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Introduction

 The idea that Jesus rose from the dead and was exalted to heaven 
was a point of overwhelming consensus in otherwise strikingly 
diverse forms of early Christianity.

 Problem: If Jesus was exalted to a world beyond this one, was he 
therefore assumed to be present or absent to his followers on 
earth? Or both?

 This lecture will focus on Paul’s stated affirmations of Jesus’ post-
Easter presence or absence.

 All New Testament writers appear somewhere on a spectrum 
between absence and presence in their discussions of Jesus. 
Hebrews emphasizes Jesus’ earthly absence; Matthew asserts his 
ever-presence.



Paul’s Absent Jesus 
in 20th-Century 
Scholarship
 Rudolf Bultmann (1884-1976): 

The New Testament Jesus is 
knowable not as a personal 
presence but exclusively through 
the Kerygma about Christ. 

 Jesus qua Jesus therefore appears
in effect neither absent nor 
present, but merely dead.

Rudolf Bultmann



Paul’s Absent Jesus 
in 20th-Century 
Scholarship
Albert Schweitzer (1875-1965): 
Mysticism of Paul the Apostle found 
Paul’s message concentrated in the 
notion of participation in Christ – his 
Christ-Mysticism. 

 However, the issue of the personal 
presence or absence of Christ is not 
foregrounded.

Albert Schweitzer



Paul’s Absent Jesus in 
20th-Century Scholarship

Ernst Käsemann (1906-1998): Stressed 
Paul’s concept of a more concrete 
lordship of the exalted Christ on earth 
through the Spirit. 

However, Jesus’ lordship in the world is 
not understood in relation to the 
personal presence of Jesus qua Jesus.



Recent Approaches, Ways Not Taken
Ancient Greek Religious Parallels

 Notion of a localized or a more generally providential divine 
presence is well-attested in Graeco-Roman religion.

 Local shrines of gods like Pan or Asclepios.

 Mystery cults of Isis or Mithras.

 Philosophical conceptions of divine presence – familiar to the 
apostle.



Recent Approaches, Ways Not Taken
Ancient Jewish Religious Parallels

 Almost universal trust in God’s presence in Jerusalem’s Temple.

 Qumran – the divine presence also mediated through angels or 
through corporate life, worship, and scriptural interpretation. Also 
attested in Philo of Alexandria.

 Early rabbinic period – a lively sense of the divine presence or 
shekhinah in prayer, worship and Torah study.

 Abundant evidence of visionary or mystical participation in the 
world and worship of the heavenly sanctuary. Scholars including 
Christopher Rowland, Alan Segal, and Bernhard Heininger have 
emphasized the importance of this aspect of Paul’s religious 
formation.



Recent Approaches, Ways Not Taken
Psychology and Neurobiology of Presence 

 Gerd Theissen – undertook a ‘psychological exegesis’ of Paul’s 
writings, examining them using theories of socially learned 
experience, Jungian psychoanalysis, and cognitive psychology of 
‘religion as the construction of an interpreted world.’

 Colleen Shantz – studied the neurological basis of ecstasy in Paul’s 
religious experience. She criticizes the tendency of earlier 
treatments to reduce Paul’s mysticism to a merely conceptual 
framework.

 In practice, psychological studies like these have said little about 
Paul’s personal sense of Jesus, as they are more concerned with the 
phenomenology of the apostle’s ecstatic experience.



The Ambivalent Presence of Paul’s Jesus

 ‘It is no longer I who live, but it is Christ who lives in me. And the life I now 
live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave 
himself for me.’ (Gal. 2.20)

 ‘And because you are children, God has sent the Spirit of his Son into our 
hearts, crying, "Abba! Father!“’ (Gal 4.6)

 ‘Do you not realize that Jesus Christ is in you?’ (2 Cor 13.5; cf. Rom 8.10)

 ‘The Lord is near.’ (Phil 4.5)

 ‘...How great among the Gentiles are the riches of the glory of this mystery, 
which is Christ in you, the hope of glory.’ (Col 1.27)

 ‘I pray that… Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith’ (Eph 3.16-17)



The Liberal vs the Mystical 
Paul: The Challenge of 
Schweitzer and His Heirs

 Albert Schweitzer’s The Mysticism of Paul 
the Apostle argues that Paul’s religious 
experience must be understood not in 
psychologizing terms but in its Jewish 
eschatological context – especially in 
relation to its primary emphasis on 
participation in Christ. This mystical 
participation anticipates the returning 
Christ.

 Since Schweitzer, the question has no 
longer been whether Paul had visionary 
experiences but what these meant for him 
and how central they are to his work.



The Liberal vs the Mystical Paul: The 
Challenge of Schweitzer and His Heirs

 Paul’s pervasive language of being “with Christ” and “in Christ”
must be understood not in liberal psychologizing terms but in its 
Jewish eschatological context 

 Such mystical participation is necessarily mediated through the Spirit 
and body of Christ

 Schweitzer’s approach drew attention of scholars keen to 
demonstrate the centrality for Paul of participation and union with 
Christ

 Others stressed the extent to which for Paul that participation is 
mediated through the presence of the Holy Spirit



Vision, Proximity and 
Distance in Paul’s 
Encounter of Jesus

 Paul’s visionary and auditory experience 
in being raptured to the third heaven (2 
Cor. 12.1-7) – immediately followed by 
the Lord’s personal answer to Paul “My 
grace is sufficient for you, since power is 
made perfect in weakness” (12.9).

 Paul identifies his life-changing 
encounter with the risen Christ as both 
a ‘revelation’ and a resurrection 
experience of ‘seeing the Lord’ (Gal. 
1.12, 16; 1 Cor. 9.1; 15.7).

The Conversion of St. Paul by Caravaggio



Vision, Proximity and Distance in Paul’s 
Encounter of Jesus

 The intensity and frequency of Paul’s affirmations of visionary and 
charismatic encounters with Jesus are unmatched in other New 
Testament writers. This is also true of the depiction of Paul in Luke’s Acts 
compared with other apostolic figures.

 However, even for Paul, this presence of Jesus is not available on demand. 
Paul’s relationship with Jesus is marked by experiences of persistent 
silence and absence.

 A spatially conceived absence of Jesus in 1 Thess, where believers will ‘be 
caught up’ to meet the Lord who ‘comes down’ (1 Thess. 4.14, 16-17).

 Phil. 1.23; 4.4-5: Paul longs to ‘weigh anchor and be with the Lord’ who is 
evidently a journey away, even while he rejoices that he know the Lord to 
be ‘near.’


