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The Extended Body: The Social

Body of Jesus according to Luke!
By Niels Henrik Gregersen

Abstract: Informed by body phenomenclogy and contemporary concepts of the social body, this article
aims to interpret the particular movements and transformarions of Jesus” body as presented in the Gospel
of Luke. From the ourset Jesus’ body is inscribed in a Jewish genealogy. Likewise, the Gospel depics the
character of Jesus via the various landscapes he passes through as well as through the social interacrions
of which he is a part. While Jesus’ body is initially described as being energized by the mobile presence
of the Spirit, it increasingly closes in and, at the end, simply disappears. Luke describes Jesus’ ascension
and resurrection as radical transformarions of Jesus’ body, by which Jesus” body-and-mind (Leib) extends
into a social bedy, ar home in God as well as among his followers. This social body also crosses the
genetic and cultural boundaries berween Jews and Genriles. Only through this extensiveness can Jesus’

body become accessible worldwide.
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Your eye is the lamp of your body. If your
eye is healthy, your whole body is full of
light; but if it is not healthy, your body is
full of darkness (Lk 11:34).

In the course of dme much has been said about
the church as the body of Christ, bur much less
about the body of Jesus. The reason for this is thac
the body of Christ is a central image of the church
for Paul, who, on the other hand, was much less
interested in the earthly Jesus.

Of course, it is a different matter with the Evan-
gelists. In more or less detail they tell the story of
Jesus' life from beginning to end, centered on Je-
sus’ bodily existence both as a biological and social
being. They speak of his origins and his first acts,
his ctravels, his meetings, and all thar he said and
did, culminating in a derailed account of his suf-

fering, death, and resurrection. But they do not
stop there. All four Evangelists raise the question
of where Jesus is after his death. Where does his
body go when it disappears after the resurrection?
And where can we find Jesus' body roday?

Theme and Perspective

In this article I examine specific stations in Luke’s
depiction of Jesus' body and its movements. By
body 1 do not mean his physical or biological ap-
pearance (as in the German Kérper), but the unity
that Jesus constitutes as a feeling and acting person
(German: Lesb).* My argument is thar in all four
Gospels Jesus is not understood as a person in the
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modern sense, that is, as a psychological individual.
An in-dividuum (in Greek, a-tomos) means some-
thing indivisible, whereas Jesus becomes precisely
what he is in the cxchanges with others than him-
self. The landscapes he crosses, the people he meers,
the religious culture he both embraces and over-
steps belong to Jesus' body, just as his body cannot
be understood withour either God’s Spirit animat-
ing him or without his relationship to his heavenly
Father, whom he addresses in prayer and whose will
he seeks to understand. In Luke’s Gospel Jesus is
therefore portrayed as zﬁfmmmcmfaring body, that
is, the body that not only moves in time and space
but is moved and transformed by whom and what
Jesus meets and is met by.

The task, then, is to consider the theological
significance Jesus' body has in Luke’s Gospel—and
may have for present-day Christianity. While the
material is historical, the perspective is thar of a
present-oriented constructive theology. Biblical ex-
egesis and contemporary theology are both con-
cerned with textual meanings (the meaning “in the
text”); but where exegesis traditionally has deale
with the rext in irs historical conrext (the mean-
ing “behind the text”), contemporary theology is
particularly engaged with the meaning porentials of
the text for today (the meaning “before the rext”).
There is a marked difference in perspective here,
even though the division of disciplines does not
prevent biblical exegesis from having current inter-
est or contemporary theology from having historical
interest. In whar follows, T myself am inspired by
both biblical scholarship and alse philosophical and
anthropological insights into the significance of the
body in crearing meaning and coherence.

I choose Luke because he presents us in par-
tcular with journeys through various geographical,
cultural, and religious spaces. The relation between
the body of Jesus and the various environments he
encounters is recurrent in Luke’s Gospel, as is a
well-developed sense of Jesus' signs and gestures,
with his body and his message being specifically
linked in a number of passages. Moreover Luke
takes a specific interest in Jesus' corporality after
the resurrection, and is alone in describing the as-
cension, which means he is the only one among the
Synoptic Gospels to reflect on the link berween the

Easter events and the sending of the Holy Spiri
at Pentecost. According to Luke, Jesus last words
to his disciples are, “And see, | am sending upon
you what my Father promised; so stay here in the
city until you have been clothed with power from
on high” (Lk 24:49). Luke is here anticipating the
point ar which, as the author also of Acts, he de-
scribes the outpouring of the Spirit “upon all flesh,”
as we read in the Greek texr (Acts 2:17).

Theoretical Considerations

The pre-conditions for my reading of Luke are few
and, I hope, fairly uncontroversial. I assume thar
what Luke writes abour Jesus is not casual but of
significance. There were doubtless a thousand and
one things that could have been said, but only the
most significant were related and passed on. Luke
himself underlines that he is building on the wit-
ness of others but wishes to tell it all from the
outset and in context (Acts 1:3f). In this enter-
prise the factual and the significant are indissolubly
connected—and this may well present 2 problem
for the historian. For the Luke the theologian, how-
ever, it is precisely the body of the Son of God thar
he is presenting (1:35; 9:35; 10:22), and this body
moves and changes in time and space, in a history
lived among people. Jesus is God's representative on
earth, and through him God’s presence on earth is
thus presented. For Luke, therefore, Jesus body has
the same significance as the temple had for con-
temporary Judaism.

Jesus’ body is the silent prerequisite for Luke’s
presentation of Jesus' life story in all its chaprers
and complications. True, we are never rold what
Jesus looks like, how wll or broad or bearded
he is, whether he is weak and lanky or tough
and stwong. Indirecdy, however, Luke character-
izes Jesus by the way he says something when he
speaks. Jesus invites and orders, threatens and com-
forts, condemns and blesses; and linked to each
of these speech acts is a physical manner thar we
cannot help imagining when we hear the stories.
Details are omitted to increase clarity. “The style
is the man” goes the saying, while the French




230 Dialeg: A Josrnal of Theolopy = Vodume 51, Number 3« Fll 2002« September

anthropologist Mareel Mauss has demonstrated how
we all employ a number of bodily techniques thar
are culturally defined but thar also indicate a level
of style, such as high or low* Occasionally Je-
sus speaks in a high style, as befits a propher and
teacher of wisdom: at other times he is more con-
versational in a low style, as when he makes use of
immediately recognizable scenes from everyday life
in his parables and example stories.

We therefore know who Jesus is not from his
appearance but from his words and deeds—and
not least from his atdwude ro other people. For
his words also are deeds that affect their lives.
The Evangelists all relate to whar Jesus does: how
he wanders with his flock, ears and drinks with
both friends and skeptics, meets opponents, per-
forms wonders, and goes into the desert, or across
the lake, or into the hills, or through the gartes
of Jerusalem. But also what Jesus says belongs to a
particular stage and place. Luke paints a framework
within which Jesus moves from one space and ar-
mosphere to another, until finally he can no longer
be apprehended—or comprehended—in time and
space because he is resurrected into God.

The places and their atmospheres are therefore
just as important for Luke as the timeline. In this
emphasis I differ somewhat from a previous con-
sensus that gave prominence to Luke as a historian
and thus as the Evangelist of temporality.’ 1 rest
my argument on more recent studies where the
significance of place for the Evangelists’ portrait of
Jesus has been underlined,® and where a number
of scholars argne thar the kingdom of God in the
preaching of Jesus already has crossed the border
between high and low in both the spatial and the

social dimension.
The Body’s Dimensions

I am parricularly interested in the way in which
Luke describes Jesus' body in several different di-
mensions that constantly engage with one another.
All the Evangelists tell how his biological body
moves geographically, as he wanders through rthe
landscape, stops, speaks, eats, and drinks. Bur his

biological body has no independent existence in
the Gospels. Jesus is nearly always with others, and
when he occasionally withdraws, he is exposed to
the great powers of existence—God or Satan. Luke
notes the biological body of Jesus only in the con-
text of his social body. When, for instance, we read
Jesus' genealogy (3:23-38), we discover thar his is
not just a genetic bur also a cultural, even a pri-
mordial account. Jesus is the son of David bur also
of Jacob, Isaac, and Abraham—and even of Shem
and Noah—in the common history of humankind.
And last but nor least he is listed as “son of Adam,
son of God” (v. 38). Jesus is hereby registered as
first in the history not only of the Jews, but of
humankind, and indeed parc of God’s own history.

No body exists that is purely external; each body
is a center of experience that has an “internal”
expericntial side even as it interacts with “exrer-
nal” circumstances. This relation cannot be broken
down into a “first this, then that” formulation, or
into a distinction between the primary and the sec-
ondary. Some philosophers even speak of the “ex-
tended mind” in order to encapsulate the fact thar
human consciousness always is partly determined
by the external environment and cultural arrifacrs.”
This is absolutely applicable to the Evangelists' de-
scription of Jesus, since both his body and mind are
determined in part by the life contexts in which he
finds himself in various ecological spaces (deserts,
lakes, rivers, hills), as well as in diverse social and
cultural contexts (town and country, friends and
cnemies, Jews and Romans). Jesus body comprises
the three life-circles that are the spheres of nature,
sociality, and person, which are always overlapping.
Who Jesus is as a person is shown by his relation
to other people; he himself is touched both bod-
ily and spiritually, just as he himself touches others
and affects his surroundings.

As we have seen, Luke does not regard Jesus
from a purely horizontal perspective of time and
space. Jesus is the crystallization point for the mov-
ing power of the Holy Spirit thar both fills him and
radiates from him to alter his surroundings. The
ecological space, the social space, and the religious
space all belong in Luke’s description of Jesus' life.
It is in the midst of the world—and nor as a sup-
plement or a theological superstructure—thar Luke




places Jesus' body as God's mobile presence. It is
therefore the Holy Spirit that is the determining
agent in Jesus’ life, inhabiting him and driving him
forward throughout his earthly life. He not only
preaches that “the kingdom of God is among you”
(17:21), bur as the resurrected Christ he returns
to be “among” his disciples (24:36). God’s being
“amongst us"—both as God's kingdom and Jesus
body—is an important intention in Luke, for they
belong together: “Bur if it is by the finger of God
that T cast out the demons, then the kingdom of
God has come to you” (11:20).

It is impossible here to find the dividing line be-
tween Gods finger and Jesus’ finger; nor can Jesus
himself be divided into the bodily/human and the
spiritual/divine. Such an Apollinarianism (named
atter Apollinarus of Laodicea) was condemned by
the early church as heretical, and for good theologi-
cal reasons. God’s Son has become human flesh and
blood with a human mind and spirit—Jesus is not
a compound of a purely divine Logos-mind and a
purely human body. Otherwise it is not God him-
self who is present in Jesus' life but a halfhuman
half-God.

The Story of Jesus’ Body

The most common way of bringing God into a
narrative is to keep God at a distance from the
world and then construct a meta-nareative thar il-
lustrates how something comes from God and re-
turns to God. Such a frame story is found in all
religions—including the Gospels, which speak of
Jesus’ miraculous birth and equally mysterious res-
urrection. Bur the story that God actually enters
history and meets humankind is peculiar to the
Gospels. Or rather, God’s Son enters history and
is filled by God’s Spirit, who similarly is at work
in the temporal world.

After the frame story of the conceptions of John
the Baprist and Jesus, Luke leads us swiftly to the
historical and geographical spaces, each of which is
loaded with meaning, Jesus does not start our as
a great preacher or charismaric religious leader in
Jerusalem. All the Evangelists stress that he comes
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from the countryside around Galilee. Only Luke
adds the so-called “travel narrative,” which runs
from 9:51 to 19:28. The significance here is that
at one point Jesus travels through Samaria, consid-
ered a religiously impure land by the Jews, since
the Samaritans had their own holy places and were
considered somewhar unorthodox. For Luke, the
meaning of this journey is to show how Jesus takes
the Jewish world as his point of origin, but ends
up being of importance for all nadons.

The Jewish Body

Jesus’ body is Jewish, as the genealogies indicate,
and we note that he is circumcised eight days afrer
his birth (2:21). His body is hereby given a sign
of Gods covenant with the Jewish people, and, at
the same time, his parents take him to be “viewed”
or “presented to the Lord” in accordance with the
Law of Moses (2:22-24).

Only Luke tells us thar each year at the Passover
Jesus goes to Jerusalem with his parents, and that
one time, aged 12, he became separated from them.
They find him in the temple “sitting among the
teachers, listening to them, and asking them ques-
tions’ (2:46). Luke points our thar all are aston-
ished ar his insight, bur it is equally importanc
to note that Jesus is actually listening rather than
speaking, asking questions rather than answering
them. He is nor yer fully prepared, even though
we have heard that he is God’s Son and thar the
Holy Spirit has infused God's power inte Mary
(1:34-35). Jesus will chercfore continue o grow—
physically, socially, and spiritually: “And Jesus in-
creased in wisdom and in years, and in divine and
human favor” (2:22). It seems that Jesus cannot
be God’s Son withour being a child of Judaism
and thus of the long history of faith—a son of
Abraham, Adam, and of God (3:23-38).

The Baptized Body

We are told thar Jesus does not begin his acrivities
until he is 30 years old, prompred by John the
Baptist. Jesus” baptism rakes place alongside other
people—again he is one of many: “Now when all




the people were baptized, and when Jesus also had
been baptized ...” But then comes a new turn: “. ..
and the Holy Spirit descended upon him in bodily
form like a2 dove. And a voice came from heaven,
“You are my Son, the Beloved; with you | am well
pleased™(3:21-22). This is the announcement of
God’s choice. Here, Luke writes Jesus into God’s
own history, led by the Holy Spirit on earth and
directed toward his Father in heaven.

After his baptism the special role of Jesus in
God’s story that is already in the air in the child-
hood stories is realized. We already know from the
angel’s message to Mary that Jesus will be the Son
of God in a particular sense. This special role is
again apparent in Jesus' response to his worried par-
ents in the temple, God's resting-place—shekinah in
the Jewish tradition: “Why were you searching for
me? Did you not know thar I must be in my Fa-
thers houser” (2:49). Jesus' body belongs in the
first place to God. Bur this special role is poten-
tally valid for everybody. As we hear him preach
later, “My mother and my brothers are those who
hear the word of God and do it” (8:21). One can-
not come to God without hating one’s father and
mother, wife and child (14:26).

In his baptism Jesus is confirmed, as we heard,
in the creative field between the Farher's heavenly
voice and the Holy Spirits descending dove. He
is “full of the Holy Spirit” (4:1), again a spatial
caregorization in thar both body and mind are filled
by the Spirit. In Luke, a body is always described
as being open to the surrounding world, for better
or for worse. Demons can invade the mind and
body, just as mind and body are also open to the
infusion of the Holy Spirit, as happens to John
the Baptist (1:15), Elizabech (1:41), and Zacharias
(1:67), and later to all those present ar Pentecost
(Acts 2:4). The human body is open to both the
world and o God.

The Tempted Body

The special role of Jesus as Gods Son is shown
when the Holy Spirit leads him into the desert in
order to test him to his limits: “Tesus, full of the
Holy Spirit, returned from the Jordan and was led
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by the Spirit in the wilderness, where for forty days
he was tempted by the devil. He ate nothing ar all
during those days, and when they were over, he
was famished. The devil said to him, ‘If you are
the Son of God, command this stone to become a
loaf of bread™ (4:1-3).

The Holy Spirit is the agent but does not deter-
mine Jesus' response, as though he were a pupper
or a robot; he must now speak for himself. Whereas
modern European languages distinguish between
test and remptation, both Hebrew and Greek have
only one word for the experience. Nasah and
peirasmos cover both: the tempration by Satan to
fall, and the test by the Holy Spirit to rise to the
occasion. Jesus is thus torn between twin powers
and must answer for himself® Characteristically, the
test takes place in the desert, in the empry space,
without food, drink, or helpers. Precisely here the
devil offers his services and suggests he make bread
from stone. Jesus is then “led up” (4:5) and offered
power over all the kingdoms of the world. Finally,
he is taken up ro Jerusalem and set “on the pinna-
cle of the Temple” (4:9) and challenged to throw
himself down, in order for God 1o demonstrate
that God will protect Jesus. All this takes place in
the desert, which simultaneously is a kind of imag-
inary space, open to the possibility of moving up
and down, here and there, yet ar the same con-
fining Jesus into a narrow mental space. The devil
racks Jesus as much internally as externally,

But here again, at the third test, Jesus resists,
and again with a word of Scriprure. To the first he
responds, “It is written, ‘One does not live by bread
alone,” to the second, “Ir is written, “Worship the
Lord your God, and serve only him,”” and to the
third, "It is said, ‘Do not put the Lord your God
to the test™ (4:4, 7, 10). Jesus does nor invoke
his own strength and soul-power, as though he is
a free-standing individual; ner does he invoke his
special status as God’s Son. He resists each time by
invoking Scriprure.

The Body Transfigured and Sacrificed

Mountains play a significant part in the Gospel.
It is to the mountins that Jesus occasionally
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withdraws in order to pray (6:12); and when he
later predices his suffering and death, he rakes three
disciples with him “up on the mountain® at the
transfiguration. As he is praying, “the appearance
of his face changed, and his clothes became daz-
zling white” (9:29), and Moses and Elijah appeared
“in glory"—the traditional name for God’s kabod,
which in Hebrew means God's gravity or dazeling
presence. Here again we are placed in both a real
and an imaginary space. In contrast to the devil,
Moses and Elijah serve as helpers who keep Jesus
firmly on the path to his coming fate in Jerusalem.
The three disciples wish to build dwellings in order
to preserve the moment, but the narrative tells us
indirectly that Jesus is ready to leave the moun-
win, when as at his baptism a voice is heard say-
ing, “This is my Son, my Chosen, listen to him!”
(9:35). Once the voice has spoken, Jesus is alone
(9:36). There is no other glory to be seen bur Jesus
body, which moves down the mountain to face its
destruction.

On the path to Jerusalem, Jesus makes one last
stop on a meuntain, the Mount of Olives, where
he enters the garden of Gethsemane. Here again
there is a kind of reprise of a previous episode,
namely his temptation. Twice he tells his disciples,
“Pray that you may not come into the time of
trial” (22:40, 46). This dme he no longer quotes
Scripture, for he is moving away from common ex-
perience toward an act that God does not demand
of others. He is moving from the old well-tested
covenant to the new covenant, where it is not doves
and cartle that are sacrificed but he himself

Already that very same evening Jesus has dis-
tributed his body and blood to his disciples: “This
is my body, which is given for you” and “This cup
that is poured our for you is the new covenant
in my blood” (22:19-20). The bread and wine are
no longer merely a sign—they are the self-sacrifice
of flesh and blood itself, one which he then prays
in anguish to be relieved of: “Father, if you are
willing, remove this cup from me; yet, not my will
but yours be done” (22:42). The cup is not a wine-
cup bur himself: “In his anguish he prayed more
earnestly, and his sweat became like grear drops of
blood falling down on the ground” (22:44). The
night before his death the outer and the inner re-
flecr each other
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The Body and Its Openings

Before we return to the narrative, ler us follow
Jesus on his long journey through Samaria’s for-
eign fields—the closest one can come to heathen
land in Palestine—in order to see how he first
opens and then closes himself to his surroundings
as the social pressure on him gradually mounts. As
the anthropologist Mary Douglas has pointed out,
the biological and the social body belong together
as a microcosm and a macrocosm, in that the social
order also contains a symbolic order. The openings
and closings of the biological body have to do with
the social body, with the conduct of the social com-
munication, which by turns is emitted from and
admitted to the body:® “Your eyc is the lamp of
your body,” as Jesus says (11:34). His ministry has
much to do with secing (and coming to under-
stand), with hearing (and accepring), with opening
the mouth (and eating and speaking), and reaching
out (and praying insistently). The crucial point in
this context is that Jesus' body is described as being
extraordinarily open—in relation not only to God
bur also to other people.

Being “tull of the Holy Spirit” from his baptism
(4:1) and living “with the power of the Spirit”
(4:14) in his ministry, Jesus' open body can feel
when a power has “gone our from me” (e.g., B:406).
But as we know, whoever opens herself is vulnerable
to enemies. It is worth considering wherther ir is a
coincidence that at the beginning of his ministry
Jesus works among ordinary people, where his body
is open, withour fearing any infection from the sick,
such as those with leprosy or possessed with devils
or regarded as particularly sinful. Later on, as we
shall see, Jesus begins to close in his body.

The Healing Body of Compassion

This brings us to the many passages where Jesus
is in physical contact with people, which appears
to be integral to his healing ministry. From the
very first we hear that “he laid his hands on each
of them and cured them” (4:40), and this is re-
peated (5:13; 6:10) untl “all in the crowd were
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trying to touch him, for power came our from
him and healed all of them” (6:19). The phe-
nomenon is known in our time not only from
healers but also from groupies in the rock world.
Enthusiasm is contagious and transmitred, not only
as extended mind but also as a phenomenon thar
we might term extended body. For a body does not
end with the hair-roots or the fingertips; it affects
its surroundings, inasmuch as a person’s characrer
or charisma transmits itself in space. This is above
all the case with Jesus' body, which has notice-
able cffects on its surroundings. He too can feel irs
power; when people surround him, he can suddenly
feel that he has been touched: “Somcone rouched
me; for 1 noticed that power had gone out from
me” (8:46) he says, apparently in surprise at the
touch, even at the fringes of his clothes (8:44),
from a woman suffering from hemorrhages. She
is subsequently ascribed a saving faith, purely be-
cause she secks the touch of Jesus. We shall later
return to this theme of Jesus' body as extended
body.

None of the Evangelists stresses Jesus' association
with sinners as much as Luke: “Now all the rax-
collectors and sinners were coming near to listen
to him” (15:1). In contrast to the solemn John the
Baptist, Jesus eats and celebrates with everybody
(5:29), and Luke’s parables often deal with invia-
tions to dine (14:7-24). And it is only in Luke’s
Gospel that we meer the sinner with the alabaster
jar whom Jesus allows to anoint his feet (7:36=50).
Again, it is only Luke who tells of the widow from
Nain for whom Jesus has “compassion” (7:13), and
of the Roman officer who begs Jesus to heal his
servant. Jesus is “amazed” and says, “I tell you, not
even in Isracl have I found such faith” (7:9).

In these situations Jesus is by turns both pas-
sive and active; and, like Matthew, Luke repeatedly
emphasizes Jesus' compassion. This has been in-
terpreted to mean that there is something of the
feminine in Lukes Gospel, and that may well be
the case; certainly women are given more room
in Luke than in the other Gospels. But the use
of the powerful word compassion is not gender-
specific and is found, for instance, in the parables
of the Good Samaritan (10:33) and the Prodigal
Son, where the father is “filled with compassion”
before he runs out “to put his arms round him and

kiss him” (15:20). Interestingly, this latter parable
appears precisely in the middle of the Gospel, just
as the apostles’ meeting in Jerusalem does in Acts
{13:1-33). We can sce this as an expression of how
the link berween the psychological compassion and
the physical embrace constitutes a hermeneutic key
to understanding Luke’s cheology.!”

Compassion has nothing to do with a self-
reflecting sentimentalicy, but requires the relinquish-
ing of the body’s self-control in order to open one-
self to the situation. Luke stands ourt in describing
the life of devorion to athers, naot just in Jesus
actions but also in his parables and example sto-
ries, such as the parable of the woman and the lost
coin (15:8-10). The joy is equally great among
God’s angels over one sinner who repents, says
Jesus, thereby linking the lowly to the exalted.
In similar manner Jesus weeps over Jerusalem
(19:41), and yet immediately afterward, in the
cleansing of the temple, we sec him not only an-
gry bur also impulsive in his actions (19:45-47).
Gender stereotypes are not especially appropriate
o Luke.

The Closing of the Body

In certain respects every body always is both open
and closed, but, as we have seen, there is a risk in
opening up to external cffects. Not until afrer his
baptism in the Jordan and tempration in the desert
does the opposition to Jesus begin to become per-
ceptible. In the synagogue in Nazareth the congre-
gation takes grear offence and drives Jesus to the
brow of the hill to cast him over the edge. Bur his
body radiates authority, and “he passed through the
midst of them and wenr on his way” (4:30). From
here on, Jesus is subjected to increasing pressure;
the more he shares the company of “publicans and
sinners,” the more he sets himself against “Phar-
isces and the scribes,” as they are typically called in
the Gospel. He nevertheless speaks frecly and re-
sponds briskly to their challenges, often employing
parables to introduce a perspective that overrides
their more narrow concern to polarize good against
evil and catch him in error. Jesus never becomes
involved in complicated explanations and defenses.
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In fact he frequently poses a counter-question: “I
ask you, is it lawful to do good or to do harm on
the Sabbath, to save life or to destroy it?” He looks
around ar all of them, presumably with some de-
termination, and immediately heals the man there
and then (6:9-10).

It is characteristic of the Gospels that from
the outser Jesus occasionally withdraws from the
crowds, his disciples, and his cnemies (eg.,
4:16-42). But only ar the end of his ministry and
in the approach to his death does he actually close
his body down; now there are no more interven-
tions, counter-questions, or responses to charges.
When Pilate asks him if he is King of the Jews, he
answers, “You say so” (23:3). The formerly power-
ful response is no more than an echo. Even more
significant is the closing of all response to the
Roman soldiers and the crucified robber who chal-
lenges him: “If you are the King of the Jews, save
yoursell” (23:37, 39). There is no answer whatso-
ever, not even an echo.

In this silence, in the face of all challenges,
the wounds on Jesus' crucified body become even
more manifest. He hangs on the cross with holes
penetrating his body, which is further exposed to
scorn and taunting. Simultaneously a differentia-
tion occurs berween body and spirit, with Jesus’
body being surrendered to human encmics, Jews
and Romans, while his spirit returns to communion
with God. Of the seven last words, “Father, forgive
them; for they do not know whar they are doing”
is the fifth (23:34), followed by “Truly I rell you,
today you will be with me in Paradise” (23:43), ad-
dressed to the crucified robber who has defended
him. With Jesus' final words, “Father, into your
hands I commend my spirit’ {23:55), the body
closes in on itself in the death process.

All communication is now over. Unlike John
(cf. 19:34), Luke says no more about the body; he
is more marter of fact than his repuration would
suggest. All we hear is thar Jesus is buried in a
grave prepared by Joseph of Arimathea, a member
of the Jewish Council who has followed Jesus from
Galilee; and that the women witnessed the crucifix-
ion from a distance (23:49). Later they accompany
Joseph and “saw the tomb and how his body was
laid™ (23:55).

The Body That Disappears

There lies Jesus’ body, stone dead in the grave. But
when the women come to anoint it on the first day
of the week, it is gone: “While they were perplexed
about this, suddenly two men in dazzling clothes
stood beside them” (24:4). Although the age was
not unused to the idea of angels, the women are
terrified and bow their faces to the ground. The
two men do not set about explaining the resurrec-
tion as a historical sequence but pose a question,
just as Jesus has previously done: “Why do you
look for the living among the dead? He is not
here, but has risen” (24:5-6). The situation bears
a striking resemblance to the transfiguration, where
the disciples come to a particular place and are met
by two dazzling figures as though in an imaginary
space. The two angelic figures remind the women
that Jesus has rold them in Galilee thar he will “be
handed over to sinners, and be crucified, and on
the third day rise again” (24:8). Then, we are told,
“they remembered his words.” Interestingly, in his
statements to the general public (9:44) and o the
Pharisees (13:32-33), Jesus makes no menton of
a resurrection, and he swears his disciples o se-
crecy when he tells them, “The Son of Man ...
on the third day [will] be raised” (9:21-22). Even
when he tells them for the third time, “they un-
derstood nothing ... and did not grasp whar was
said” (18:31-34).

The Body Disbelieved

It therefore comes as no surprise that the eleven re-
maining apostles (for Judas has committed suicide)
also refuse to believe the women'’s disjointed ac-
count of their experience. Finding the grave empry,
Peter returns home “amazed” at what has hap-
pened (24:12). There are no riumphant scenes,
for there is no continuity whatsoever berween
the body that they have laid in the grave and
the events they are experiencing. There is nor
even a coherent link to Jesus' preaching, for ac-
cording to Luke, Jesus has never unambiguously
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announced his own resurrection. He has spoken
abour the “children of the resurrection” and in a
sense has supported the Pharisees’ belief in resur-
rection in contrast to the disbelieving Sadducees
(20:27-40). So whar the words are thar the women
“remembered,” we cannot know. The closest ref-
erence would be Jesus' words that the God of
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob “is God not of the dead,
burt of the living; for to him all of them are alive”
(20:38). The women must have had a kind of cre-
ative memory, while Peter—who according to Luke
has acrually heard the prediction (9:22; 18:33)—
knows neither onc thing nor the other. This con-
trast berween the women, who come to understand
the angels’ words, and the disciples, who under-
stand nothing even though they have heard the
masters own words, may be read as an ironic com-
ment to Jesus' words to his disciples: “To you it
has been given to know the secrets of the kingdom
of God; but 1o others | speak in parables, so thar
‘looking they may not perceive, and listening they
may not understand.”™ (8:10, cf. Isa 6:9). Jesus’ an-
nouncement to the disciples apparently has been in
vain.

The Body Unrecognized

The meeting on the road to Emmaus (24:13-35)
therefore plays an essential part in convincing the
disciples that God has resurrected Jesus (cf Acts
2:32). We hear how two of the disciples (one
named as Cleopas) are on their way from Jerusalem
to Emmaus when “Jesus himself came near and
went with them” (24:15). And yer they do nor
recognize him. At his request they relate the events
in all their lack of coherence: how the women’s
account of not finding Jesus’ body has “astounded”
them, how they have seen a “vision of angels”
telling them thar Jesus is alive, but that they have
not seen him (24:22-24). Jesus calls them “slow
of heart to believe” and responds by expounding
the Scriprures, including the Messiah's suffering, be-
fore he enters into glory. They invite Jesus home
for a meal, and as he breaks bread, they recog-
nize him—atr which point he vanishes from their

sight (24:31-32). Their eyes are prepared by his
words, but they do not see unil their fellowship is
renewed in the breaking of bread. Jesus has bro-
ken bread before in the company of publicans and
sinners, now he does so with the slow of heart
and the unbelieving, before disappearing from their
sight as a concrete bodily figure. Apparently, under-
standing and faith can only come with the absence
of his resurrccted body. At the moment of this new
transfiguration, enly the social body is present, of
which they themsclves are a part—indeed, which
they themselves are.

The Hungry Body

A similar transformarion is repeated when the two
pass on this experience to the eleven and to the
rest. As they are breathlessly relating the episode,
Jesus is suddenly among them. He addresses them
with “Peace be with you,” but they are nevertheless
“startled and terrified,” believing him to be a ghost.
To lay their fears to rest Jesus says, “Look ar my
hands and my feet; see that it is I myself. Touch
me and see; for a ghost does not have flesh and
bones as you see thar I have” (24:39). This is a
strange situation and a peculiar rationale, to pur
it mildly. There are plenty of people present who
could show their hands and feet. Even if we suggest
that Jesus was showing his physical stigmam, the
disciples remain “disbelieving and still wondering”
(24:41). Jesus had to do something else. He asks
for something ro ear and is given a piece of broiled
fish, which he eats “in their presence,” presumably
to further evidence that he is actually flesh and
blood.

There is something slightly droll about all this.
No disciple would wish such behavior o be re-
ported to anyone else, and why must we hear the
detail that Jesus eats a broiled fish? High and low
styles are mixed together here. Jesus goes on to
cxplain the coherence berween the two, and as
he does so “he opened their minds to under-
stand the scriprures” (24:45). The narrative is per-
haps best understood as a kind of farewell ad-
dress, whereby Jesus authorizes the “slow-to-believe”
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disciples that “repentance and forgiveness of sins
is to be proclaimed in his name to all nations”
(24:47). Simultaneously they are given practical in-
structions to remain in Jerusalem and bear witness
to everything: "And see, [ am sending upon you
what my Father promised; so stay here in the city
until you have been clothed with power from on
high” (24:49).

Now the droll element with the broiled fish is
over. This is partly because Jesus, as before, speaks
with authority, and partly because the disciples no
longer speculate on the peculiar nature of the res-
urrected body, for it is the command that they
themselves acz thar sets them frec.

To this context belong the final words of Luke’s
Gospel on the ascension. Jesus cakes his disciples
out of the city and raises his hands in blessing over
them (24:50), just as he did ar the last supper when
he said of the bread, “This is my body” (22:19).
The parallel is so obvious thar his intention must
be to make the disciples themselver his body from
now on. Immediately he is gone again: “While he
was blessing them, he withdrew from them and
was carried up into heaven” (24:51). Luke speaks
again of this event early in Acts (1:3-14), though
withour cither the disciples or ourselves being much
the wiser, for whenever Jesus” body clearly appears,
they understand nothing, and as soon as they do
understand, his physical body disappears.

The Extended Body

Where then, when he leaves his disciples, does
Jesus' body disappear #? The question has dogged
Christianity since the time of Luke, and has been
answered variously by theologians.!! The answer,
as far as [ can sce, is twofold. Jesus disappears and
goes into God and into his church—and only when
we keep both in mind can we answer the question
where to. Through the resurrection and ascension
Jesus disappears into God, never to rerurn to earth
as a body of blood, flesh, and bone. For he is “ex-
alted ar the right hand of God” (2:33), meaning
not on a physical throne in the physical scnse bur

everywhere that God reigns. The resurrected Christ
is thus like the kingdom of God: “The kingdom
of God is not coming with things that can be
observed; ‘Look, here it is” or “There it is" For,
in fact, the kingdom of God is among you™ (17:
20-21). The kingdom of God is not ar the top of
a mount of transfiguration, as if one could build
dwellings to preserve it, as Peter suggests (9:33).
The kingdom of God is among us in the world of
creation.

Secondly, Jesus” body is accessible wherever bread
is broken in the fellowship of disciples gathered
around Jesus' words and self-sacrifice in the Eu-
charist. Here his body is realized as a body for
others, granted to the disciples and all who sit
around the wmble (cf 22:14-20). It is also present
in the message “thar repentance and forgiveness of
sins is to be proclaimed in his name to all na-
tions” (24:47), which the disciples are commanded
to hand on. In this sense Jesus Christ is also “in
the midst of the church” (f 24:36),

Thus Jesus' body at the right hand of God and
as a social body is present in the fellowship of the
Holy Spirit, i.c., the church, while no longer being
of much interest as an individual entity. However,
this does not mean tha it is dissolved in the social
body of the church. The point is rather that his
body and story identify who Jesus Christ is and
always will be, where he is to be found by his dis-
ciples and all others, and how he and the Father
will act in future. As he was, so will Jesus always
be and act. In this sense the church can never sep-
arare icself from Jesus' body. But ar the same dme
Jesus’ body has become a social body, an extended
body.

Final Perspectives

This reading of the inner coherence of Luke’s
Gospel has sought to uncover the significance of
Jesus” body in a plain reading of the Gospel story.
The purpose has been to demonstrate that his bady
i5 transformed from a biological, cultural body
into an extended body—a kind of body-fellowship
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that, through the Spirit, establishes a living con-
nection between God and humankind—bur also a
body that always bears the characteristics of Jesus
Christ.

This perspective also shortens the distance from
Luke’s understanding of Jesus' body to Paul’s
understanding of the church as the body of Christ.
In Paul (1 Cor 12) Christ is the head and the
church’s members his body. Some scholars even ar-
gue thar historically Luke stands in a Pauline tra-
dition; indeed he has been called a second or third
generation Paulinise, since, like Paul, Luke sees Je-
sus' life-story and Christianity’s message as being
directed to the heathen.'” Whether or not this hy-
pothesis has any historical truth (and like so much
else thar is disputed), we cannor escape the fact thar
there are striking parallels berween Luke’s narrative
of the transformation of Jesus’ body from a biologi-
cal into a social body and Paul’s view of the church
as the body of Christ. Just as Paul believes thar the
gospel straddles the difference berween Jews and
Christians (Rom 10:12; Gal 3:28), so do we find
in Luke a movement from Jesus' humble beginnings
as a child of Judaism to an understanding of him
as the savior of the whole world. At the beginning
of the Gospel we hear the words of Jesus' birth:
“See—I am bringing you good news of great joy
for all the [Jewish] people: to you is born this day
in the city of David a Savior, who is the Messiah,
the Lord” (2:10-11). But ar the end of the Gospel
we hear in Jesus' farewell address to his disciples
that they are to preach repentance for sinners “to
all nations™ (24:47).

There is a difference between the Jewish people
and all nations. In his resurrcction and ascension
Jesus” body has become accessible worldiwide.
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