the resurrection. Read 1Cor 15: 35-50).

Two of the disciples were on their way to Emmaus (Luke 24:13-32). They had been with the rest in the Upper Room when the women arrived with the report that the tomb was empty and that angels had told them Jesus had risen. These two disciples had been there still when Peter and John returned with the news that the tomb was indeed empty. As they walked, their talk was all of hopes and fears. Jesus joined them, went all the way with them and only at the end did they recognize him—as he blessed bread and broke it and gave it to them. Jesus told them, “Ought not Christ to have suffered these things, and so to enter his glory?”

The two returned to Jerusalem to report to the apostles “and those that were with them”. Suddenly Jesus was in the room. Read John 20:19-23. Only once before do we read in scripture of a divine breathing—when God formed man of the slime of the earth and breathed into his face, and man became a living soul. Calvary had been for the redemption of our sinful race. Now Jesus gave these first rulers of his Church power to forgive sins or withhold forgiveness.

There was another meeting in Jerusalem. Jesus showed Thomas his hands and side. Thomas exclaimed, “My Lord and My God”—for the first time we are hearing Jesus addressed as “God”. Jesus’ reply to Thomas “Because you have seen, Thomas, you have believed; blessed are they who have not seen, and have believed” indicates a deeper ground for faith than a seen miracle.

John tells of another appearance of Jesus to his disciples by the Sea of Tiberias. They had a miraculous catch of fish because of Jesus’ instructions to throw their net to the right side of the boat. Jesus was on the shore cooking breakfast. “Jesus came, took the bread and gave it to them and did the same with the fish” (John 21:13). Also, at this third appearance to his disciples Jesus asked Peter three times if he loved him. Peter always replied that he did and that Jesus knew that he loved him. Jesus told him first “Feed my lambs,” second to “Take care of my sheep” and third to “Feed my sheep.” From Peter he draws three utterances of love to parallel the three denials. He tells Peter to feed his flock, his whole flock. He was himself the Good Shepherd. He was about to leave this world and he made Peter to be shepherd in his place. With occasional waverings, Peter was a good shepherd. He has been followed by shepherds, good and less good. But the flock somehow survives.

What is the meaning and saving significance of the resurrection? Paul wrote that “If Christ has not been raised, then our preaching is in vain and your faith is in vain” (I Cor. 15:14). Christ’s resurrection is closely linked to his Incarnation. The body of Christ, true man, died on the cross and the resurrection confirmed that he was indeed true God. “The Paschal mystery has two aspects: by his death, Christ liberates us from sin; by his resurrection, he opens for us the way to a new life” (CCC 654). Read from CCC 656-658 and 665-666. Christ will come to judge the living and the dead. We speak of this as the “Second Coming”. This is the time when those who have died in Christ will rise with a glorified body and we will spend eternity with Christ and our loved ones in Christ who’ve gone on before us.

Read Matthew 28:16-20. The ascension was from the Mount of Olives. With the resurrection God showed that he had accepted the Sacrifice, by glorifying the Victim. With the ascension, God showed that he had accepted the Victim. This was a new element. In the symbol sacrifices of the Old Testament, what could God do with a roasted bull or a slaughtered goat? They were slain as a way of giving up men’s own use of them, a way of showing that they, like all created things, belonged to God. Now for the first time a real, not a symbolic offering was made. The Priest had offered to God the man that he himself was, the flower and perfection of the race for whom he was offered. The victim was not only accepted, taken to himself, by God, but, as the perfection of sacrifice as a public act required, the acceptance was visibly expressed. That is the point of the ascension.

To the apostles, sorrowing that their Lord was to leave them, he had said at the Last Supper: “It is better for you that I go, for if I do not go the Paraclete will not come to you. But if I go, I will send him” (John 16:7). Ten days after the ascension, on Pentecost Day, the Church was indeed baptized with the Holy Spirit and with fire. Regarding the ascension the Catechism (CCC 661) states, “This final stage stays closely linked to the first, that is, to his descent from heaven in the Incarnation. Only the one who ‘came from the Father’ can return to the Father: Christ Jesus. (John 16:28).’No one has ascended into heaven but he who descended from heaven, the Son of man.’(John 3:13) Left to its own natural powers humanity does not have access to the ‘Father’s house’ to God’s life and happiness. (John 14:2). Only Christ can open to man such access that we too shall go where he, our Head and our Source, has preceded us”.

So what is Christ doing now? “Jesus Christ, having entered the sanctuary of heaven once and for all, intercedes constantly for us as the mediator who assures us of the permanent outpouring of the Holy Spirit” (CCC 667). F. J. Sheed in To Know Christ Jesus answers the question “What is Christ doing now?” in this way: “Christ our Lord is in the presence of God with the marks of his slaying still upon him, his redemptive sacrifice presented everlastingly. We remember that even in the glorified body after the Resurrection, Thomas could have put his finger in the mark of the nails, put his finger into Christ’s side. They are splendid, those wounds; but wounds they are, pleading irresistibly for the salvation of every one of us. In heaven, then, Christ presents himself, once slain, now Lord over death, to God for our redemption. In the Mass this breaks through to the altars of earth. The same Christ, through the priest he has empowered, offers the same self once slain now truly present on the altar, to the same God, for the redemption of all. And in this action, all the members of his Body are privileged to have their part.” 

When speaking to a fellow Christian, I said something to the effect that Jesus deserves Lordship of our lives. He replied, “No, it has to be that way--He has to have Lordship of our lives.” James put it another way, “Faith without works is dead” (James 2:17). Another James, Father James Bridges, stated that we will be mightily disappointed if we place anyone besides Jesus on a pedestal; Jesus is the only one deserving of that position. You cannot serve both God and mammon. Jesus is the reigning Lord. How do we give him Lordship? At a later date, we will study the Ten Commandments which provide guidelines for us. Also, the Church teaches us to use our conscience as our guide as well as providing us with moral norms based on Jesus’ teachings, the inspired scriptures, centuries of tradition and the laws of nature. These moral standards may seem at times to be inhibiting or restrictive. The fact is, that quite to the contrary, they release or liberate us. Jesus said in John 8:31-32 “If you live according to my teachings, you will know the truth and the truth will set you free.”

What was Jesus’ teaching on how to live our life? An expert in the law asked Jesus what the greatest commandment is. Jesus answered, “Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind. This is the first and greatest commandment and the second is like it: Love your neighbor as yourself. All the law and prophets hang on these two commandments.” (John 22:37-40). When asked by a rich young man what he must do to inherit eternal life, Jesus tells him to keep the commandments and to sell all of his possessions and follow Jesus (Matthew 19:16-30). 

The Catechism (CCC 1961-1964) speaks of the Old Law whose moral prescriptions are summed up in the Ten Commandments and how the Old Law is a preparation for the Gospel, prophesying and presaging the work of liberation from sin which will be fulfilled in Christ. The New Law or the Law of the Gospel is the perfection here on earth of the divine law, natural and revealed. It is the work of Christ and is expressed particularly in the Sermon on the Mount. …. The New Law practices the acts of religion: almsgiving, prayer and fasting, directing them to the “Father who sees in secret,” in contrast with the desire to “be seen by men” (CCC 1965-1974). Its prayer is the Our Father. The Law of the Gospel requires us to make the decisive choice between “the two ways” and to put into practice the words of the Lord (Matthew 7:13-14, 21). It is summed up in the Golden Rule, 

“Whatever you wish that men would do to you, do so to them; this is the law and the prophets.” (Matthew 7:12). The entire Law of the Gospel is contained in the “new commandment” of Jesus, to love one another as he loved us (John 15:12).

Let us look at the Sermon on the Mount taken from Matthew 5-7 for the standard Jesus left for us. Read portions of the text and read portions from Michael Francis Pennock’s explanation of the Beatitudes in his book, This is Our Faith (pp. 109-111). If we follow these teachings of Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount we are giving him Lordship over our lives. But can we accomplish this? All of these teachings are difficult. The one I’ve had great difficulty with is loving my enemy—praying for those who have persecuted and hurt me. The Lord’s Prayer says that in order for my sins to be forgiven, I have to forgive those who have sinned against me. During the Eucharistic Liturgy, we joyfully present the peace of Jesus to others signifying that we are at peace with our brothers and sisters before partaking of the body, blood, soul and divinity of Christ in the Eucharist. How can we be at peace with others? In answer to both questions—how we can follow Jesus teachings and how we can be at peace with others is because we have the Holy Spirit within us. Jesus said he must ascend to the Father so that the Paraclete/Comforter would come to us. We can only have the kind of love for others that Jesus spoke of on the Sermon on the Mount through the work of the Holy Spirit within us. We will take a closer look at the work of the HS in a future class. Nurture your faith and the working of the HS within you through prayer, reading the Word, filling your life with things from above. One way to do this is to listen to Christian music and really listen to the words. The song, “You are my King” by Phillips, Craig & Dean touches me every time I hear it and really says beautifully that we are to give the King Lordship over our lives: 
I am forgiven because you were forsaken.
I am accepted; you were condemned. 
I am alive and well; your Spirit is within me
Because you died and rose again.
Amazing love—how can it be that you,
My King would die for me.
Amazing Love—I know it is true and 
It is my joy to honor you
In all I do, I honor you for
You are my King. You are my King.
Jesus, you are my King. You are my King.

Yes we are to honor the King in all we do because his love for us is so amazing. We are to live a life of love toward others following his example and his teachings. I will close with the prayer Paul prayed for the Philippians, Chapter 1, verses 3-6 and 9-11.
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