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ABSTRA.CT

Laying-on ofHands in Luke and Acts: Theology, Ritual, and Interpretation

Rudolph D. Gonzalez

Mentor: Naymond H. Keathley, Ph.D.

The purpose of this dissertation is to understand the ritual practice of laying-on of

hands in the Lukan corpus. To achieve a plausible interpretation, the ritual action is

investigated from two distinct but complementary disciplines, the theological and the

anthropological. While theology is the product ofhistorical grammatical study,

anthropology investigates the internal societal factors that are catalytic for the evolution

of ritual in religious communal lite. That there is a theology imbedded in the writings of

Luke is net questioned. It is the aim of this research, however, to demonstrate that by

being attuned to antnropological dimensions a theology which is more sensitive to the

original interests of the early church can develop.

Six chapters develop the thesis as follows. Chapter one surveys contemporary

investigations into Christian hand imposition and discovers that the prevailing approach is

to ground it in pagan or regularly in Jewish traditions. The chapter moves forward by

proposing a theological/anthropological methodology to pursue a new direction in ritual

research.. Chapter two surveys the history 3113 cultural dimensions of hand imposition in

Luke's cultural context. The chapter classifies the ritual action into seventeen functional



categories. Chapters three and four explore the redactional/theological usage of the

laying-on of hands in Luke and Acts respectively. Chapter five applies the ritual

categories as defined by VictorW. Tumer to select passages taken from Luke and Acts.

The aim of this chapter is to test the adequacy of the concepts of social paradox,

lirninality, and corumunitas as adequate categories for interpreting the evolution of

Christian ritual.. The sixth chapter synthesizes the findings and applies the data to a

reconstructed first century auditor/reader of Luke and Acts.

Christian hand imposition, while forensically similar to Jewish and Gentile

practices, should n01: be misinterpreted as merely a continuation ofthose traditions. The

immediacy 0-:: crises unique to messianic Judaism, coupled with its distinctive

Christological procl.amation suggests the ritual action must be understood uniquely as

"Christian. "
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CHAPTER ONE

Introduction' Theology and Ritual Criticism in Luke and Acts

Introduction

The purpose of this study is to interpret the ritual act of hand imposition in Luke

and Acts. Like most rituals, laying-on of hands has both theological and sociological

dimensions. The traditional approach to the study of this ritual has taken into account the

theological dimension. By the use of historical critical research, which involves a

conglomerate of related methods, biblical scholars have purported to take an objective and

scientific approach to the biblical material. 1 Most of the prior research done on hand

imposition in the New Testament has been undertaken using this approach+ Thus, the

scholar constructs an informed hypothesis about the meaning of the action in a specific

pericope, or the complete work, based largely on etymological and/or the historical

evolution of related concepts. Biblical scholars attempt to discover "the" or more

commonly "a'; plausible theological theory. Most would agree that in the past, biblical

research was self-absorbed, quite content to go about its method with little regard to

broader methodological developments in the humanities.3 Laying-on of hands certainly

has a theological import worth exploring, but there is a second dimension so self-evident

one wonders how it can have been so easily overlooked.

1Por a description of this methodology see Edgar Krentz, The Historical-Critical
Method (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1975).

2A summary of the state of contemporary research on the topic of hand imposition
is given in this introduction, along with an assessment of its findings.

3The insulated nature of theological research is broadly recognized. The higher
critical methods (source, fOrID; redaction) are used exclusively for biblical study,

1
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Laying-on of hands is at its core a ritual. The accounts in Luke and Acts describe

events of social performance that take place as community sanctioned and codified

interactions between two or more people. Apart from how their theological significance is

read, it is very unlikely that participants and observants of such ritual actions only thought

of them as symbolic of some abstract theological construct. The ritual actions addressed

people in a more direct fashion; in their specific involvement in the community that creates

the ritual action. Depending on the social location of the individual, or group (and there

are multiple factors that will need to be addressed), the ritual action had an inherent

personal meaning and, by implication, a number of social meanings. Thus, the rite of hand

imposition sits squarely at the intersection of anthropology and theology. Hand imposition

is a building block of theologizing by the author precisely because the rite intrinsically

captures, in a non-verbal way, certain aspects of the belief systems of the practicing

community. One is thus justified in asking if the expansion of an inquiry that includes both

these domains of knowledge will help to render a tenable interpretation of the rite. Setting

forth a clear description of the textual evidence (the problem) will help to show how these

1\\1'0 disciplines working in concert can pave the way for a more suitable understanding.

171e Problem in General

At issue in this investigation is understanding how Luke used the ritual of hand

imposition to characterize the ministry of Jesus and later that of the early church. That

traditional sources have theological significance is not disputed. There is also

anthropological evidence, however, that is equally relevant. Both bodies of insight are

necessary for a balanced view.

The TheologicalProblem

From the vantage ofbiblical research, Luke and Acts reveal an unusual set of

conditions related to hand imposition. Following a multiple-source hypothesis for its
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composition,4 scholars note that the Gospel ofLuke consistently omits the mention of

laying-on of hands at places were Luke is drawing from Markan tradition (Mark 5:23, cf

Luke 8:41-42; Mark 6:4-5, cf Luke 4:24; Mark 10:15-16, cf Luke 18:17). It is

important to note that ill two of the cases where Luke has departed from the Markan

pattern the action of hand imposition by Jesus involves healing (4:24; 8:41-42). The

remaining text (18: 17) is the account where Jesus blesses the children. The textual facts

suggest a decision by the author to expunge the mention of the ritual. However, Luke

reverses. this procedure by giving two references to the rite in the context ofhealing which

originate from his L source (4 :40-41; 13: 10- J 7). This redactional "omission/inclusion"

strategy in the Gospel is peculiar to say the least. At issue are questions about Luke's

theological intent. What is the reason for omitting clear references to healing ritual actions

(assuming Luke used Mark) only to add two healing ritual actions at other places?

That Acts is a sequel to the Gospel ofLuke is beyond question. However, many

scholars have gone further and recognized the theological and literary links between the

two books.5 The fact that there is a deeper level of relationship that goes beyond that of

common authorship suggests that the significance of the hand imposition ritual may only

be properly understood when the witness ofboth books is viewed holistically.

4This dissertation will take up the question of the composition history ofLuke in
the context of the limited focus of this study. For a summary of recent proposals see

Francois Bovon, Luke the Theologian: Thirty-three Years ofResearch (1950-1983)
(Allison Park, Penn.: Pickwick Publications, 1987). In general, the safe assessment ofC.
F. Evans is followed. He surmises that apart from his use ofMark and Q, Luke most

likely drew from a wide variety of traditions. c. F. Evans, Saint Luke (London: SCM

Press, 1990), 64.

5See Charles H. Talbert, "LUCal:. Patterns (1)," in Literary Patterns, Theological
Themes, and the Genre ofLuke-Acts (Missoula, Mo.: Scholars Press, 1974), 15-23.
From a literary perspective see Robert C. Tannehill, The Narrative Unity ofLuke-Acts
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1990). However, Mikeal C. Parsons and Richard I. Pervo

inRethinking the Unity ofLuke-Acts (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1993), vi, raise
concerns about assuming a wholesale unity in genre, literary, and theological issues.
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What is the nature of the evidence in Acts? First, there are a greater number of

references to hand imposition in Acts than in the Gospel ofLuke. There are six overt

references plus the implication of hand imposition in several key places.P Of the six places

where it is found, only one account clearly carries over the ritual function of healing

(28:8). Acts, however, shows an expansion of the ritual action to include two accounts of

comissioning groups of people to a task (6:6; l3:1-3) and two places where it is used to

impart the Holy Spirit (8: 17-19; 19:6). The last account, that of Saul and Ananias

(9: 1-19), stands out in its distinctiveness. Here, hand imposition is mentioned in the

context of the first of three references to Paul's conversion experience (cf. 22:3-16 II

26:10-23). More to the point, however, the account reveals an apparent two-fold ritual

action involving both healing and imparting the Holy Spirit to Saul. It will be seen that the

proper understanding of this account may have implications for understanding a key aspect

ofPaul's apostleship?
By all reasonable standards, the evidence for hand imposition in Luke-Acts shows

signs of a purposeful manipulation of the traditions. First, there are indications that Luke

omits aspects found in Mark, and adds his own sources related to hand imposition in the

6The Book ofActs has four accounts that deal indirectly with the practice of
laying on of hands. The order in which they appear is significant as well. The first
reference (4:23-31) is embedded in the disciples' prayer shortly after Peter and John's first
release from prison. They pray that God will grant them boldness while he stretches forth
his hand to heal and to perform signs and wonders through Jesus' name. This first
reference to God is undoubtedly programmatic for the development of the book itself and
its subsequent fulfillment in the apostles' ministry. Three accounts (5:12-16; 14:1-7;
19: 11-12) relate to the previous prayer of the apostles. The texts demonstrate the positive
response to the prayer. In these accounts, first Peter and later Paul are shown to be
effective workers o�-: signs and wonders as well as healers, specifically, by their hands. The
inference is clear: healing acts of hand imposition are concrete expressions ofGod's hand

healing through the apostles' ministry.

7Chapter lour, "Laying-on ofHands in the Acts of the Apostles: A Redactional
Critical Study," will develop the theory that Acts 9: 1-19 reveals only a healing ritual, and
that. the giving of the Spirit was a simultaneous but unrelated event thus legitimizing Paul's
Galatians 1: 11-24 claim that his apostleship was not mediated through human agency.
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Gospel. Second, Luke proceeds to expand the ritual functions in Acts. Third, the healing

function of hand imposition, though directly mentioned on1y twice in Acts (ch. 9,28), is

still subtly implied throughout much of the book (4:23-31; 5: 12-16; 14: 1-7; 19: 11-12).

Fourth, whereas the Gospel highlights Jesus' compassionate usage (i.e., healing), the

Book ofActs gives more attention to the use of the ritual action to verify entrance into the

community of behevers (imposition of the Holy Spirit), and to maintain the mission

thereafter ("commissioning" accounts). There is little doubt that whatever the reason for

this particular set of conditions, they likely form part of a whole strategy for how Luke

conceived of his work. Hans Conzelmann in his redactional study, The Theology ofSaint

Luke, poses a set of questions that will govern the overall direction of this investigation. 8

It will be the aim of this paper to fmd an explanation for Luke's adaptation of his sources

in the details of hand imposition that is faithful to his overall purposes. Theology aside,

however, the texts 8.\50 suggest sociological implications.

The Ritual Problem

The same accounts of hand imposition that support Luke's theological program

show evidence of underlying human and social conditions not often understood as such.

Such material is usually commented upon in an .ncidental fashion as illustrative of the

person or simply assumed to be matters only of theological import.9 However, this

8Hans Conzelmann, The Theology ofSaint Luke (philadelphia: Fortress Press,
1961), 15, poses three questions: (1) What is the structure ofLuke's complete work and
the essential meaning of his structure? (2) What is the structure of the Gospel by itself?
(3) In its construction, is it possible to see a deliberate agreement or difference from the
available models?

9Ronald L. Grimes, Research in Ritual Studies: A Programmatic Essay and
Bibliography (Metuchen, N. J.: The Scarecrow Press, 1985), 6-7, calls attention to a

perennial blindness in interpreting many aspects relating to ritual performance in scripture.
These, he complains, "are usually interpreted at a remove (sic) from ritual settings ... due
to the biblical researcher's text oriented training that neglects the insights of field oriented

disciplines.
"
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research seeks to show that ritual performance itself contains a world of social

self-disclosure when the information is properly gathered and interpreted collectively. The

following is a partial list of such elements, for there is no intent here to describe all the

symbolic elements of any ritual performance. The aim is merely to highlight aspects of

social undercurrents evident in the Lukan accounts. 10

Ritualperformance and communal crisis. Luke's first mention of the rite

(4:40-41) is set again.st the backdrop of overwhelming illness and demon posession. Is the

account a window into the social and economically deplorable conditions ofvast numbers

of Jewish peasants? If so, what does the ritual action symbolize in context? And what is

the political meaning of the quieting of the demonic? Acts 6: 1-6 is a clear case where the

ritual of hand imposition is brought to bear upon an occasion of internal discontent. How

does the rite of hand imposition address the crisis situation between the Palestinian and

Hellenistic Christian community? Is the tension resolved?

Ritual criticism andmulti-vocality ofmeanings. This characteristic is shown by

the different functions of the rite. In Luke-Acts the rite is used with several immediate

purposes (e.g., healing, commissioning to a task, imparting the Holy Spirit). There is also

an indication that the hands themselves represent the dominant and overarching symbol for

the early church's belief in divine attendance (e.g., 2 Sam. 24:14; Ps. 16:11; 18:35; 63:8;

80: 17; cf Acts 4:29-30; II :21).11 Thus, there is some indication that the ritual action is

capable of reflecting both dominant and instrumental meanings concurrently. If so, one

lOA limited number of ritual criticism categories are given here. For a full

description see chapter five, "Ritual Criticism and The Laying-on efHands in Luke and
Acts."

] 1 The Phrase Concordance of the Bible lists the following references in the Old
Testament: Right Hand ofGod, 108; Hand ofGod, 15; Hand of the Lord, 38. The
Phrase Concordance of the Bible (Nashville: Thomas Nelson Publishers, 1986).
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may ask if the hands as a dominant symbol mask O�· at least suppress, other aspects of

divine presence that do not fit neatly with the value being promoted (e.g., prevalent ideas

about sickness as an mdication ofGod's judgment [John 9.1-2]).

Ritual criticism, condensation, unification, andpolarization ofmeaning. Luke

4:40-41 is a condeasation of the many ways in which Jesus performed his heading rituals.

Polarization ofmeaning is divided into sensory and ideological poles. In Luke 13: 16,

Jesus interprets his healing of a crippled woman as the "loosening of a bond." The

sensory pole focuses on the association made by the physical act of hand imposition as

actually loosing the woman. Ideologically, however, the rite is seen as representing a

demonic liberation, (I acrravfu; lcol> OEKa Kat OKTW f.T11, OUK Eon Au8fival am) TOO

CE.OllOO TOlJrOU Til iU1Epa TOO aaf��CuDu; \VW1 regard to Jain;s, the triple synoptic

traditions agree that he fell at the feet of Jesus just before requesting him to heal his

daughter (cf Mark 5:22 1/ Matt.9:18 II Luke 8:40-56). This symbolic act, which is part of

the ritual drama, conveys a sensory message of deep humility on the part of the supplicant.

Ideologically, however, the action reveais the existence of an unconventional reversal in

social order. Does the context demonstrate the cisplacement of social order in times of

paradox and crisis? 12

Ritual critictsm and social action. Rituals often engender social action of a

negative 01" positive import. In one case, the laying-on of hands leads to denunciation

(Luke 13:14). In another case, it can also lead. to better care for Hellenistic widows (Acts

6:1-6). In Acts 133, hand imposition is a symbolic act that precipitates the sending out of

Saul and Barnabas on their first missionary trip,

12Ritual critics point to role reversal as c. symbolic mechanism for addressing
social distress. This aspect may be at work by virtue of Jairus' own position of authority
in the local synagogue (4)xwv Tfi� auvaywYfi�). See chapter five for a full explanation.
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Ritual criticism and emotion. The woman released from her infirmity praised God

while the attending crowds "rejoiced 11t all the glorious things that were done" (Luke

13: 13, 17). In another context, Peter administers a severe rebuke to Simon Magus for his

attempt to purchase the gift of the Holy Spirit (Acts 8: 19-20). Noting the emotional ebbs

and flows that develop around a ritual act can bring life to the ritual action field.

Ritual actionfield. The features noted above have been defined individually. The

proper interpretation ofa ritual, however, requires a sense of the ritual action field. To

the degree that it is possible, the texts need to be imagined as windows to real-time

performances. In this mode, all the symbolic pieces come together and are given their

relative weight in the context of the total performance. The primary concern in defining

the action field is to relate the symbolism to the various groups and individuals who have a

stake in the ritual actions.

A Summary of the Current State ofResearch

The examples cited demonstrate that the accounts of ritual performance are

capable of carrying both theological and sociological meaning. If this aspect was treated

in contemporary scholarship, the purpose for this investigation would be negated.

However, even the most recent work has not taken note and followed through with

appropriate study. To wit, encyclopedia and dictionary articles do little more than give

some examples of the basic functions.:;'3 The-lexical entrees "Tt911ill, d8ETEW, d8ETl1al<;,
---,.----------

13See Abraham Heschel, "Laying-on ofHands," in The Universal Jewish

Encyclopedia; J. A. MacCulloch, "Hand," in Encyclopedia ofReligion andEthics; M. H.
Sbepherd, "Hands, Laying On Of," in The Interpreters Dictionary of the Bible; D. W.

\Vead, "Hands, Laving On Of," The International StandardBible Encyclopedia; Robert
F. O'Toole, "Hanes, Laying On Of," The Anchor Bible Dictionary. Dictionary and

encyclopedia articles take a descriptive approach. The articles usually begin by giving
background material on the practice oflaying-on of hands in Near-Eastern and Egyptian
antiquity followed by au example or two of this ri:e in the context ofHellenistic and, later,
Greco-Roman society. Although some limited etymological discussion is given, the hulk
Qfthe entrees focus on the evidence in the Old Testament and New Testament,
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et al.," by Christian Maurer and, "Xdp, XEtpayulYEW, et al.," by Edward Lohse in Gerhard

Kittel's, TheologicalDictionary of the New Testament, also do not address the

sociological dimension.14 These studies give a diachronic use of key words in ancient

literature highlighting their theological import. On the ether hand, Johannes P. Louwand

Eugene A. Nida, Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament Based on Semantic

Domains, explore the range (domains) ofmeaning that a word has within the New

Testament. l5 The entrees for ETTlTleTlIlt and XElP are useful because they go beyond the

formal definition of the lexical entree to highlight shared, distinctive, and supplementary

elements that may factor into intcrpretation.U' Positively, Luow and Nida's work "brings

together those meanings which are most closely related in semantic space, that is to say,

those meanings which are often regarded as partial synonyms because the ranges of their

meaning tend to overlap." 17 These sociolinguistic aspects are valuable when interpreting

social implications of linguistic constructions. However, while this work is a step in the

._----------_-

respectively. Articles generally categorize the ritual acccording to well-recognized
functions, with corresponding references noted.

14Gerhard Kittel, ed. TheologicalDictionary of the New Testament, Vols. 8, 9, G.
"V, Bromiley trans. (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Pubilishers, 1972, 74). Other
similar works include Dictionary ofNew Testament Theology, s.v. "Hand, Right Hand,
Left Hand, Laying on ofHands"; Theological Lexicon of the New Testament, s.v.
"ETTt9EC'U; ."

15Johannes P. Louw, Eugene A. Nicia eds., Greek-English Lexicon of the New
Testament Based Oil Semantic Domains (New York: United Bible Societies, 1988). The
index (Vol. 1) gives a readv reference of the primary semantic distinctions recognized by
the editors. The ir.dex then points to volume two which provides a fuller example of the
meanings in context. This work highlights the sociolinguistic analysis ofBible translation
by taking note of the transforming effect of the community on the meanings ofwords.

161b"d '

1 "Vl.

17·Ibid., x.
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right direction, the articles themselves do not directly explore the implications of the

meaning of language in the context of culture.

The bulk of the work done on hand imposition is found in books and journal

articles. A survey of the most recent work shows there has not been an overwhelming

amount of research into rhis topic. However, the work that has been undertaken focuses

on the origins and development of ordination in Jewish and Christian traditions. The

issues ofhealing and blessing have received significantly less attention. In the following

survey the major works which have shaped the direction of research are summarized.

It is interesting that this survey should begin with an article that stresses the

influence of pagan liturgy upon the evolution of Jewish hand imposition. Afterward,

subsequent research shifted to the extreme opposite, arguing on various linguistic grounds

for the locus ofJewish hand imposition squarely within its own traditions and the Christian

ritual evolving from Jewish precedent. Thus, Henry Preserved Smith's 1913 article, "The

Laying-on ofHands" takes issue with those who trace the origins ofChristian hand

imposition to Judaism.18 His article first examines the issue ofhealing by hand imposition

and argues that while there is evidence that healings were effected through bodily contact

(1 Kings 17: 19-22; 2. Kings 2: 14; 4:29-37; 13:21), "In none of these cases is emphasis laid

upon a specific rite of laying-on ofhands." 19 Smith's major interest, however, is to

construct a theory for the practice of hand imposition among the ancient Hebrews. He

argues that the gesture, as it is implemented in the sacrificiai. system, is an adaptation taken

from pagan rituals.20 Smith maintains that the ancient Israelites incorporated the pagan

ritual without fully appreciating its significance, Thus, in the Levitical accounts, he finds

--_._----

18Hcnry Preserved Smith, "The Laying-on ofHands," The American Journal of
Theology. 17 (1913): 47-62.

1{)L Ibid., 50

20Ibid., 55,
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evidence of Israel's ignorance Noh: his discussion ofLeviticus 8, where Aaron and his

sons officiate in their ordination ceremony:

Aaron and his sons lay their hands on the head, first of the sin offering, then of the
burnt offering, and finally of the ram of consecration. But when they do this they are

not able to transmit sanctity because they are not fully consecrated until all these
sacrifices have been performed. In fact, we are told in so many words that their
consecration is effected by the anointing which comes at the very end of the

ceremony.21
Smith's point is that ancient Israel failed to appreciate paganism's understanding of the

victim as divine. Consequently, Israel failed to see the efficacious pewer available through

hand contact. The subsequent (and unnecesary) anointing betrayed this ignorance.

Israel's focus was on the act of slaying rather than on touching of the victim, which in

Pagan rites was efficacious enough.

Concerning the rite of ordination, Smith argues that it was the act of filling the

hand which actua-ly gives Jewish ritual its mean.ir;_g.22 For Smith, the laying-on of hands

in Moses' consecration of the seventy (Num. 11:16-29), or of Joshua (Deut. 34:9) are

simply gratuitous gestures since the transfer of the Spirit was not bound to anyone

physical act in the Old Testament. Smith marshals talmudic evidence to support his theory

that hand imposition never had great importance for Judaism. And what of the practices

of hand imposition among first century Jews? Smith notes:

But the fact that it is nowhere urged as a precedent makes us doubt whether iT) fact
the Jewish usage was derived from the Jewish scriptures. The Sanhedrin was an

institution of the Greek period: it seems to have been modeled after the councils of

22St:e Exodus 29 and Leviticus 8. Smith focuses on Leviticus 8:25-27 and
maintains that it is only when Moses places the peace and cereal offerings into Aaron's
hands that Aaron commences his priestly responsibilities. Further support for Smith's

interpretation is s�en in Judges 17:5; :2 Kings 9:24; and Ezekiel 43:25.
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Greek cities and it would not be surprising to find that the rite of admission followed
,

2'"Gentile precedents. �,

Smith is emphatic that the early church could not have picked up the rite of hand

imposition in relationship to the ordination ofChristian ministers from an Old Testament

or contemporary Jewish precedent. He invites the reader to conclude that, "Consequently

we are justified in supposing that in this, as in some other points of early Christian usage,

the Church has been influenced by Gentile custom.,,24

In 1951, Edward Lohse published Die Ordination im Spat-judentum und im Neuen

Testament.25 As the title suggests, this work is an attempt to establish a philosophical

link between the practice ofordaining rabbinical scholars and the Christian rite of hand

imposition for ordaining ministers.26 Lohse advances his theory by tracing parallels

between the function of the Jewish synagogue and the emergence of the local church. In

Lohse's thinking, the early church saw its role as somewhat similar to that of the

synagogue, particularly after Jerusalem's fall. Lohse maintains that the church modeled its

ordination ofministers in direct parallel relationship to rabbinical rites for the purpose of

maintaining a succession of authorized guardians ofChristian tradition. Thus, Lohse

focuses his attention on the Talmudic evidence for hand imposition.

A rebuttal to Lohse was published in 1954 by Arnold Ehrhardt.27 Specifically, he

challenges the assertion that both J;�\...ish and Christian ordination have laying-on of hands

---_.__ ._--_._--

23 ..

IOid., 61.

24Ibid., 62.

25Edwar;� Lohse, Die Ordination iii! Spat-judentum und im Neuen Testament

(Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, � 951).

26Ibid., 101. Lohse claims: "The Christian ordination was modeled on the pattern
ofJewish scholars, although early Christianity filled it with new content."

27Arnold Ehrhardt, "Jswish and Christian Ordination,') Journal ofEcclesiastical
History, 5 (J 954): 125-38.
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at the center of thei: meaning. Throughout his work, Ehrhardt criticizes Lohse's use of

Talmudic sources. Lohse, he believes, did not fully take into account the influence that

Rabbi Aquiba, specifically had on the practice of ordaining rabbis after Bar Kochba.

Ehrhardt cautions:

For this reason it hecomes necessary to test carefully the accounts of early ordinations
in the Talmud to sec whether they have the purpose of safeguarding Aquiba's line of
succession. For, if such be the case, they may be suspected of introducing the

paraphernalia of a later ordination rite into this ear� period in order to enhance in this

way the impeccability ofAquiba' s succes!lion-line:,·8

Ehrhardt considers many of the references cited by Lohse susceptible to this charge. The

Talmud cannot be relied upon to provice accurate information about what was or was not

a ritual element of first century Judaism. Ehrhardt further surmises that given the

polemical nature ofMatthew 23, it is hardly credible to believe that the apostles would

have begun ordaining "Christian scribes" in a way resembling the practice of the Pharisees.

For Ehrhardt, however, the "acid test" of the theory that Christian and rabbinical

ordination is identical lies in its applicability to the ordination of the seven deacons in

AI: :s.29 Essentiall�r, he argues that in Judaism the laying-on of hands was a rite reserved

for the enthronement ofa rabbi. Conversely, this passage ;.s totally out of character with

the Jewish traditicr, He notes, "Admittedly serving tables was a task for which rabbinical

ordination was not required.... In any case, an author at the end of the first century, the

'Luke' ofthe canonical Acts, states that the seven were ordained with laying-on of hands

to 'serve tables' and tins has no analogy in the rabbinical rite. ,,30

Ehrhardt coes believe that the designation ofChristian ministers as npm13un:pol

probably originated from its .ise in the jerusalem Sanhedrin. He notes, however, that the

----_.__._._--

28IbOd '2'71
., 1 .

29IbOd 13 C;1 ., & ••
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foundations underlying the use of hand imposition by both the early church and synagogue

are more apparent than real. In the case of the church he concludes:

It may be wise, especially with regards to the rites of imposition of hands and to the
enthronement of bishops, to allow for a period of development extending right down
to the middle of the second century. Neither the witness ofActs nor that of the
Pastorals will in itselfbe sufficient to enlighten us on the conditions--or even the
existence=of an ordination rite in the Primitive Church.31

Undaunted by Ehrhardt's caution, David Daube in The New Testament and

Rabbinical Judaism discusses the etymological range of the Hebrew terms 11'.JO and

O"lv, both ofwhich are used in the Hebrew scriptures to express hand impoisition.32
Throughout this piece, Daube tries to establish a distinction in the way these words are

used in the Hebrew scriptures and, consequently, to show that each term lies behind a

specific practice of hand imposition in the early church. In his thinking, 11'.JO, which

means "to lean upon," is the root idea for New Testament ordination. The idea of leaning

or pressing upon an individual according to Daube meant" ... you were pouring your

personality into him or it, ... you were making him or it your substitute.,,33 It is clear to

him from Old Testament usage, as well as from rabbinical sources, that this meaning was

the reason for employing the word as a technical term for ordination during the first

century.34 Daube argues that early Christians recognized this nuance and that it underlies

their concept ofChristian ordination. Appointing a person to a specific function, as in the

New Testament, was essentially "the pouring of one man's personality into another," thus

creating a substitutionary relationship; the person performing his function vicariously for

31 Ibid., 133.

32David Daube, The New Testament andRabbinical Judaism (London: The
Athlone Press, J 956).

33IbI'd ')')5"�...., .

34Ibid., 239.



those who orcained rim?; On the other hand, 7Y'ID means to touch, to place. In the

Hebrew text, it is associated with acts ofblessing. Here, Daube argues that Christian

tradition maintains this notion especially 10 the instances ofhealing and blessing through

hand imposition. For Daube, the force of these concepts continued through the first

century. Daube is aware that the Septuagint makes no distinction in the way it translates

the two terms. In the Septuagint tTILTlSTJEl-'l and TlSTJI-'( are used regularly without

taking note of the different meanings the Hebrew terms have. For Daube, the Septuagint

provides the generalized usage that is carried into the New Testament. His argument for

ry'W is less developed He maintains that the imparting of the Spirit is, in some cases,

associated with the underlying notion of 7.1"W. Nevertheless he admits: "Unfortunately, as

regards the question whether the laying-on of hands consisted in 100 or a mere O"lID or

n"lw, there is nothing in the text pointing one way or the other.,,36

In a 1969 article, J. K Parratt quesnoned some ofDaube's fir..dings.37 In it he

studies the use of 100, O"lW, and 17)J in the Old Testament and concludes that

contrary to Daube, lJlJ (::0 touch, reach) is most likely behind the practice ofhealing by

touch in the New Testament. His conclusion i:; based on the observation that this term is

used in the only case where healing is accompanied by physical contact (2 Kings 13:21).

On the other hand, while i'J"IlZ.l is used in connection with healing (2 Kings 4:29, 31)

"<'

·l\:JIbid. Daube identifies parallel aspect , between the appointment of Joshua and
the appointment of deacons, which he calls the distributors of charity (cf Num.27: 18-20,
Acts 6:3-6), and between the consecration of t:le Levites and the commissioning of Saul
and Barnabas (cf. Num. 8:5-19; Acts 13:1-3) to prove the underlying usage of 100 in
ordination ceremonies.

371. K Parratt, "The Laying on ofl-Iands in the New Testament: A
Re-examination in the Light ofHebrew Terminology," Expository Times 80 (1969):
210-14.
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physical contact is never mentioned. Parratt notes: "This is supported in that in certain

cases there was no real imposition but simply a touching.,,38
Parratt does agree with Daube that 11.10 underlies the practice of ordination in the

Book ofActs, and proposes that Numbers 8: 10 offers a viable model for the action. He

sees similarities between the Israelites' getting aside the Levites to serve Yahweh (Num.

8:10) and the church's action in ordaining (Acts 6:6; 13:3). Thus Parratt notes:

Samak is behind the New Testament use of the laying on of hands in ordination, it is
not samak in the technical sense ofRabbinical semikah, nor is it samak as used in the
ordination accounts ofJoshua. The separation of the Levites in Nu. 8: 10 provided a

more congenial model for Christian ordination than either of these. 39

Finally, Parratt investigates the use of hand imposition in initiation, that is, in the

bestowal of the Holy Spirit. Here, he believes, this aspect should be held separate from

that of ordination. For him, 7.)'IV) (to bless) as used in Genesis 48: 15, is the proper

forerunner. Parratt associates the laying-on of hands with prayer, as in the Genesis

example. It should not be viewed as in any way relating to the transference of charismatic

gifts or of the Spirit. He notes:

The laying on of hands can perhaps then be Jest understood as the outward

accompaniment of the intercessory prayer offered by the apostle on behalf of the new

convert. It signifies in an outward form the act ofblessing, and is not directly
connected with the physical transference of power.40

Furthermore, Everett Ferguson, picks up an aspect Parratt only mentions.41 He

develops in more detail the thesis that the laying-on of hands in Christian rites symbolizes,
"

... conferring a blessing and petitioning for a divine favor,,,42 Ferguson, however,

--.-._-_ ..

38Ibid.,212. Parratt cites Mark 5:25; 7:32.

39lbid 213., .

40Ibid., 214.

41Evereii Fergus-on, "Laying or. ofHands: Its Significance in Ordination,"
Journal ofTheological Studies, 26 (1975): 1-12. Reprinted ill Studies in Early
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extends the meaning ofthw Hebrew term r:l"l�) beyond initiation (e.g., Parratt) to that of

ordination as well.

Ferguson draws on Syrian Christian word usage to argue his case. He contends

that the Syrian cognate, sam'ida, is a compound of the Hebrew rJ�l,V and 'ida, meaning

"hand." Ferguson traces the usage of this cognate, meaning "to ordain," through the

Syrian sources and concludes that while other terms tor ordination are available in the

language, this term is both the most prevalent and in the most ancient traditions.43 Given

the scarcity of I'J�ID44 Ferguson surveys the New Testament data to show the close

association between the ideas ofprayer, the blessing invoked through prayer, and the

accompanying symbol of hand imposition 45 Ferguson also marshals a compendium of

post-apostolic witnesses from Tertullian to Gregory ofNaziansen, aU ofwhom underscore

the benedictory benefit of the hand gesture. He concludes:

The Old Testament background (as indicated by Syriac terminology), Jesus' usage,
the association with prayer, early Christian art, the variety of occasions when it was
used, and the theological interpretation of fourth-century authors all converge in

support of the contention that the laying on of hands in ordination signified a divine

blessing.46

The fall, 1981 is-sue ofReview andExpositor was devoted to the topic ofChristian

ordination. R. Alan Culpepper provided the leading article, "The Biblical Basis of

Christianity: A Collection ofScholarly Essays, Everett Ferguson, editor, 13 Vols.
(Chicago, Ill.: Garland, 1993).

42Ibid., 2.

43Ibid., 2-3.

44The term 7.J"ll,V is only mentioned in Genesis 48: 14.

45Ibid., 6, Ferguson notes the Greek, XnP08E(Jia, made up from the phrase
"laying-on of the hands," which came to mean "benediction" in the Greek church.

46Ib'd 1"� I ., _.
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Ordination," in which he surveyed the contemporary research.47 In it, he investigates the

findings with regard to Old Testament foundations, Jewish procedures from second

Temple period sources through the second century C.E., and the New Testament. For the

most part, Culpepper rehearses the major arguments presented by prior research and

concludes that the evidence from the Hebrew scriptures, as well as the Talmudic sources,

does not engender confidence in any dogmatic position about the origins ofChristian

ordination. Leary as he is of Jewish influence, however, Culpepper never considers the

possibility that pagan traditions may have influenced the development of the rite.

Throughout the article, Culpepper makes repeated mention of the rite of hand

imposition, all the while neglecting the occasions when the ritual was used for healing.

This of course is expected given the limits of his subject. From his exegesis of the

pastorals, as well as Acts, he arrives at the following assessment:

The laying on of hands by the church was primarily a blessing and an expression of
prayer for the one being appointed to minister in that congregation. It was not
directly linked with the passing on of apostolic authority or a body of sacred
teachings, as well as semikhah.48

Culpepper is clearly influenced by Ferguson on his assessment of the significance of the

rite, though he holds his position on the strength of the New Testament evidence alone.

He does not comment on post-apostolic Syriac traditions.

It is clear that with few exceptions the linguistic background underlying the rite of

hand imposition and its relationship to Christian ordination has been the subject ofmuch

study. For the most part, there has been <� reluctance to venture to Smith's extreme that

the Christian rite of hand imposition is of pagan origin. Yet, when seeking to ground it in

Judaism, there has been an inability to demonstrate unequivocally that this is its

47R. Alan Culpepper, "The Biblical Basis ofOrrlination," Review andExpositor
78 (1981): 471-84

48Ibid., 481.
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provenance as well. Many would thus agree with Eduard Lohse's caution that Christian

ordination, as a direct adaptation of rabbinical practice, is not conclusively settled by the

evidence.49 Linguistic similarities notwithstanding, early Christianity had nothing that

resembled rabbinical schools, or disciple-to-rabbi relationships. The motives for the

. , ...

dd h derail anv " "II 1 50existence of these rwo institutions are �ID at 0 s, t . cy erai any one-to-one para er.:

Perhaps because the canonical materials aave allowed for a less than conclusive

finding as to the origins and meaning of this rite, scholars have also turned to

non-canonical materials in their search for answers. Early on, Smith sought to interpret

the hand gesture in the light ofEgyptian i::1fiue!lce.51 Lohse, as has been shown, draws

much of his theory from a..11 analysis ofTalmudic sources. Ferguson virtually ignores the

Hebrew scriptures and opts for post-apostolic Syriac sources as determinant factors for

the development and significance of hand imposition in the early church. Invariably, the

popular approach has been to test the nexus between the New Testament materials and all

possible sources.

The work that has been undertaken to this point highlights a problem which some

have acknowledged, but all have nonetheless ignored Research reveals that there is a fair

degree of correspondance between the ritual action as it is described in the New

Testament and the evidence of the ritual. in many of the cultures predating Christianity.

Why has a definitive statement on the origin ofChristian ordination been so illusive? The

answer is probably that the conceptual underpinnings of the Christian rite are not derived

49Culpepper, "The Biblical Basis ofOrdination," 474, considers Lohse's Die
Ordination highly susceptible to the charge of anachronisms and over-generalizations.

50Lehse, Die Ordination, 98, is aware of the tenuousness of his view. Even
though he argues for a parallel evolution between Jewish (ordination of rabbis and the
ordination ofChristian ministers, he concedes: "Die Quellen lassen es einfach nicht zu, ein
absolut deutliches Bild zu gewinnen."

51 Smith, "The Laying-on ofHands," nn. 1,2, p. 54.
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from anyone prior fountain of tradition. Quite the opposite, the universality of the hand

imposition ritual thoughout history and across cultures adequately accounts for the many

similarities that can be seen. It can never be "proven" that the ritual of hand imposition is

tied specifically to one source such as pagan (H P. Smith), Jewish (E. Lohse, D. Daube,

et al.), or Syrian (E. Ferguson) simply because many of the attendant aspects were, in fact,

common and shared features of religious ritual practice across the cultural spectrum.
52

At this point the question is, having explored the comparative materials for the

purpose of pinpointing the conceptual background of the ritual action, is there anything

else that can be learned about this religious practice? Clearly, the research has been so

engrossed in the trees that it has failed to see the forest. In its "quest for the historical

ritual," scholars have failed to take note of the "Christian ritual," the one presented in the

textual evidence as both a legitimate and distinct practice in its own right. Without

denying the valuable insights gathered by prior research, this study attempts to move

forward by going in a new and uncharted direction. To understand what early Christianity

did do, it is imperative that the ritual as seen in Luke and Acts be the primary focus of

attention.

It is noteworthy that Culpepper, who works extensively through previous research,

is aware that a study that focuses solely on the question of origins is ultimately

unsatisfying and hollow. He comments that "an adequate theology of ordination (by

which he includes the ritual action itself) will include at least a Christology, a

pneumatology, and an ecclesiology of ordination," something which he did not attempt in

his research. 53 Culpepper recognizes that if a: the end of the day an that is discovered is a

52In . .

dmi E
.

a surpnsmg a rrussion, verett Ferguson, Laying on ofHands: "Its
Significance in Ordination," 4, acknowledges a general "cross-fertilization of ideas" on the
practice oflaying-on of hands in the Greco-Roman world. On this point see also chap.
five, "Religious Ritual and the Laying-on ofHands," 176-79.

53Ibid., 482.
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viable link to some tradition. it does not add much toward understanding the function of

the ritual in the life and faith of the community that practices it. His desire to understand

the function of ordination as it relates to three great bodies ofChristian dogma, is a

brilliant recognition that this ritual action has ramifications of its own in the arena of core

beliefs (Christology), religious experience (pneumatology). and communal relationships

(ecclesiology). It is the contention of this study that the understanding ofa ritual's

meaning, in relationship to the areas mentioned, can be enhanced through the application

of ritual criticism. To the degree that traditional theological tools and the benefits of ritual

criticism can be effectively applied to this ritual in Luke and Acts, the distinctive picture of

laying-on of hands as an early Christian religious development will surface without it's

being confused with the ghosts of rituals past.

MethodologicalRationale

To see how first century auditors would have understood the ritual of hand

imposition in Luke and Acts will require a series of investigations that begin by surveying

the phenomenon in its broadest cultural context, and then move inward, to its specific

fuuction in the Lukan corpus. The fields of research to be employed are an eclectic, yet

complementary, combination of traditional biblical criticisms and a ritual critical

methodology. Thus: (1) a general survey of hand imposition in the culture, (2) the

redaction criticism ofLuke and Acts: and (3) the ritual criticism of hand imposition.

A Survey ojHand imposition in Luke '05 Cultural Context.

The first pan of the investigation �UI veys the usage of hand imposition in the

Greco-Roman world, post-biblical Judaism, and early Cuistianity.54 There is evidence

for the use of hand imposition traced back to ancient Egyptian, Mesopotamian, and

54prim&y sources will be .dentified in chapter two "A Survey of the Laying-on of
Hands in Luke s Cultural Context."
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classical Greek civilizations. Attention win be given to all these sources leading up to 200

C.E. which will form the historical boundary for comparative research in this study. This

timeframe is not without precedent. Most introductions to the New Testament focus the

majority of their attention on the rise ofHellenism, and its effects on Greco-Roman

culture. 5 5 On the other hand, going further back in time is needed here because of the

Ubiquity of the ritual and us interconnections in the microcosmic Mediterranean rim.

In general, this survey will not make judgments about the historicity or probability

of the evidence. All material will be taken in good faith as representing beliefs and/or

practices of the historical period in question. Ancient accounts containing mystical or

supernatural elements need not be subject to post-enlightenment scrutiny. The aim is to

arrive at how ancient cultures understood the ritual action, not to critique a naive or even

ludicrous view. This survey seeks to show the range of ritual functions either practiced or

envisioned in the ancient literature. Only with this kind of information in hand can this

ritual action in Luke and Acts be placed in its proper context and be evaluated honestly.

Redaction Criticism of the Gospel ofLuke

Following the general survey which seeks descriptive objectivity, the focus will

move to a closer analysis ofLuke first and then (IfActs. In general, redaction criticism is

applied to work out the theological position of a gospel, in this case, Luke. Whereas

earlier form critics saw the gospel writers merely as collectors of tradition,56 biblical

S5S�e Everett Ferguson, Backgrounds ofEarly Christianity, 2d ed. (Grand
Rapids: Wm.. B. Enrdmans Publishing Co., 1993\ Stephen L. Harris, The New Testament:
A Student's Introduction, 2d ed. (Mountain View, CA.: Mayfield Publishing Co., 1995);
Arthur Darby Knox, can)' Gentile Christianity and itsHellenistic Background (New
York: Harper Torchbooks, 1,964). For Acts, see F. J. Foakes Jackson and K. Lake, The
Acts of the Apostles, Vol. 1 (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 1979).

56The example of' K. L. Schmidt is often noted. He continued to argue as late as

the 1940s that Mark did little more than place individual pericope side-by-side. Der
Rahmen der Geschichte Jesu (Darmstadt: Wissenchattliche Bughgesellschaft, 1964), 317.
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scholars, especially since GUnther Bornkarnm and Hans Conzelmann, have realized that all

shaping of tradition is done with a theological position in mind 57 Redaction criticism

thus is not an alternative to form critical work. It could never hope to make its case

without depending or. form analysis to uncover the composition history and levels of

tradition as they exist in a pericope. Conzelmann is very clear about the crucial

interrelationship that exists between them. He notes:

The fact of the matter is, however, that the two methods do not compete against, but
complement one another. It was form criticism that made it possible to recognize the
framework created by the authors of the, Gospels and established the criteria for

distinguishing the individual layers (If tradition. Yet it is correct to say that it is

inappropriate to stop with the analysis of the small units. Furthermore, we are not

allowed to dismiss as "secondary" and virtually meaningless those "additions" made
by the evangelists in their traditional material. Rather, it is important to observe in
the exegesis that the special theological interests of the evangelist is seen precisely at
those points. Conversely, the same applies where a synoptic comparison shows that
Matthew or luke have characteristically changed or omitted altogether certain
pericope [roll' the Markan material. 58

Conzelmanns remarks go straight to the issue in this research. Theprimafacie evidence

suggests a consistent addition ofL traditions coupled with Luke's alteration ofMark.

Following Conzelmann's advice, however, will require that redaction criticism not err in

reverse. Just as redaction criticism follows from form and S.)UfCe criticism, so redaction

must depend on a reliable f01ID and source critical assessn...ent ofLuke's composition

history. Thus the methodology used in ascertaining the theological interests ofLuke will

be an eclectic combination of form, source, and redactional crite.ria.59

57See Hans Conzelmann, An Outline of the Theology of the New Testament (New
York: Harper if..:; Row Publishers, 1969), 14S'-5�:, for an early theological outline ofLuke
based on redactional analysis.

S8�·lans Ccnzelmann and H. Lindemann, Interpreting the New Testament

(peabody, Mass.: Hendrickson Publishers, 1988.), 83-84 Also Norman Perrin, What is
Redaction Criticism? (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1969), 13-39.

59Conzclmann, Interpreting the New Testament, R4, gives a concise description of
redaction critical snalysis, His methodology will be the basis for this investigation. "The
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Redaction Criticism of the Acts of the Apostles

The analysis ofActs will also require the redactional method. Unlike the synoptic

Gospels, however, which allow some confidence in tracing the use of sources and even a

plausible composition history, Acts does not offer the same opportunities. Early on,

Martin Dibelius understood that, unlike the comparative study of the Gospels, a search for

the sources that underiie Acts and indeed its composition history presented a unique

challenge.60 In response to the difficult task of deciding between what was source and

what was the author's composition, Dibelius coined the terms "style criticism," for what

was in effect his redactional approach. Through it he worked to understand the eclectic

editorial style ofLuke as employed in the individual units of text. Dibelius presupposed

that the author's editorial workman's ship overpowered much of the evidence ofearlier

materials. F. F. Bruce who agrees with Dibelius, puts it well when he notes "the author

has succeeded in subordinating his sources under the influence of his own literary style.,,61

redaction-critical approach can be ascertained simply by comparing the three synoptic
Gospels with one another, Two goals are to be met. On the one hand, the respective
overall theological interests of the Gospels need to be worked out; on the other hand, the
detailed synoptic comparison is essential. If one presupposes the two-document

hypothesis, the special redactional interests ofMatthew and Luke can be pointed out with
relative facility by investigating where the two vary fromMark."

60Martin Dibelius, Studies in the Acts of the Apostles, trans. Mary Ling (New
York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1956), 11, notes: "Acts illustrates the fact that the whole
book cannot be traced entirely to a few sources; nor can the author's own contribution be
worked out evenly and according to a uniform principle in all parts of the work. The

question as to what is tradition and what is the author's own composition has to be

repeated with reference to each section, often indeed to individual accounts." Ernst

Haenchen, The Acts of the Apostles, 81··11], agrees basically with Dibelius and others on
the difficulty of arriving at Luke's sources for Acts. He nevertheless provides a thorough
investigation for the source composition ofActs and offers his own reconstruction. For
further analysis of this aspect see Jacques Dupont, The Sources ofActs, trans. K. Pond
(London: Darton, Longman & Todd, 1964).

61F. F. Bruce, The Acts of the Apostles (Aberdeen: Aberdeen University Press,
1949),21-29, ir. more definite in identifying Luke's use of sources in Acts. But even this
more conservative scholar concedes that there is little in Acts that allows for source
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As Dibelius and others have demonstrated, a cautious assessment of the sources

for Acts does not derail the redactional study of this book. In this study the recognition of

the author's hand is actually a benefit since it is precisely the theological intention of the

author that is of concern here. To the degree that prior sources can be detected, these

may be helpful ill contrasting how the author has shaped his material. Also the analysis of

the western text, when appropriate, can be useful. However, in the final analysis, it is the

creative and literary composition ofLuke '[he theologian that is needed in this research.

Ritual Criticism ofHand Imposition in Luke andActs

As noted earlier, ritual criticism seeks to interpret sacred performances from a

sociological perspective.62 As such, its focus is placed on the multifaceted actions,

interactions, and the physical apparatus associated with the ritual action field. At the heart

of ritual study is the observation that a rite is a conglomerate of symbolic elements

working in concert. The symbolic universe of a given ritual performance is not limited to

physical or tangible elements but can also extend to spatial and sequential relationships

that exist between persons, places, or things. These elements stand for both dominant and

functional ideas. Like a mirror, a symbol can reflect a person's individual meaning.

Conversely, some key symbolic elements resist subjective personalization and are

interpreted monolithically by the community.

criticism to be applied. His discussion on Luke's style in Acts supports Dibclius's claim
that the author has succeeded in subordinating his sources under the influence of his own
literary style.

62The ritual criticism theory is applied in chapter five, "Ritual Criticism and the
Laying-on ofHands 111 Luke and Acts." The theoretical support for ritual analysis is
drawn primarily from Victor VV. Turner, The Forest ofSymbols: Aspects ofNdembu
Ritual (Ithica, New York: Cornell University Press, 196�7); The RitualProcess: Structure
andAnti-Structure (Chicago, Ill: AIdine Publishing Co., 1969); Image andPilgrimage in
Christian Culture (New Ycrk: Columbia University Press, 1978).
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The principle ofmulti-vocality is therefore integral to ritual interpretation.

Symbolic elements mean what they mean in the over-all context of the ritual drama. In a

ritual act where life itself is sometimes projected, meanings need not always be related,

and they can sometimes be diametrically opposed Thus, the ritual performance can

embody the possibility of contradiction and paradox. Since ritual critics see these

performances as representations of human vicissitude, it follows that they will see them as

social coping mechanisms, a way to address paradoxical realities. Rites often address the

wrong that is being lived through a number of conceptual paradigms, albeit in a symbolic

fashion. Thus, rituals address the ways in which socialization itself creates and addresses

anomalies and contradictions.

The benefit of interpreting laying-on of hands in Luke-Acts by ritual criteria is real.

First, and most important, is the obvious fact that the material is ritualistic in its character.

Perhaps a reminder of the ways in which rituals function in contemporary Christian

expression will sensitize the reader to this mode of analysis. Christianity does not believe

that all communication happens only through propositional statements, or through the

telling of stories (i.e., myths, narratives). Ritual action is a communication tool in its own

right.63 There is no implication here. that mythic or narratological orientation cannot lead

to knowledge of se!fhood. But clearly it may be that narration is a preference rather than a

necessity. Dramatic enactment can also embody, as well as reveal, foundational

community beJief.'l.64 All of this simply underscores the possibility that a unique source of

63Ronald L. Grimes, Ritual Criticism (Columbia, S. C: University of South
Carolina Press, 1990), 158-159, challenges the popular notion that narration or story
telling is the sole constituent aspect 1)[ selfhood. He notes, "The drift of the narrative

theologians has been to imply that one is human or religious by virtue of some association
with "story' (the idea) or stories (the specific narratives told)." For Grimes, such an

emphasis smacks of a kind of ethnocentrism. A focus on narrative implies literacy, which
admittedly would mle out vast numbers ofwhole societies that do not think of their self

identity in terms of "their story."

64Ibid., 160. Grimes identifies the Ilongots and early Romans as examples of
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community knowledge is not being tapped so long as ritual elements are only interpreted

theologically an thus ultimately dishonestly. 65

A second and more pragmatic benefit is the possibility ofproducing a ritual

interpretation that can stand alongside the theological construct being proposed. Could it

be that by being sensitive to ritual criteria a more discerning analysis can take place

overall? The ritual/social interpretation of a pericope can be compared with the

theological thesis being proposed for the same text. Both can then be evaluated for

evidence of correlation, agreement, or dissonance. In the end, theological and sociological

constructs can be strengthened by incorporating the findings of the two disciplines. In this

study, dialogue between the two sources of interpretation will allow a picture of the

function of hand imposition to develop that provides satisfaction at all levels. Wayne

Meeks, a trail blaze: in English-speaking theological/sociological research understands the

benefit of this interdisciplinary approach when he says that social scientific methods

provide "some sense of reality" to biblical interpretation.Pl' Since religious ritual action is

initially a social preduct born of immediate conditions, and later is "officially" overlayed

with theological significance, this study, in a way, parallels the complementary disciplines

of source, form, and redaction criticisms. The most satisfactory conclusions are reached

when all the underlying circumstances are identified and integrated In the evaluation.

social groups that conceived of their essential selfhood in terms of ritual and the
articulation ofprinciples Tn their context, they had no sense of a primordial story or
narrative from which they drew their sense ofnational identity.

65D· h ." I.. 1 inh d nronerti f h
.

IS oues.y IS meant III the sense that tne 1 erent nature an properties ° t e

object of study, here ritual performance, are neve, fully and critically understood. For a
discussion ofthis general oversight in biblical research see Dale B. Martin,
"Social-Scientific Criticism," in To Each Us ownMeaning: An Introduction to Biblical
Criticism and its Applications, Steven L. McK'CJlzie and Robert B. Hayes, ed. (Louisville,
Kentucky John Knox Plf�SS, 1993), 103-117.

66"b'd ] "
" .

Y'H 'M k "Th M
.

h
.

1. 1 '; Lie., quoting wayne l ee s,
•

� ..� 1V an From Heaven In Jo annme

Sectarianism," Journal ofBiblical Literature 91 (1.97'2): 44-1'1..
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111e Plan ofAction

Synthesizing this eclectic approach requires a clear plan of action. The suitability

of combining traditional biblical disciplines is well-established. Historical survey and

redaction criticism are complementary tools that are often used interchangeably. Actually,

it is rarely possible to see when>: one interest leaves offfor that of another. Sociological

interests also, need nut be at odds with theological .:;oncems.67 As noted, both the study

of ritualaction and theological objectives can be used to yield an interpretation that will

have both the backing of theological rigor and feel of human experience. Throughout the

study Branislow Malinowski's caution about the different kinds of information found in

studying religion will be kept in mind.68

The plan of this project is to generate evidence through the use of three

hermeneutic tools and to synthesize the information as a coherent and satisfying

interpretation of the theological significance and ritual meaning of hand imposition in Luke

and Acts. The layers of data are drawn from a series of readings that begin with the

broadest possible textual sources and move logically inward to an analysis ofLuke and

Acts in light of the previous findings. Specifically, the investigation proceeds first by

uncovering the cultural range of ritual functions (ch. 2). The aim will be to identify and

67Ma.rtin, "Social-Scientific Criticism," 104, notes the attempts ofEmst Troeltsch,
Adolf'Deissmann, and particularly Rudolph Bultmann who sought to reconstruct the Sitz
im Leben ofNew Testament texts as proofof the theologian's perennial interest in
sociological study.

68Branislow Malinowski, "Conclusions on the Anatomy and Pathology of
Religion," in The Foundations ofFaith andMorals (London: HumphreyMilford
Publisher, 1936), :'8-62, notes three distinct kinds of religious evidence. Religious
Substance is composed of dogmatic beliefs buttressed by mythological tales. Religious
Function refers to the societal indicators that show how the belief system helps to
integrate the community. Malinowski stresses that the anthropologist should seek to study
scientifically how religion addresses the necessities of human life. Religious Form refers
to the specific apparatus that a community develops to express its substance in actual and
symbolic actions. Form includes the symbolic techniques of ritual, and the actual actions
ofethical behavior.
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classify the way in which hand imposition was used in the ancient Near East, ancient

Israel, ancient Greece, post-exilic Judaism, the Greco-Roman world, the New Testament,

and early Christianity. Luke and Acts will be compared with the cultural usage to note

any affinities and peculiarities, and to advance an assessment of cross-cultural relationships

vi" otherwise. At no time will there be a value judgment made about the "ethical" or

"magical" elements of the rites. The purpose of this chapter is to be descriptive and

objective. Next, the aspect of hand imposition in the Gospel ofLuke and Acts will be

investigated by source, form, and redaction critical criteria, to the degree possible (ch. 3,

4). This part of the study should yield the theological significance of the rite as employed

by Luke throughout the Lukan corpus. The final reading will explore the ritual dimensions

imbedded in the Lukan accounts (ch. 5). The aim here is to detect sociological factors

that bring about the need for ritual development. Analysis of the symbolic universe of the

ritual enactment will also illuminate the meanings and meaningfulness of the ritual

performance in light of the social context, which prompts the ritual response. The

conclusion (ch. 6) will synthesize the various Jines of investigaticn into a coherent theory of

the ritual's social and theological function in Luke and Acts.

Meanings versus Significance

It will be observed that throughout this investigation a deliberate attempt is made

to maintain a distinction between ritual meaning/meanings, meaningfulness, and

theological significance. Linguistically, meaning and significance are practically

synonymous and often used to define one anotner.69 If' theological circles, the terms are

generally used without a technical distinction to limit their denotative intent. Some ritual

critics, however, do make a distinctIOn.7() For William Colthey, the term meaning, in the

69Webster 's ThirdNew International Dictionary, s.v. "meaning," "significance."

70See Fred W. Colthey, "Toward a Comprehensive Interpretation ofRitual,"
Journal ofRitual Studies, 2 (I�88): 147-59.
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context ofritual studies, refers to the most baeic unit of intelligibility. Meanings are

assigned to every aspect of a ritual. Meaningfulness is what the interpreter assigns the rite

when analyzed in all its dimensions?l A third term, significance, is also used by ritual

critics to refer to the ritual's taxonomic qualities. In this sense, it has nothing to do with

how the rite is seen, felt) or experienced by a participant. Significance is a theoretical and

conceptual category assigned by the sociologist. Significance is deduced by the

researcher's professional qualifications and his/her knowledge of life issues in general.72
It is evident that common terminology with different nuances between theological

and ritualistic observation can create confusion rather than bring clarity, especially when

one is making a technical distinction. To the degree that a distinction can be maintained

without confusing the data, the more specific usage of ritual terminology will be retained.

The theological considerations that will take up the bulk of chapters one, two, and three,

do fall under the rubric of significance as defined above. Any deviation from this pattern

will be noted.

71Ibid,148. Colthey defines meaningfulness as the ability to take in the "dynamic
proccessual" events of the rite. Meaningfulness happens when the ritual is seen as a time
lapsed event. To see it as frozen action without its flow is to merely see the meanings.

72B. J. Bauml and F. II. Bauml, A Dictionary ofGestures (Metuchen, NJ.: The
Scarecrow Press, 1975), offer 410 distinct significances to classify ritualized gestures.
The entree, Hand, (pp.120-71), identifies eighty distinct significations for hand gestures
(e.g., to symbolize agreement, defiance, flattery, pensiveness, superiority, reproach, et.
al.). The Index of Significations (pp. 231-49) shows the range and richness ofmeaning
implied in ritual action.



CHAPTER TWO

A Survey ofRand Imposition in Luke's Cultural Context

Introduction

The purpose of this chapter is to survey the literature of the Mediterranean world

to gain a sense of the ritual usage of hand imposition during the first century of the

common era. There is no doubt that the ritual had a long history in practically all the

cultures surrounding Israel. The fact of its ubiquity in the milieu only begs the question as

to how the broader cultural practice influenced its usage in Luke-Acts. As noted in the

introduction, the chronological parameters set for this survey are important. Since ritual

hand imposition had a long history dating back to the dawning ofEgyptian civilization and

perhaps beyond, the ritual practiced in the New Testament did not come about by

"ecclesiastical fiat," so to speak. The older sources which are surveyed first provide the

proper background for seeing the latter ritual practice that developed. Concerning the 200

C. E. terminus for this research, it is dear that the ecclesiastical concerns of the third

century impact the development of church traditions in ways that were anachronistic for

the writing ofLuke's corpus. All good analysis, however, begins with objective

description which will be the aim of this phase of the study. The assessment as to whether

there is a "cultural depository" that Luke draws from will follow the collection and

functional description of the data.

AncientEgyptian Sources

Though this study is concerned with the ritual usage of hand imposition in early

Christianity, it is only proper to look briefly at Egyptian sources. The influence of this

great nation lying to the southwest of Palestine and in the direct path of the ancient trade

routes of the Middle East suggests at the very least that Israel/Judah's contact with this

31
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culture was continual due to its geographical placement, even when Israel was not under

Egypt's direct control. Religiously, however, Egypt had a formative influence in Israel's

national psyche. It is probably correct to say that Israel conceived of itself as a nation

with the backdrop of its liberation from Egyptian bondage, an event which for Israel" ...

was the crux ofhistory in a way similar to the event of the incarnation to Christianity." 1

Certainly, people who later migrated and settled in Canaan had contact with Egyptian

religious practices. Did Israel become a nation in the absence of any Egyptian oppression?

Whatever the answer is, it is clear that, canonically, the experience ofEgyptian oppression

and liberation and Israel's national identity are inexorably wedded together.2
The earliest references to laying-on of hands in Egyptian literature are found in the

Pyramid Texts, funerary inscriptions in the Great Pyramids dated to the time of the Old

Kingdom (ca. 2500-2200 B.C.E.).3 Egyptologist R. O. Faulkner, who has collected and

translated over 700 Utterances, cautions the reader, "There are many mythological and

other allusions ofwhich the purport is obscure to the translator oftoday,,;4 thus, the

translation of these texts is often rendered tentatively. Since these inscriptions predate the

introduction ofHebrew ancestors into Egypt by eight centuries, their relevance or value

for this study might be questioned. Still, they are relatively clear in their description of the

ritual elements in question, and the functions of the ritual actions are not wholly removed

Ill. J. Flanders, R. W. Crapps, D. A. Smith, eds., People of the Covenant, 3d ed.
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1988), 148.

2See Werner H. Schmidt, Old Testament Introduction, trans. Matthew J.
O'Connell (New York: Crossroads Publishing Co., 1990), 12-13.

3R. O. Faulkner, The Ancient Egyptian Pyramid Texts Translated into English
(Oxford: The Clarendon Press, 1969), iii, considers these to be the oldest body of
Egyptian religious and funerary literature now extant.

4Ibid., v.
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from ritual usage later in history. As some of the first recorded examples of this rite, the
• 1.

•

f this ri 15Pyramid Texts stand as an early witness to the practice 0 t s ntua .

In general, the Pyramid Texts reveal the Egyptian belief in the immortality of their

Pharaohs. The process for achieving immortality involved a preparatory embalming rite

done by the living, as well as a set of proscribed actions by the diseased king in the realm

of the dead. Mummification was an initial purification ritual that prepared the diseased

king for divine assimilation. Subsequently, the actual assimilation of the dead king

happened in the realm of the mythical. Within this mythical process, laying-on of hands

was one way among several whereby the Egyptian gods reinvigorated the king and

transported bun to divine life.

Of the more than 700 Utterances in the Pyramid Texts, only 16 mention the ritual

act.6 Most of these accounts (Utt. 341; 363; 485A; 485C; 505; 509:1123, 24; 553; 569;

572; 628; 675; 697) depict a god imparting hands upon the king to restore his life and

carry him to his place among the gods. Utterance 697:2171 illustrates the general idea:

The eastern door of the sky is opened for you by him whose powers endure; Nut has
laid her hands on you, 0 King, even she whose hair is long and her breasts hang
down; she carries you for herself to the sky, she 'Mil never cast the King down to
earth. She bear ... you, 0 King, like Orion, she makes your abode at the head of the
conclaves.

It should be noted, however, that the hand ritual is sometimes thought of as nothing more

than a physical grasp by which the king is translated to heaven. Note Utterance 553: 1355,

-------_ ..... __ ... _--

5,Ajl (If the texts noted here make reference to many of the Egyptian gods. An
analysis of the Egyptian pantheon is beyond the scope of this research. For more
information, the reader is directed to consult the survey ofEgyptian divinities given in
EncyclopaediaBritannica, Macropredia, 15th ed., s. v. "Table 1: Major Gods and
Goddesses," and "Table 2: Minor Gods and Goddesses," 505-07.

6Utternnce 341; 363; 390; 43:-A; 485C:. 486; 505; 509; 553; 569; 572; 582; 627;
628; 675; 697.
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"He has grasped your hand, Sckar who presides over Pdw-s7 has cleansed you on your

throne which is in the firmament." Elsewhere, the same text elaborates, "may you be

purified that you may become divine.',8 Even in this less ritualistic action, however, the

activity still retains the purpose of purifying the king as he is elevated to divine status.

Besides using hand imposition as the means to purify, resurrect, and deify, several

texts (Urt. 505:1093; 509:1125; 582:1561-64) depict the ritual as an empowerment to

prepare the resurrected king to judge among the gods. Utterance 505: 1093 says, "I am

the steering oar; when I find the two Enneads, they will impart to me their hands, and 1

will sit between them to give judgment; 1 will give orders to whomsoever 1 may have

found there." Upon the administration of the ritual action the king affirms, "I will lift up

my hand to the sun-folk, and the gods will come bowing, with the two great gods watchful

beside them; they will find me among the two Enneads, doing judgment. ,,9

Utterance 390:685-86 is in part a purification text, but it is also a snake spell: 10

Down on your face! Be dragged off! This foot ofmine [which 1 put on you] is the
foot ofMafdet; this hand ofmine which 1 lay on you is the hand ofMafdet who
dwells in the Mansion ofLife. 1 strike you on your face so that your venom may fail

[... ] your jaw. 0 siw- snake, lie down! 0 ri co-snake, crawl away!

7There are terms in the Pyramid Texts for which there is no suitable translation.
This is due to an incomplete understanding ofEgyptian hieroglyphics. Terms incapable of
a translation are transliterated. See Faulkner, The AncientEgyptian Pyramid Texts, viii.

8Utt.553:1365.
o
jUtt. 509: 1125. Utterance 582 1561-64 is particularly illuminating "May Orion

give me his hand, for Sothis has taken my hand. The earth is hacked up for me, offerings
are presented to me, (even 1 ) for whom the two districts shout. I am more pre-eminent
than he who presides over the two Eanneds, I sit on my iron throne, my iron scepter in my
hand; I lift up my hand to the children of their fathers and they stand up; I lay my hand
down toward them and they lay down."

IOpaulkner, The Ancient Egyptian Pyramid Texts, 128.
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The ritual action, here, is performed by the king who is personifying Mafdet's action. The

action of the king mimics the action of the god. This motifwill be seen in other contexts.

Here the action is meant to neutralize the snake's venom and to ward off evil.

The Pyramid Texts are limited in their scope ofusage due to the nature of their

purpose. The evidence for hand imposition, however, does have a rationale. By-and-Iarge

the texts are meant to be recited by the fallen king who calls forth the gods for his

deification. Once deified, the divine pharaoh is subsequently endowed with the power to

judge by virtue of the hand imposition of the Eanneds. Utterance 360, as has been shown,

illustrates the risen pharaoh's transferred authority to act in concert with the pantheon of

gods ofwhich he is now a member.

The Coffin Texts of the Middle Kingdom (2100-1786 B.C.E.) also mention the

ritual ofhand imposition and bring some added light to this survey.
11 These texts are

inscribed inside the walls ofwooden coffins which were used for burial by wealthy

Egyptians during the time. Since they pick up many of the themes seen in the Pyramid

Texts, it is safe to say that these inscriptions "democratize" aspirations that were once

privileges awarded to diseased kings, Thus, they show an appropriation of earlier dynastic
rites by the Egyptian upper crust. 12 The Coffin Texts, along with the Pyramid Texts,

form the Egyptian Book of the Dead.

The Coffin Texts are a collection of spells and magical formulas. Of the more than

850 spells, only 10 mention the ritual act of hand imposition. 13 Its function is consistent

with that of the Pyramid Texts. For example, Spell 243:333 reads:

11'1) O'� lk Th A
.

E F' ,.J:{." 'T' 3 1 (u:r .

x. '. r au ner, e ncient zgypuan i.otjm 1 exts, vois. \., arminster,
England: Aris & Phillips Ltd., 1977).

12En9Jc!opcedia Britannica. 15th ed., s.v. "Egyptian Religion," by Otto Eberhard.

13Spell 80:31; 215:185; 225:216; 243:333; 526:vi.1l8; 542:vi.138; 545:141;
647:268.
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I have been placed in the ferry boats like Horus the Elder. Give to me, you nurses of

the gods, place your hands on me; may you rise me up, may they set me on their

thighs with their breasts on my mouth, may they lift me up and set me in the pure

places among the brothers of the pure gods.

Here the theme of resurrection is almost identical to its use in the Pyramid Texts. An even

closer parallel is found in Spell 526 where Isis lays hands and, thereby, places a heart in

the body of the diseased, copying almost verbatim Utterance 628: 1786 where the dead

king is given a heart by the same ritual action. 14 Still, there are two aspects of the ritual

that are lacking ill the Coffin Texts: nowhere is the ritual action used by the gods to

empower the diseased with authority to judge and to imprecate. Logically, it follows that

there are no examples ofprivate individuals performing hand imposition rites to ward off

some evil or calamity. While the Coffin Texts attest to a desire on the part of private

individuals to gain immortality, they fall short of claiming all the benefits bestowed by the

gods, perhaps recognizing that some are reserved for deified pharaohs.

There are several accounts of the ritual action taken from papyri dating to the

Nineteenth Dynasty (ca. 1300-1200 B.C.E.). Of these, the Teaching ofAmenemope is

most relevant. This body ofEgyptian wisdom literature is held by some to have provided

a model for the collection of the Hebrew Prcverbs. The content of this material certainly

gives validity to Budge's claim that "the proverbial literature ofOT times knew no

national boundaries." 15

In chapter two, Amenemope narrates a warning against acting wickedly. A

number of evil deeds are expressly forbidden (vv. 1-8), followed by a pronouncement of

certain doom to the one who does not heed the teachings ofwisdom (vv. 9-14).

----_._------

14Utterance 628: 1786 "1 am Nephthys, and I have come that I may lay hold of you
and give to you your heart for your body." Cf Spell 526:iv.119 "I am Isis, and I have
come that I may lay hold of you and that [1] may place your heart in your body [for] you."

15Wallis Budge, From Fetish to God inAncient Egypt (New York: Benjamin
Blom Inc., 1972), 172-73.
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However, there is a remarkable reversal of the earlier condemnation. In verses 15-20, the

proverb voices a hopeful anticipation of the person's contrition and redemption. Quote:

"0 Moon arraign his crime!
Steer that we may ferry the wicked man across,
For we shall not act like him--
Lift him up, give him thy hand; Leave him [in] the hands of the god;
Fill his belly with bread that thou hast,
So that he may be sated and may cast down his eye.

16

This passage shows the ritual of hand imposition used for a benevolent reason. The

personified Moon responds to wickedness with kindness. Rather than cursed, the person

is placed in the hands of a god. There he/she is blessed with the satiation of their hunger.

The purpose of this action is to cause shame for the person's behavior and to bring about

a corrective change in his/her ethical posture. That this is the desired result is made clear

later in chapter 25: 3 - 7 which expresses a popular or cultural belief:

Tease not a man who is in the hand of the god,
Nor be furious against him when he has erred.
As for man, day and straw,
The god is his builder,
He teareth down and buildeth up every day.

The Story ofTwo Brothers dates to about 1225 B.C.E.17 Mythical in its

implications, the narrative centers around the false charge of rape by a younger brother

after he has rejected the advances of his older brother's wife. 18 The charge sets in motion

a series of events which culminate in the alienation of the two brothers. When the elder

1-5:[bid., 1 '17. Budge interprets cast down his eye, in the sense of causing the
wicked to be ashamed.

17,Tanle!; B. Pritchard, The Ancient Near East: An Anthology of Texts and
Pictures, vol. 1 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1958), 12-16. The story bears
some resemblance to the Joseph and Potipher's wife account ofGen. 39: 1-20.

18U1id., 12. Pritchard notes that the brothers arc actually named after gods
(Anubis the elder, Bata the younger), and that the story was meant to be read as

mythology rather than taken literally
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brother at last realizes that he has wrongfully accused his younger brother of adultery, the

text reads
"

... his elder brother went off to his house, with his hand laid upon his head,

and he was smeared with dust." In this account, which goes on to relate the murder of the

wife on account ofher deceitfulness, the interpretation of the hand gesture is tied to the

accompanying symbolic act of smearing dust on the body. Clearly, the two actions are

part of a culturally proscribed grieving rite. The intent is to dramatize the intensity ofgrief

as the story itselfnotes later: "And he sat in mourning for his younger brother."

The Legend ofKhnemu and ofa Seven Years' Famine is a story about a search for

drought relief 19 King Neter-Khat sends a royal decree to Matar, his governor in the

Elephantine province. The king describes the extent of the devastation brought about by

the drought, which leads him to inquire as to the birth place of the Nile god, Hapi.

Neter-Khat remembers that in earlier times Thoth, the god oflearning and lord ofmagic

located in Hermopolis, had assisted in giving divine guidance to his predecessors. Thus,

the king notifies Matar of his intent to worship at the House ofLife in Hermopolis and,

subsequently, to send Matar in search for the origin of the Nile. King Neter Khat writes:

Then I will go into the House ofLife, and I will unroll the Souls ofRa' and I will lay
my hands upon them.20

The temple library, a collection ofmystical sayings by Thoth, are thought of as life giving

papyrus rolls. The life giving knowledge that they contain, however, is passed on by ritual

action rather than by reading. The function of the hand action is to gain enlightenment.
Not surprisingly, the rest of the story relates Matar's success in searching out the source

of the Nile floods. He was aided by mystical knowledge gained through the ritual act.

A final example comes. from the Metternich Stele, which dates from 378-360

B.C.E.21 The text recounts the wanderings ofIsis upon her escape from her brother, the

19Translation by Budge, From Fetish to God, 480-85.

20Ibid., 483.
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god, Set. Aided by seven scorpions in her flight, she is refused shelter by a slave woman

who fears her venomous companions. In retaliation, Tefen, the chief scorpion stings the

woman's son, thus inflicting a near mortal wound. Isis, however, is moved to compassion

upon seeing her grief She announces that her magic utterances have the power to heal.

The text. continues:

Then Isis placed her two hands on the child in order to make to live him whose throat
was stopped, [and she said]:
"0 poison ofTefen, come forth, and drip upon the ground! Thou shalt not enter or

penetrate [further into the child]. I am Isis, the goddess, the mistress ofmagic. I am
accustomed to practice magic, and I k..'10W how to utter words with magical
effect. ,,22

The text continues relating the magical phrases that bring about the child's cure. Two

interesting features of the incantation stand out. The first is the parallel association of the

child with a god. Isis chants, "0 the child liveth and the poison dieth; Ra' liveth and the

poison dieth." The association of the child with the god makes assessable to the child the

god's strength and power. The second aspect concerns what seems to be a practical

approach to the illness that works in conjunction with the magical element. To effect a

complete recovery, Isis instructs the woman on the preparation of a home remedy. She

instructs the woman, "Behold, bread made of barley driveth out the poison and it will

diminish in the members, and the flame of a fire [fed with] heel)! leaves shall expel

inflammation from the Limbs.,,23 Thus, this case shows a combination ofmagical and folk

curative measures employed in conjunction with the ritual action.

21Transcript ofhieroglyphic text and English translation given in Wallis Budge,
Egyptian Literature, Legends of the Gods (London: 1912), 142-43.

22Ibid., 143.

23Ibid., 145. nudge notes that the actual incantation was probably recited over a

barley cake baked in a ceremonial fire, thus infusing it with magical power. In this case,
the line between the action of the gods and normal therapeutic processes is comingled.
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In summary, Egyptian literature reveals the use of hand imposition in mythical

writings and magical tales. In these sources, there is some variety of function. The

Pyramid Utterances depict the ritual as an element used to resurrect and impart divine life

to the king. The Coffin Texts, which follow later, also convey the same purpose with

respect to private individuals. Second, the ritual action is used to authorize and

commission the resurrected king to take up the responsibilities of a judge. Third, the king

(acting as judge) castigates his subjects through an apotropaic ritual of hand imposition.

In later periods, there are mythical accounts that demonstrate a widening of the ritual's

usage. Laying-on of hands is employed by the gods to modify and shape the actions of the

wicked. The latest account, which predates the emergence ofHellenistic influence,

depicts a mythical account of divine healing through hand imposition.

Two accounts demonstrate the ritual as a human act. In one case, hand imposition

is self-imposed as a cultural sign of grief. In another case, it is part of a magical procedure

meant to gain information from the gods. Doubtless, there were other adaptations of the

ritual act. These reveal that Egypt viewed the hands as agents for conveying or

transferring a desired thing, benefit, Of result not only in day-to-day life, but also in the

realm of the spiritual. Though the ritual was sometimes seen as symbolic, as in its use to

demonstrate grief, most often it was considered an effectual ritual, as something which

brought about desired results as its functions clearly imply.

AncientMesopotamian Sources

Egyptian mythology was by no means the only ideology that influenced the

religious development ofPalestinian peoples. There are many influential religious texts

that owe their existence to Mesopotamian origins as well.24 That the ritual action was

.

24The following list of texts is partial but suggestive: The Epic ofCreation, The
Story of the Flood, The Law Code ofHammurabi, Lettersfrom Tel El-Amarna, Historical
Records ofAssyria andBabylonia, The Jehoiachin Tablets, Nebuchadnezzar's
Expedition to Syria, Nabonidus Texts. The Cyrus Cylinder, The Murashu Tablets, The
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used extensively by Mesopotamians is clearly demonstrated by the number of stone

carvings and engravings depicting the practice of hand imposition.25 A survey, however,

of the extant sources reveals one relevant reference in the Gilgamesh Epic and an

implication of the ritual action in the Ras Shamra texts.

The Gilgamesh Epic narrates the Babylonian flood.26 The principal actor is

Gilgamesh who seeks immortality. In the the story, Gilgamesh, who laments the loss of

his friend Enkidu, is troubled that he too, despite his heroics, will die. He moans to

Utnapishti, the only mortal to have ever obtained immortality, "My friend whom I loved

has returned to clay. And I, must I not as him lay me down, to rise not again forever and

ever?" Utnapishti, the Babylonian Noah, relates to Gilgamesh that eternal life is given at

the discretion of the gods alone. He was so rewarded for faithfully building the vessel that

would navigate Enil's flood waters. Utnapishti continues:

Thereupon Enil went up into the vessel: he took hold ofmy hand and made me to go
aboard, he bade my wife to go aboard and made her kneel at my side. Standing
between us, he touched our foreheads and did bless us, saying: "Hitherto Unapishti
has been but a man; but now Unapishii and his wife shall be as gods like ourselves. In
the far distance, at the mouth of the Rivers Unapishti shall dwell.,,27

The Flood account incorporates a modified form of the ritual to bestow immortality to a

human figure. It is worth noting that in this apotheosis tale there are two similarities with

Egyptian accounts noted earlier: (1) a human is promoted to a place among the pantheon

ofgods and, (2) the deification of the individual involves the crossing of a body ofwater.

Babylonian Theodicy, BabylonianMoral Teachings, Prayer to Any God, Textsfrom Ras
Shamrc, et al.

25See James B. Pritchard, The Ancient Near East in PicturesRelating to the Old
Testament (princeton: Princeton University Press, 1954); id., Archaelogy and the Old
Testament (Princeton' Princeton University Press, 1958).

26Thomas D. Winton, Documentsfrom Old Testament Times (New York:
Harper & Brothers, 1958), 19-25.

27Ibid., 23-24.
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An inference of hand imposition is found in the Ras Shamra Texts.28 The

relevance of this source is recognized on the basis of its chronological and cultural

proximity to the formative period cfIsrael's settlement in the land. The data in the texts

reflects the practices or beliefs ofCanaanites living well within the time frame for the

settlement of Israel into Canaan and leading to the establishment of their early confederacy

and subsequent monarchy .:Written in Ugaritic, these texts share many affinities to ancient

Hebrew. Some of the texts that were found along the northern Syrian coast date to about

1400 B.C.E. Thomas D. Winton observes that although there may have been further

redactional work done to some of the texts over the span of some 400 years, "there are

striking correspondences with Hebrew life and culture.,,29

The Legend ofKing Keret is an example of Canaanite beliefs about the divinity of

their kings. Throughout the body of the text the relationship between Karat and the god

EI is affirmed. In Book 3, EI addresses the disease of his earthly offspring:

Then declared EI, The Kindly, The Merciful.
"Sit, my sons, on your seats,
Even on your princely thrones.
I myselfwill resort to magic,
And I will stay the power of the disease,
Driving out the sickness."
With dung his hand he fills,
With goodly dung ... he molds.30

Immediateiy, the divine remedy is described. Thomas contends that the missing word in

the last phrase is probably "image", thus, "With goodly dung an image he molds.,,31
Thomas notes that the concept of transference is operative in this text. The totemic image

28The Legend ofKingKeret, Ras Sharnra, Plate 7. Taken from Thomas D.
Winton, Documentsfrom Old Testament Times, 118-21.

29Ibid., Its.
3 oThe Legend a/KingKeret. 86-90a

31 Ibid., 90b.
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is fashioned and the sickness is ritually transferred by way of a hand gesture from the

god's royal children to the external aJtifact.J2 If these observations are sound, this

account shows innovations :"10t seen ill the previous texts. A healing is procured, but not

by eliminating the illness with superior magical power. The cure takes place by a

transference onto a third party. The disease is ritually transferred from the sick person's

body to a symbolic body; a dung figurine that is ritually unclean, cursed. The one doing

the ritual action is. mere of a facilitator who restores the health of one by transferring the

malignancy on to an object.

To summarize, it is evident that the ritual practice of hand imposition was well

established in Canaanite cultures at a time when Israel itselfwas coalescing into a

recognizable political body. During this time, the ritual was used in a number ofways to

convey beliefs about how the gods interacted with humanity. The notions of importation

to a place of immortality were as pervasive in the fertile crescent as in Egypt. The

function of hand imposition to effect healings also underscores the wide-spread belief that

illness and health could be manipulated through rituals that wooed their divinities.

Classical andHellenistic Greek Sources

The evidence for the ritual use of hand imposition in the Greek literary corpus is

extensive. Examples can be found in classical tragedy and comedy, historical accounts,

poetry, medical discussion, and philosophical discourse, just to name a few However,

while many examples abound, there are only a small number of basic functions and a few

that do not fit any category. For purposes of organization, the material will be grouped
into major functional categories wi:h representative examples given. A miscellaneous

category will poci any remaining accounts.

32Ibid., Winton recognizes totemic rituals as a common medical procedure in
Babylonian medicine.
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Hand Imposition in HealingRites

By far, the most common function of hand imposition in the pagan literature is its

use to bring about miraculous healings.33 These healings are sometimes wrought by

humans, but most often they are performed by divine powers.34 It is no coincidence,

therefore, that the most striking examples of the ritual action are mythical in character.

Otto Weinreich, in his Antike Heilungswunder: Untersuchungen zum Wunderglauben der

Griechen undRomer, has compiled the healing legends related to Zeus, Dionysius, and

Aesclepius.35 His work, as well as that of others, shows that laying-on of hands was not

the only ritual medium used to symbolize the transfer of a therapeutic benefit.36

However, when it is used, the ritual action is clearly meant to bolster the deity's

supernatural power.

Aesclepius, undoubtedly the greatest healing figure from Greek antiquity, is also

the most prolific in his use of the hand gesture.37 Aristides (117-189 C.E.), who spent a

33Plutarch Quaestionum Convivalium 1.3, recognizes a tradition in some circles to
consider home remedies and medicines, " OUV�ElC;, ac; 9EWV XE1pac;."

34Walter Addison Jayne, The Healing Gods ofAncient Civilizations (New Hyde
Park, N.Y.: University Books, 1962), identifies 42 deities, heroes and heroines who were

recognized as healers throughout the classical and Hellenistic Greek period. Many of
these figures performed healing miracles through laying-on of hands and/or therapeutic
touch. For (I discussion of symbolic healing gestures see chapter six, "The Healing Gods
ofAncient Greece," 201-369. For a detailed study of the Aesclepius cult, recognized as

the most popular of the Greek healing gods, see C. A. Meier, Ancient Incubation and
Modern Psychotherapy (Evanston, Ill.: Northwestern University Press, 1967).

350tto Weinreich, Antike Heilungswunder: Untersuchungen zum Wunderglauben
der Griechen undRomer (Giesen: Y..erlag von Alfred Topelmann, 1909), 14-37.

36Jayne, The Healing God", ·21-22, lists tour mediums used to transmit healing
power: the divine presence itself, hand imposition, a sacred relic, and through touching
sacred animals. T"Ieinreich identifies three other methods; touching statues of the divine
healer, laying a foot on the sick, and eating symbolic representations of the healer's hands.
Antike Heilungswunder, 229.

37Weinreich, Antike Heilungswunder, 28, notes, "Am haufigsten und deutlichsten
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great deal of his time in Aesclepian incubation chambers, relates at length his encounters

with the healer38 Apellas, a Karian priest at Epidauros, likewise, tells of his healing

experience.39 Having come down with chronic indigestion, he was visited by a god in a

dream and directed to seek curative aid at the local Aesclepion . The account gives details

of the incubation precess he endured for nine days, during which time he was healed of a

number of infirmities. He recounts the following event while he was in a state of delirium:

He (Asklepios) also touched my right hand and breast, and when I was sacrificing on

the following day, a flame leapt forth and burnt my hand so that blisters broke out;
but after a little my hand was well.40

The account is unambiguous. It is dear that Apellas equates the therapeutic touch with

the projecting flame from the sacrificial altar on the following day. Both the ritual act and

the projecting flame are meant to be taken as related phenomena. It is likely that while the

hand gesture symbolizes the bestowing of the healing, the flame event alludes to the

painful, yet purifying, touch of the god.

In the Aesclepius cult, the act of hand imposition can also function in reverse. One

account relates a healing that takes place at an healing chamber on an island on the

Tiber.41 This event is distinctive in that while Gaius is dreaming, Aesclepius reveals to

-------_. ,- _._-

tritt naturgemas die Bedeutung der Handauflegung bei Asklepios auf
e

0 IlEy�
8aUllaTOlTOtOC; ist er fur Aristeides, und nicht nur fur ihn, sondern fur seine ganze Zeit."
Jayne, The Healing God�', 240-303, gives an extensive biographical sketch ofAesclepius
including his origins, evolution ofAesclepian legends, the extent of his popularity, and
analysis of incubation rites associated with Aesclepian healing chambers.

38See Aristides, SacredDiscourses, for multiple accounts oflaying-on of hands in
connection with healing rituals in aesclepian incubation chambers.

39Corpus Inscriptionum Graecarum, iv. 955.

40lbid.

41WUhelm Dittenberger, SyUoge Inscripttonum Graecarum, 3d ed., vol. 3
(Lipsiae: Apud S. Hirzelium, 1920), no. 1173.
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him the process for recovering his eyesight. Along with a command to worship at the

altar, Gaius is directed to touch the altar with his five fmgers and, subsequently, to lay his

hand upon his own eyes to procure the recovery of his sight.42 Although the details are

somewhat different, still the emphasis is placed on the transference ofhealing through the

faithful rehearsal of the god's instructions,

Next to Aesclepius, Zeus is also known for his healing hand. Aeschylus (ca. 450

B.C.E.), in his Prometheus Bound, gives an acccunt, which through the centuries forms

the core of a cult belief43 Prometheus, who has been bound by Zeus for his goodness

toward humans, forecasts a merciful act on the part of his captor. 10, who was driven to

madness by a gadfly, will be the object ofZeus' good favor. Prometheus assures 10:

There is a city, Canobus, on the utmost verge of the land at the very mouth and
silt-bar of the Nile. Certainly there Zeus restores you your senses by the mere stroke
and touch of his unterrifying haoo.44

The alleviation ofIo's madness is the result ofZeus' touch. Aeschylus emphasizes the

means ofIo's healing by using ElTa<j>uv, and ttyWYY. Zeus' hands restore 10 to sanity.

lo's restoration, however, is only half the miracle, and not the greatest display of his

power either. Prometheus prophecies a second and greater effect by the same ritual act:

And from you shall spring forth dark Epaphos, named after the manner ofZeus's

engendering.45

42Ibid., 2 ..3. The passage ill question reads, "Elr« lilT;) lTOO OE�LOO [AGEtY
EITl TO dpWT£P()V Kat GflVat TOl); lTEYTE OC:KTU)\OU� £mXv(JJ TOO (3�1l0TO� Kat
opal n),' Xdpc Kcd EmGt:1Vat f.'rrl TOUO rO(OlJ� 6<j>G·::!AIlOUC;, Kat opGov
a'vE�AE�'E TOO 6�llou lTapEOTWT0; Kat OUYXatpOIlEVOli."

43Aeschylus Prometheus Bound 845-55. For a survey of the 10 Myth see

Weinreich, Antike Heilungswunder, 30-36.

44Ibid., 848 ..49.

45Th' I sso.s:Ie ., .) -.J ..
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Thus, Aeschylus portrays Zeus as a healer, as well as a procreator through his magical

touch. In time, Zeus is labeled ZEUC; ETTa<POV, "Zeus the one who touches", and is called

upon to aid in childbirth.46 Nevertheless, the function of the hand gesture in this account

is basically consistent with other powerful healers. The concept of transference is implied

in the curing ofIo, as it is in her virginal impregnation.

Evidence for the practice ofhand imposition is also found in Roman sources. Pliny

the Elder in his NaturalHistory refers to magical healers ofwhich he has knowledge.47

In Book 28, he elaborates on their power to heal serpent bites. "These," he says, "by a

mere touch or by wet suction relieve bitten victims.,,48 "Wet suction" is clarified by Pliny:

Crates ofPergamum states that there was a race ofmen round Parium on the

Vardanelles, whom he calls Ophiogenes, whose custom it was to cure snake-bites by
touch and drawing the poison out of the body by placing their hands on it.49

Elsewhere, Pliny mentions a tradition that King Pyrrhus was able to heal with the

touch of his finger. 50 In a related theme, the biographer Marius Maximus (ca. 200 C.B.)

460n this subject see Ernst Maas, De Aeschyli Supplicibus: Index Lectionum
(Gryphiswald, 1890-91), 16-17. There are numerous accounts of other Greek deities who
mimic the miraculous powers ofZeus. Among the more notable examples are Higieia,
who is adjured in Orphic Hymn 23.8 to send dp�vT)v TE Kat �TTt6�Elpov uydT)v,
peaceful and gentle hands, in child delivery; Lysios, who is also called <lnAaAUTTTOV
Emx<j>lE, lovely haired toucher in Orphic Hymn 50.7; and Hepione, the wife ofAesclepius,
who is requested for her special touch: "Zeus, the common father of all who are born,
Hear my prayer and grant that gentle pangs may come to Antonia in the tender hands
(J.LaAaKalc; XEpO'l) ofHepione....Her womb bears the blood ofgreat houses." See
Crinagoras Epigram, inW. R. Paton, The GreekAnthology, vol. 1 (London: William
Heinemann LTD., 1916),429.

47Pliny NaturalHistory 28.6.31.

48Ibid.

49Ibid., 7.2.13.

50Ibid., 28.6.35. In the NaturalHistory, 28.11.45-46, Pliny mentions further
magical cures: (1) the touch of a person who dies prematurely can cure sores, diseased
partoid glands, and throat infections, and (2) boils are cured by rubbing an odd number of
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recounts in The Life ofHadrian an occasion where Hadrian touched (contingit) an old

man who was blind and feverish. 5! Maxirnus reoorts that he received his eyesight and his

fever abated. Finally, in theMetamorphoses, Ovid (43 B.C.E.-17 c.E.) draws from the

ancient traditions of the gods as helpers in childbirth. 52 He recounts a mythical tale about

a pregnant tree who is laboring to give birth. Luciana, a Roman goddess, takes note'

Pitying, Luciana stood near the groaning branches, laid her hands on them, and
uttered charms to aid the birth. Then the tree cracked open, the bark was rent
asunder, and it gave forth Its living burden, a wailing baby boy. 53

This example places the ritual act and magical incantations on a parallel plane. Both of

them are necessarily interdepencent to bring about the successful delivery.

Hand Imposition To Convey A Blessing

A second and distinct function of laying-on of hands is to conveyor bestow a

blessing. Sophocles employs the ritual once in this sense in his Oedipus at Colonus (ca.

410 B.C.E.). 54 Oedipus, blind and helpless, arrives at Colonus after years ofwandering.

Upen the recounting of his tragic career, Zeus summons him with bolts of thunder and

lightning flashes. Recognizing these to be a portent of his soon demise Oedipus cries out .

._-----------

flies on the sore with the "digtto medico,
"

the medical finger; that is the finger next to the
little finger. Ovid, The Remediesfor Love, 11 S, also talks about applying a healing touch
to
"

... nip ail ailment in the bud."

51,Jhe biographies of Valern;s Maximus are found within a. collection of six Latin
writers known as the Historia Augusta. Though the compilation of the Historia dates to
the 4th century C.E. the work ofMaximus is considered to have been written toward the

end of the 2d century. See Greek (melLatin Authors: 800 B.C.-A.D. 1000, s.v.

"Spartianus, Aclius."

52Ovid Metamorphoses 1O.�;05-520.

531'd io -'0 SllIn., .)1-".

54Sphocle!i Oedipus at Colonus 1470-1500.
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Ha! once more the deafening sound
Peals yet louder all around.
Ifthcu darkenest our land,
Lightly, lightly lay thy hand;
Grace, not anger let me win,
Ifupon a man of sin I have looked with pitying eye,
Zeus, our king, to thee I cry! 55

In this context, the action is used figuratively. Oedipus prays that Zeus show kindness

rather than retribution. Plato (ca. 400-390 B.C.E.) also uses hand imposition in a

metaphorical sense.56 In arguing for music as a purifier of human passion, he reflects:

"Then Glaucon," I said, "Is not musical education of paramount importance for those
reasons, because rhythm and harmony enter most powerfully into the innermost part
of the soul and lay forcible hands upon it, bearing grace with them, so making
graceful him who is rightly trained?,,57

Music is thus personified as a giver of refinement through the impartation of laying-on of

hands. 58 Clearly, Plato is conveying the idea that a real transference is involved.

The last account comes from the Latin orator Cicero in his De Domo Sua. 59 In

this oration, Cicero levels a blistering tongue-lashing against Lucullus and Servilius. They

are accused of desecrating the burial site of a citizen ofRome by building a statue on the

land to honor themselves in a brazen act of self-aggrandizement. This they did without

consulting the college of city pontiffs. Cicero delivers the rebuke at the consecration of

his own home where the two have shown up to participate in a public ceremony. Upon

their arrival Cicero marvels at their gall:

C'�
·)-Ibid., 1480.

c«:

-,\.'Plato Republic 3.401.d.

57Ibid.

58See also Plutarch De Musica 42, and Galen's understanding of the function of
music in the Aesclepian incubation rites, On the Natural Faculties, 1.8.19-20.

59Cicero De Domo Sua
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You are here, Lucullus, and you, Servilius are here, to dedicate the responses to me,
and to lay your hands upon the coer-post, while I dedicate the house of Cicero!
Your effrontery and shamelessness are no doubt without any parallel.60

In this text, the ritual action is not the central subject of the discourse. Still, Cicero's

indignation helps to bring out the sense in which the action is to be understood. It is

probable that as city figures, Lucullus and Servilius are there to officiate in some official

capacity. Since Cicero is one ofRome's more celebrated citizens, they go to participate in

a traditional home dedication ceremony. The hand gesture is purely ceremonial and is

accompanied by the official best wishes of the city. There is no sense that any more than

that is to be read into the custom.

Hand Imposition in Giving a Charge/Stating a Curse

A third category of the ritual involves the use of the hand gesture to lay a charge

upon an individual. Earlier, reference was made to Sophocles' Oedipus at Colonus.

Later, as Oedipus awaits his death, he implores Theseus, King ofAthens, to pledge his

support for his daughters. Theseus, taking the hands of the two girls with his own, swears

an oath of commitment to Oeidepus' daughters. Oedipus then summons his offspring to

his side. The account continues:

Oedipus at once laid his blind hands upon his daughters, saying:
"Children, you must show your nobility,
And have the courage now to leave this spot.
You must not wish to see what is forbidden,
Or hear what may not afterward be told.,,61

This instance is meant to be taken factually. By the ritual action, Oedipus conveys a

charge to his daughters to act in a we.y that befits their place as nobility. The death of a

monarch should only be witnessed by one like himself Sophocles goes on to describe the

mysterious deification ofOedipus, which is witnessed only by Theseus. In the Ajax,

60Ibid., 52.133.
61Sophocles Oedipus at Coionus 1639-40.
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Tecmessa, upon hearing of her husband's suicide, runs to his lifeless body with Eurysaces,

his san.62 Wishing to secure a burial for Ajax, but fearing that his body will be taken, she

positions the child so as to hover over his father's corpse. Tecmessa then takes Ajax's

hands and piaces them upon the boy's head. While cutting symbolic locks of hair, she

utters a charge 'to Eurysac.es.63 In this case, the act of hand imposition is doubtless

performed by a lifeless body to stress the gravity of the charge and the severity of the

imprecation. More significantly, the body ofAjax is manipulated to impress upon the boy

the bonds of family. Eurysaces should see the charge as comming from his dead father!

From the Roman sources, Valleius Paterculus (19 B.C.E.-30 C.E.) makes a

passing reference to a local Icing who was charged with the administration of Armenia by

Tiberius Caesar.64 After bringing the region under Roman rule, he is applauded for his

moderation in installing indigenous leaders to administer the lands. The reference is

sandwiched in between a litany of his accomplishments, but it does specify that Caesar

charged the Armenian while "he had with his own hand set the mark ofroyalty.,,65

Miscellaneous Examples ojHand Imposition

There are several accounts that do not fit neatly into the above mentioned

categories. Plutarch (50-120 C.E.;, for example, employs the ritual gesture on two

occasions.66 In his Numa, he recounts Numa's ascendancy to the Roman throne. Having

62Sophoc1es Ajax 1 J 50-80

63n)id .,
1170-71. The charge reads, "Keep your station, and make your

supplication. And if anyone ill the army tries to wrest you forcibly from this corpse, may
his corpse be thrown out unburied from his land and home, wretchedly, as he is a wretch,
cut off at the root with all his race, even as I have cut off this lock of hair."

64Valleius PaterculusHistory ofRome 2.1 '22.1-4.

65Ibid., 2.122.2.

66Plutarch Lives: Numa 7.1-5. For augurs seeMoralia: Roman Questions 72-73.
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been universally acclaimed by the population, he holds hack in accepting his royal charge

until his authority has been ratified by heaven. The chiefof the omen interpreters thus

brings Numa to the citadel at the Tarpcian Hill before the citizenry to inquire of the gods.

With Numa's head veiled and turned to the south, the augur

... standing behind him, and laying the right hand on his head, prayed aloud, and
turned his eyes iu all directions W observe whatever birds or other omens might be
sent from the goIs. Then an incredible silence fell upon the vast multitude in the
forum who watched in eager suspense for the issue, until at last auspicious birds
appeared and approached the scene on the I ight. Then Numa put on his royal robes
and went down from the citadel to the multitude, where he was received with glad
cries ofwelcome as the most pious ofmen and most beloved of the gods.67

Hand imposition, in this context, is used to focus attention on the ritual subject. Livy (59

B.C.E.-;2 C.E.), who also gives all account of this event, adds a detail that strengthens

this interpretation. 6R Commenting or. the augur's divinatory ritual I:le reports:

Laying his right hand on Numa's head, he uttered the following prayer: "Father

Jupiter, ifit is Heaven's will that this man Numa Pornpilus, whose head I am

touching, be king in Rome, do thou exhibit to us unmistakable signs within those
limits which I have set.,,69

It is dear that the ri.ual action has an exclusionary function so that whatever omens are

seen call only apply to the subject in question. In general, the ritual action is a way to

inquire of the gods for their specific approval, disapproval, or instruction_70 No

transference is stated or implied.

(j �I

'Ibid.,7.2-5. Legend has it that Numa, sucessor to Romulus, introduced civility
and the oroper worship of the gods tc the Romans. The Roman historian Florus notes,
"He instructed them in sacred rites au.l ceremonies and in all the worship of the immortal
gods." :�: orus, The Epitome 0./All Warn During Seven Hundred Years, trans. E.
Malcovati (London/New York: William Heinemann/G'P, Putnam's Sons, 1929),2.66.

6gLivy Books] and II 1.18.5 .. 12.

()91bid., J .lS.6-10.

70PIFtarch in The Sayings of the Spartans 77 7.14.F relates an account of a
deceitful usage of hand imposition. Hands are imposed upon a liver to inquire of the gods.
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lucian, in The Lover ofLies (ca. 150 C.E.), relates an instance of hand imposition

employed to strengthen an oath of truthfulness:

Then, as if reminded by the sight of his sons, Eucrates said: "As surely as I hope
these boys will be a joy to me"--and he laid his hand upon them= "what I am about to
tell you, Tychiades, is true."7]

This example is somewhat ironical. The ritual is used in an impromptu manner to

strengthen his oath with something that is very dear to the subject performing the action.

There is little forethought leading to the event, and it does have a note of desperation.

Eucrates lays his hands upon his children drawing from the popular belief that placing the

hands over a beloved person, or some cherished object, insured honesty. The underlying

point is clear; Eucrates is placing the lives of his beloved children as a guarantee of the

truthfulness of his testimony.

An unusual account is found in the Aeneid by Virgil (70-19 B.C.E) where he traces

the wanderings ofAeneas after the Trojan war.72 Book 7 contains a poetic description of

a blood feud between Fury and Juno, a daughter of Saturn. The contention between the

gods is paralleled by the struggles ofmortals below. Fury, fleeing from heaven, buries her

power in Cocytus, ltaly, thus causing Juno to persue her. She vents her anger and mortal

battle ensues. The text reads, "Nee minus interea extremam Saturnia bello imponit

regina manum.,,73 The narrative establishes a relationship between the battle below and

By writing the word victory in letters turned backwards on the hand the word was

transferred on to the liver thus tricking the soldiers into believing that the gods had given a

sure sign of their victory in battle. A similar trick of Alexander is told by Frontinus,
Strategmata l.I1.14.

71Lucian Lover ofLies 27

72Virgil Aeneid 7.570-600.

73Ibid., 7.572, reads "No less meanwhile does Saturn's daughter impose her royal
hand upon the war."
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Juno's bellicose act of hand imposition. From a literary standpoint, the ritual butresses the

idea by fur.ctioning as an anthropomorphic symbol of a military campaign in Sicily_?4

Hand Imposition in SacrificialRites

In conclusion, a brief word should be said about the use of hand imposition in

sacrificial rites. A search of the relevant sources reveals no literary accounts that depict

this function of the ritual action. Though scant, nevertheless, there is some evidence that

hand imposition was used in Greco-Roman mystery religions.iS In the two artifacts at the

Ccpenhaegen Museum, the hand gesture is clearly associated with acts ofworship and

sacrificial giving rendered to Cybele, the "Great Mother" god, who was installed in Rome

around 205 B.C.E.76 Though there is not enough information to be certain as to the

significance of the ritual, the general intention seems to be that of showing acceptance of

the votive offerings, and of the one bringing the sacrifice. The hater relief, however,

allows for a second interpretation: the god may be bestowing a biessing or some other

benefit to the worshipful subject. If this is correct, the notion of transference through the

ritual act may well have been integral to Roman religious rites.

74Ibid., lines 590-92 give indication of the virulence ofJuno's rage, and of the
association inferred between the actions of the goddess and corresponding human events,
"But when no lower is given him to quell their blind resolve, anc /t.ll goes as Juno wills,
tnen with many an appeal to the gods and th::; 'voiceless skies, 'Alas!' cries the father, 'we
are shattered by fate, and swept away by the storml'"

7SThe National Museum m Copenhagen has a votive reliefby Cyzicus (Ist century
B C.E.) which depicts Cybele with her right Land laid upon an offering that is being
sacrificed before her. There is also a Greco-Roman krater (mixing bowl), no. 4332, which
shows a large god-like figure towering over a person of smaller stature. The large figure
is shown with hands placed upon the smaller figure's head as an offering of a chest is held
in hands. See T. Klauser, Jahrbuchfur Aruike und Christentum, vol. 2 (1960), 116-18.

76See C. K. Barrett, The New Testament Background: SelectedDocuments (New
York: Harper 8; Row, Prbhshers 1961),91-93, for a succinct summary of the tenets of
the Mystery Religions of Rome.



55

In summary, the Greek and Latin sources surveyed contain the most varied

utilization of the ritualized hand gesture. Although it is found for the most part in

mythical literature, there is little doubt that the functions described mirror actual practices.
Plato reveals an awareness ofmagical healers who performed their wonders through hand

imposition. In the Republic, he makes reference to such practitioners. "Beggar priests

and seers," he notes "come to the doors of the rich and convince them that in their hands,

given by the gods, there lies the power to heal with sacrifices and incantations.,,77 Pliny,

as has been noted, also reports as factual the existence of snake-bite healers who

performed their healings with their hands.78 Livy also notes that the laying-on of hands

was used in connection with religious rites associated with the installation of the earliest

monarchs ofRome.

The sources available reveal four distinct functions. Overall, these aspects of the

use of hand imposition are clear examples ofhow the ritual was used in social contexts.

The rite was viewed as effective in addressing the Feeds of the community or individual.

Such needs could be therapeutic, civic, personal, and/or governmental. First, the most

prolific function was the healing of a subject through laying-on of hands. Within this

category, the development of rites for the alleviation ofwomen in travail and the safe

delivery of their children is especially noted. Second, the hand gesture was also used to

bestow personal blessings, (of to symbolize the same as in a public dedicatory ceremony.

Third, hand imposition was employed in oaths of various kinds_79 The concept of "oath"

1'7Plato The Republic 391.D. 5.

7�Jayne, The Healing Gods, 272-83, gives a detailed account of the incubation

process in Aesclepian chambers which included curative touches by the temple priests.

79A central principle in oath taking is the solemnity associated with the action,
stated or implied. In oath taking, the formal affirmation is made solemn by being coupled
with something sacred (the gods), or something highly esteemed (one's life, family, et al.).
Webster's ThirdNew IniernanonalDicttonary, 1981 ed., s.v. "Oath."
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is used comprehensively here to include the charging of an individual with a specific

responsibility, the pronouncement of curses and imprecations upon offenders, and the

vowing of truthfulness in one's testimony. Fourth, the hand gesture was used in divination

ceremonies to discern the will and intentions of the spiritual world. In this case, the

gesture is employed to create a focal point; to concentrate the perceived omens and their

interpretation on the subject alone.

Overall, within certain prescribed situations, the hand gesture was meant to

represent the effectual attendance of the gods. The association between Juno's hands and

the battle raging below makes this clear. It is the hands of a god that instigate the fierce

war. From another perspective, the touch of the Aesclepian priest was given to the ill

patient after a long incubation process. This crdeal was meant to induce in the person a

state of twilight half-consciousness. It was in this condition that the infirmed received the

therapeutic touch, thus applying the ritual action at a time during which the patient was

unable to distinguish whether they had been touched by a priest or Asklepios himself. For

the ancient Greek and Latin civilizations, the hands conveyed many of the ideas seen

earlier in the Ancient Ncar East.

Ancient Israelite and Jewish Sources

There is no doubt that the writings of ancient Israel and post-captivity judaism

were the primary literary influences of early Christianity.80 This reason alone provides

ample warrant for considering their impact en the development of ritual in the Christian

tradition. In doing this, 11 is important to clarify that these sources themselves are, to a

degree, an off-shoot of the broad cultural developments which this study has addressed.

Ancient Israelite practices are Near Eastern practices, and post-captivity ritual structures

SORichard Bauckham, "The �{elevanct' ofExtracanonical Jewish Texts for New

Testament Study," Hearing the New Testament: Strategies/or Interpretation, ed. Joel B.
Green (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishers, 1995), 90-91.
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are part of the Greco-Roman Hellenistic mosaic. Though, to a large degree, there are

Hebrew/Jewish trends that continue, there are also significant cultural differences.

The Old Testament forms the bulk of the ancient Hebrew tradition. A quick

survey of the relevant texts reveals that most of the instances of hand imposition are found

in materials that are considered pre-captivity, or are linked to such sources.81 This

chronological detail is stressed simply to establish the antiquity of the ritual practice. The

functions of these rituals are grounded in ancient Hebrew traditions. While the New

Testament writers may have used the Septuagint, it is only from Hebrew roots that

significant aspects of hand imposition are seen.

Hand Imposition in Rituals ofSacrifice

In the Hebrew scriptures the ritual action is mentioned eighteen times in relation to

sacrificial ceremonies.82 Of these references, six relate to the consecration of the levites,

two to the consecration ofAaron and the Levitical Priests, one to the burnt offering, three

to the peace offering, six to the sin offering, and one to the Day ofAtonement. Note the

following breakdown:

81Werner H. Schmidt, Old Testament Introduction, assess current research on the

documental) composition of the Pentateuch and the Deuteronomistic history. By his

scheme, Gen. 48:18 and EX'Jd. 7:4 fall well within the pre-captivity time-frame for the
development of the J and E traditions. Even the Deuteronomic tradition (D), ofwhich 2

Kings B: 16 is a part, was initially recorded prior to the Josianic reform (ca. 622 B.C.E.).
Exodus 29:10: 15,19; Lev. 8:14, 18,22; 16:21; 24:14; NUlTI. 8:12; 27:18,23 are

admittedly P traditions, which came to be written sometime between the 4th to 3d
centuries B.C.E. In these cases the chroniclers drew in a general sense from pre-captivity
sources. Deuteronomy 34:9; Lev. 1:4; 3:2, 8, 13; 4:4, 15,24; and 2 Chron. 29:23 are

considered additions to P. Job 9:33; 41:8 were probably written between the 5th and 3d

centuries H.C.E., [hough they transmit ideas and concepts that date to early antiquity.
Psalm 80: 17 is assigned to Asaph, thus post-exilic, but Ps. 139:5 may be pre-captivity.
See pp. 46-61, 136-40, 160-62,332-34.

82Exodus 29: 10, 15, 19; Lev. 1 :4; 3:2, 8, 13; 4:4, 15,24,29, 33; 8: 14, 18,22;
16:21; Num. 8:12; 2 Chron 29:23.
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1 Consecration ofAaron and the Levitites, Exodus 29: 1-25; Leviticus 8: 1-29

2. Cleansing of the Levites, Numbers 8:5-13

3.

4.

Burnt Offerings, Leviticus 1: 1-9

Peace Offering, Leviticus J: 1-17

Sin Offering, Leviticus 4:1-35; 2 Chronicles 29:20-24

Day ofAtonement, Leviticus 16:20-226.

An analysis of the grammar of these passages reveals that without exception a

form of the verb 1�083 is used to describe the action in question. In fact, within the

context ofHebrew sacrificial practices, to lay a handlhands on a sacrificial subject is

uniformly conveyed by the same verb /direct object combination. Given this consistency,

there is some consensus in the scholarly literature that whatever hand imposition means in

the sacrificial texts, it signifies one basic idea.84 The verb means "to lean, to press", and

this aspect is integral to its interpretation. Thus. Jacob Milgrom goes so far as to speak of

this ritual action as a hand leaning rite.85 DaVId Daube defines 17J0 as follows:

8JThe primary meaning of the root is "to lean upcn, against," but it can also carry
the idea of support as in Amos 5: 19. New InternationalDictionary ofOld Testament

Theology andExegesis, 1997, s.v. "17,J0."

84David Daube surveys the usages of 17.)0 and observes that the basic notion
behind the term is that of transfering all attribute or one: s personality unto the object of
the ritual. Though he makes some allowance for variation within a specific circumstance,
he concludes "It may safely be affirmed that all the passages where samakh is used in
connection with sacrifice are explicable by reference to the same fundamental notion,"
David Daube, The New Testament and. Rabbinscal Judaism (London: The Athlone Press,
1956),226. R. Alan Culpepper, in "The Biblical Basis ofOrdination," Review and

Expositor 78 (1931), 471-72, acknowledges and does not challenge Daube's conclusion.
Allen M Harman in the New InternationalDictionary ofOld Testament Theology and
Exegesis, affirms that all the cases 100 can be explained satisfactorily on the basis of
transference. Tangentially, John E. Hartley gives a summary of eleven theories for the

meaning of100 and concludes that a major alternative view, "identification by
substitution," is impossible to determine from the OT texts. See "Excursus: Laying on of

Hands," Leviticus (Dallas, TX.: Wcrd Books, Publishers, 1992), 19-25.

85Jacob Milgrom, Leviticus 1-16 (New York: Doubleday, 1991), 1009-1081.
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Samakah signifies "to lean".... The rite of "leaning one's hands upon somebody or
something" involves the exercise of some force, and the force is concentrated at the
base of the hand, near the joint The attitude is familiar to travelers trying to close
trunks into which they have packed too much. . . . What may have been the import of
the ceremony in Old Testament times? In all probability, by leaning your hands upon
somebody or something, by pressing in this way upon a person or animal, you were

pouring your personality into him or it; or in other words, you were making him or it

your substitute.86

Daube stresses that the verb implies the action of pouring forth one's personality. The

force or pressure applied as contact upon the victim, does indeed give this ritual its

distinctive character. Whether personality is the only quality or essence being transmitted,

however, remains to be seen. It is probably more accurate to speak of this ritual as

implying transference, rather than a "pouring forth." The sacrificial passages, in this

writer's opinion, show that the ritual is used to represent more than the pouring of

personality, as Daube contends.

In the eight sacrificial texts identified, the specific function of hand imposition is

consistent with one exception.87 The general pattern will be observed first, and the

exception will follcw later. Whether the animal being sacrificed is a bull, a ram, a lamb, or

a male or female goat, the ritual procedure is clearly fixed: Exodus 29:10 is the first

record of this type and provides all the structural elements seen in the other accounts. 88

Moses is to direct the Levites as follows:

Thus you shall ordain Aaron and his sons. "Then you shall bring the bull before the
tent ormeeting. Aaron and his sons shall lay their hands upon the head of the bull."

86Daube, The New Testament and Rabbinical Judaism, 225.

87The Day ofAtonement and La Aza 'zel ritual (Lev. 16).

88Scripture and apocryphal quotations (unless otherwise noted) are from the
Revised Standard 'Version of the Bil-le, The New OxfordAnnotatedBible with Apocrypha
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1973, 1.977).
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Three features found in tnis account show a high degree of consistency in the other texts:

(1) the sacrificial rite takes place at the door of the tent ofmeeting,g9 (2) either Aaron, or

he and the Levitical pries1s,9° or an individual bringing a sacrifice lays one hand upon the

animal,91 and (3) the hand is laid upon the head of the victim.92 Apart from these

similarities there is also a consistent absence of any prayer associated with these ritual

actions. The import of this "lack" will become obvious as the meaning and direction of

the transfer is understood.

The variations, minimal as theyare, ere accounted for on the basis of the specific

sacrifice being performed (viz., Burnt, Sin, Peace Offering, et al.). Given the general

consistency of the ritual process, it is likely that the hand imposition element has one

fundamental meaning. But what is that meaning? Clearly, as Henry Preserved Smith

observes, "Transfer ofpower or of some personal quality by bodily contact so naturally

suggests itself to man that we shall not be surprised to find this method used among

various people'). "S'3 In fact, the only interpretation that receives serious consideration is

the concept of transference; by the ritual action of hand imposition the offerer is

transmitting personal or corporate guilt upon the sacrificial victim.94

--_._._-

89Cf Lev. 1:3//3:2,8114:4 //Num. 8:9

90Cf. Exod. 29:10 IILev. 4·15 1/8.4 //Num. 3:12

91Exodus 29:10 gives the plural "lay their hands" because of the collective body of
priests each participating in the hand imposition ritual. Cf Lev. 1:4 113 :2, 8114:4,24

92Exod1JS 29:10 /lLev. 1:4//3:2,8//4:4,15,24 I/Num. 8:12. 2 Chron. 29:23 does

not state this, but it is referred to as a sin offering (v. 23a), thus linking it to the Leviticus
4 tradition.

93Heruy Preserved Smith, "The Laying-on ofRands," The American Journal of
Theology 17 (1913): 48.

94This view prevails O!1 the basis of the Babylonian Talmud, Yoma 36a, which
directs that confession he made over the three kinds of sacrifices. Outrarnrn, De
Sacrificiis, gives an analysis ofMaimonides further development of this tradition.
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There is little doubt that a transference of some sort is the basic idea being

conveyed. But given that no textual evidence supports the notion of the transfer of sin

and, conversely, that the transfer of sin is clearly associated with the scape-goat ritual, it

seems unlikely that such is its meaning here. Smith shows conclusively that sacrificial

animals were viewed as innocent and divine by the pagan cultures of the time.

Consequently, hand imposition was the way in which the offerer had the quality of sanctity

transmitted to him through corning in contact with the victim.95 There is ample evidence

in the accounts to warrant that such is the way it ought to be understood in these texts as

well. By the laying-on of hands, the individual or the corporate body was symbolizing the

transmittal of the animal's cultic holiness and sanctity back to them. The worshipers were

rendered holy and ritually acceptable in their act of sacrificing the animal.

A variation from the pattern is seen in he ritual action associated with Yom

Kippur.96 Leviticus 16 gives the statute for the process in that ceremony. Two things

95Smith, "The Laying-on ofHands," 53-57. D. W. Wead recognizes that most
scholars have rejected the: position that transference of sin unto the animal is implied.
However, he takes a defective view. Wead notes: "Rather, the value seemed to result
from the offering of a pure and innocent life or of a being without blemish as expiation for
the guilt-laden life of the offerer The International Standard Bible Encyclopedia (1982),
s.v. "Hands, Laying-orr of." Against Wead, Smith recognizes correctly the value of the
sacrifice itself. but fails to account for the ritual action and its basic meaning in context.
The gesture is superfluace if all that is suggested is the expiation ofguilt.

96Jacob Milgrom labeled chapter 16 "The Day ofPurgation," stressing the
outward purging of sin as the centraltheme of the ceremony . Jacob Milgrom, Leviticus
1-16, I C89-1081 The Hittite Empire of the Middle Kingdom (ca. 1300 B.C.E.) also had

purgaticn/elimination rites. TIle Rituol ofAshella, concerns a plague that has broken out
among the ranks in the army. A ritual prescribed reads in part, "Then the leaders of the

army place their hands over the rams. Thereupon, they say the following: 'whatever god
has caused this plague, now, behold, the rams are standing, they are very fat in liver, heart,
and member. Let the flesh ofhumans be hateful to him. Moreover, be appeased with
these rams.

'" The intent of this ritual action is unique. In essence, the hand action is
taken to establish an identification betweer. the: collective army and the rams. By doing so,
the military leaders {ire in effect offering substitute victims to the malevolent gods. They
are saying "these are our rams of appeasement, these are our substitutes, they are a more

succulent target than the army personnel, they are better objects of attack than we are."
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stand out. First, it is signi ficant that there is no mention of the hand gesture associated

with the sin and burnt offerings required at the beginning of the ceremony.97 Two

explanations are possible. One suggests that the redactor omitted the ritual procedure to

avoid redundancy. This explanation is weak, however, since there is no interest in

minimizing overlapping statements elsewhere in the book. A more tenable explanation

suggests that the hand gestures are Dot mentioned because they are not part of this

ceremony. The intent here is to purge Israel of its sin. Thus, the hand ritual, which

normally implies a transference of a beneficial gift from the pure sacrifice to the offerer in

the Burnt and Sin Offerings, runs counter to the purpose of the ceremony which is to

transfer, albeit symbolically, the sins of the people on to an innocent victim (the

scape-goat).98 To use the hand leaning rite in connection with the initial offerings would

cause a logical non-sequitur about the people's cultic standing. How can one who is first

made ritually acceptable through the transfer of the initial sacrifice's purity then logically

be impure and in need of transferring their sin unto La Aza 'zellater in the ceremony?

This aspect leads to the second issue: the modification of the ritual hand action.

Once the preliminary aspects of the cult have been accomplished, and all of them are

normal procedures seen in other Israelite rites, the live goat ceremony takes place. This

ritual in Israel's cultus happens only on this day,99 Leviticus 16:21-22 states:

For a detailed analysis see E. Laroche, Catalogue des textes hittites (Paris: Editions

Klincksieck, 191-1), 394.

97Cf Lcv.16:5-17 II Burnt Offering, Lev. 1: 1-9 IISin Offering, Lev. 4: 1-35

98This view strengthened by the tone of the ceremony. Leviticus 16:29-31

stresses the humbling of the people (viz., i1Jlj meaning to afllict, oppress, humble), a
directive decidedly absent from the rituals previously studied.

99Milgrom maintains that the ritual was first practiced whenever there was a need
to perform an Elimination rite to cleanse the people from some social defilement. This
account is the codification of an earlier "emergency" rite. Milgrom, Leviticus 1-16, 1061.
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And Aaron shall lay both his hands upon the head of the live goat, and confess over
him all the iniquities ofthe people of Israel; and all of their transgressions, all their
sins; and he shall put them upon the head of the goat, and send him away into the
wilderness by the hand of a man who is in readiness. The goat shall bear all their
iniquities upon him to a solitary land; And he shall let the goat go in the wilderness.

There are several ways in which the ritual deviates from the norm: (1) Aaron, in his

capacity as High Priest, performs the action, (2) he is to place both of his hands upon the

goat's head, (3) confession of sin is made publicly and corporately as the goat is held in

haud, (4) the goat is taken to the desert to be released. While there are other distinctive

aspects, these relate directly to the ritual action. It is clear that this ritual differs

appreciably from the pattern. The explanatory note given in verse 22 makes it all but

certain that this ritual performance has the basic idea of transference. However, whereas

the offerers are the normal recipients of transferred purity by ritual hand leaning, here the

two-hand ritual action transfers sin and guilt unto the a.nimal.

Hand Imposition in Rituals ofConsecration

A second function of hand imposition is its use in consecrating individuals, or

collective bodies. There are three accounts of this nature in the Hebrew scriptures. 100

While each instance exhibits its own peculiarities, the texts use a form of lr.JO uniformly

which, though translated "to lay upon," is understood to carry some form of pressure

applied during the procedure. The three accounts can be subsumed under two categories.

The first account is found in Numbers 8: 10. Reference to this event has already

been made in connection with the Sin and Burnt Offerings (v. 12). It is important to note,

however, that in this instance those sacrifices are part of a larger ceremony meant to

cleanse t.he Levite ortests and present them so as to function in their priestly duties (Num.

8:5-9). According to the account, Moses was 1:0 bring the Levites before the congregation

and cleanse them through water ablutions. Numbers 8: 10-1] continues:

100Numbers 8:10; 27:18, 23; Deut. 34:9.
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When you present the Levites before the Lord, the people of Israel shall lay their
hands. upon the Levites, and Aaron shall offer the Levites before the Lord as a wave

offering from the people of Israel, that it may be theirs to do the service of the Lord.

Numbers 8: 19 makes it dear that the ritual was a way (If consecrating the Levites to

perform their priestly functions, Here, the rite of hand imposition conveys the sense of

transference, but in 1 distinct way. The rite symbolizes the sacrificial giving of'first-born

Levites by Israel to God. The people are identifying themselves with the gift by

transferring themselves through the ritual. 1 (I 1

The second occasion relates to the consecration of Joshua. The P tradition is

given its fullest treatment in Numbers 17:15-23. In it, Moses calls to God for the

appointment of his replacernent (vv. 15··17). GoJ responds positively to Moses' request

instructing him as follows:

Take Joshua the son ofNun, a man in whom is the spirit, and lay your hand upon him;
cause him to stand before Elea'zar the priest and all the congregation, and you shall
commission him in their sight. You shell invest him with some of your authority, that
the congregation of the people ofIsrael may obey. (Num. 27: 18-20)
And he shall stand before Elea'zar the priest, who shall inquire for him by the
judgment of the Urim before the Lord; at his 'Nord they shall go out, and at his word

they shall come in, both he and all the people of Israel with him, the whole
congregation And Moses did as the Lord commanded him; he took Joshua and
caused him to stand before Elea'zar the priest and the whole congregation, and he
laid his hands upon him, and commissioned him as the Lord directed through Moses.

(Num.27:21-23)

The pericope has been divided purposefully to reflect the two aspects of the consecration

ritual The rite of hand imposition functions differently in each situation, It seems clear

that in the first mntance (V'I. 18-20), the ritual is between Mcses and Joshua alone, and it

is God who directs Moses. He, as an individual, lays one hand on Joshua to symbolize not

the transference cf nn (spirit), but rather 1'1;ilO ilnnn, the transfer of a measure of

his authority through the :itual act. Upon the completion of the investing rite performed

by Moses, Joshua is presented to Elea'zar tor the second and subsequent part of the

101Daube, The New Testament andRabbinical Judaism, 226.
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commissioning (vv. 21-23). That this second rite of hand imposition is performed by

Elea'zar is made clear by verse 21, which states that he is directed by Moses to lay both

hands on Joshua. Here, there is no mention of the transference of authority that took

place ostensibly when Moses performed the first rite. Rather, the stress is placed on his

fellowship with the people (v. 21b). The placement ofboth hands symbolizes this

solidarity as well, Remember that two hands were only used in connection with La

Aza 'zel ritual, and there they symbolized the corporate nature of the transfer and the

confession. Here Elea'zar, Aaron's son and successor, vocalizes Joshua's commission,

while employing the same gesture thus binding corporate Israel's obedience to Joshua's

leadership. While Moses' action symbolizes the real transference ofleadership authority,

Elea'zar's action is ceremonial and conveys the idea of the people's vow of allegiance. 102

Hand Imposition in Rituals ofCultic Condemnation

Though not a sacrifice nor a consecration rite, the account of the stoning of one

who cursed God must be treated here. The text is found in Lev. 24:10-23, and relates the

story of a half-Israelite who blasphemed during a heated exchange with a fellow Hebrew

(vv. 10, 11). The narrative gives the penal disposition for the offender, but it also

functions as a transition to the introduction of further cultic legislation. 103 The fact that

the laying-on of hands is a form of 17.)0, that is, that it uses the identical hand gesture

associated with Israel's sacrificial and consecration rites, helps to solidify the placement of

1 02Deut�ronomy 34:9a "for Moses had layed his hands upon him," contradicts
Numbers 27: 19b. This post-exilic deuteronomic account is viewed by some as a later

addition to P. It is clearly a less detailed and transient reference to Joshua's

commissioning in which critical details have given way either to priestly interests, or to the

limitations of space. See Martin Noth, A History ofPentateuchal Traditions, trans. B.
Vol. Anderson (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1972).

103So notes Michael Fishbane, Biblical Interpretations in Ancient Israel (Oxford:
Clarendon Press" 1985), 98-102, who identifies a four-fold protocol the community
followed in resolving issues for which there was no established legislation. Leviticus 24

follows the pattern as a way to introduce the Lex Talonis as a legislative item.
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this penal ritual action as a part of Israel's levitical and cultic legislation. The stoning of

this person is not an act of lawlessr.ess, but the execution and the of a legislative process.

Though the infraction may have been private, the penalty involves the whole

congregation. Note that there is no sacrificial statute given for the atonement of the

individual's sin. Thus, upon his offense, the person is immediately placed under arrest

(v. 12). Sometime later, when God's will has been discerned, the text continues:

And the Lord said to Moses, "Bnng out of the camp him who cursed; and let all who
heard him lay their hands UPO!! his head, and let all the congregation stone him. And

say to the people of Israel, 'Whoever curses his God shall bear his sin."d04

The pace of the account is swift and severe. The place for the final disposition is outside

of the camp; the person is already being symbolically remcved from the congregation.

The meaning of the ritual action is clear; only those who heard him blaspheme are required

to lay hands on the condemned. Since the basic; meaning of 100 is to transfer something

through the symbolism of pressure applied by the hands upon the head of the subject, it is

likely that those who were defiled by hearing are "ritually" impressing their defilement

upon the guilty perpretator. Hand imposition here is a way for the witnesses to return to

cultic cleanliness.} OS Once this has taken place, the execution of the blasphemer logically

follows. By ritually placing all that is defiled by the act of hand impositionm, he effectively

i��'01J NW)', is made to "carry his own sins" (v. I Sb).

Miscellaneous Examples ofAncient Israelite Hand Imposition

The Hebrew scriptures reveal other functions of hand. imposition. They are: (1) to

bestow a blessing, Genesis 48:14, !.7, 18; Psalm 139:5; (2) metaphorically, to symbolize

deliv-erance, Exodus 7:4; (3) as part of a grieving ritual, 2 SamuE:l13:19; (4) to insure a

104Leviticus 24: 13 -14.

105J. R. Perter, Leviticus (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1976), 194.



67

military victory, 2 Kings 1. 3: 16; (5) metaphorically, to strengthen an individual, Psalm

SO: 17; (6) figuratively, in the arbitration of disputes, Job 9:33; and (7) in making a an oath.

The verbs used to describe these ritual hand gestures are different from the

terminology previously discussed. Genesis 4S:14, 17, IS; 2 Samuel 13:19; 2 Kings 13:16;

Job 9:33; and Psalm 139:5 employ the synonymous verbs 7J�W or n�ID, which express the

idea of setting or placing something 106 Exodus 7:4 is metaphorical and speaks ofGod

laying his hand on Pharaoh. The verb is 1m, which is generally translated "to give." 1 07

Finally, Psalm SO: 17 uses iPil, which is normally translated "to be, to happen." 1 08 Thus,

it is noteworthy that the codification seen throughout the sacrificial and consecration rites

dissipates completely when looking at non-cultic examples of the hand action. This,

however, is not to say that these rituals were not religious. The contexts also show that

the practitioners regularly operated under an assumption that the ritual was somehow

bringing a transcendent or spiritual aspect to the specific situation.

The first account is found in Genesis 48:8-22, dealing with the laying-on of hands

to bless. Here, the synonymous verbs n�ID and n�w are used interchangeably. The idea

of leaning or pressing against being absent, they are simply translated "to set/place".

Thus, the aging Israel blesses his grandchildren by placing (n�tv) his right hand upon the

younger Ephraim, and his left hand upon the elder Manessah (vv. 14, 15). When Joseph

sees that his father has criss-crossed the children and set/placed ( n�w ) his right hand

upon the head ofEphraim, the younger child, he attempts to reverse the action (v. 17).

Alluding to Manesseh, Joseph corrects his father, saying "Not so, my father; for this one is

the first-born; put (7J�W) your right hand upon his head." It is clear from Joseph's concern

---_ .._---_-

1061he New Brown-Driver-Briggs-Gesenius Hebrew-English Lexicon, s.v. "mID,

l07Ibid. '" ","J":). . . . -

10SIbid. s.v. "il�il"
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that Israel's action is not just some perfunctory ritual. The hand gesture imparts a

substantive, though intangible, virtue or benefit. The hands of the aged father are revered,

for Joseph knows that the divine blessing underlies the parental action. 109

Second, the laying-on of hands is also used to express grief. While some might

question whether this is a legitimate example, one need only be reminded of the highly

ritualized customs associated with grieving for the diseased. Near Eastern women,

specifically, are expected to assume a roll during times ofmourning that is virtually

institutionalized.I10 In 2 Samuel 13:7-19, the rape of Tamar evokes a ritual yet visceral

behavior from her. Upon her rape at the hands of her halfbrother Amnon (vv. 7-14), she

is discarded by him and thrown out into the street (vv. 15-18). Immediately, Tamar

engages in a traditional symbolic rite ofgrief and sorrow. Verse 19 states, "And Tamar

put ashes on her head, and rent the long robe which she wore, and she laid her hand on her

head, and went away, crying outloud (\5 she went." There is little doubt that such a

display, while the result ofgenuine grief, is also meant for public viewing. The placing

(O'lW) of the hand upon her head is part of this ritualized pattern. Its meaning must be

understood ill the context of the grief process. The ashes on her head, the rending of her

robe, the self-imposed hands, and the loud wailing are all ways of focusing on her

dispair. 111 At bare minimum, the hand ritual is a way to publicly dramatize the personal

shame (v. lJ) brought upon her by virtue of her predicameat.112

1091n a related vein, Psalm 139:5 illustrates the superlative quality of a blessing
bestowed by the laying-on of hands. David marvels, "You hem me in, behind and before;
You have placed (if'ill) your hand upon me. Such knowledge is too wonderful for me."

1 ] 00n grieving customs in the Ancient Middle East see Maurice Henry Farbridge,
"Burial and Mourning Customs," in Studies in Biblical and Semitic Symbolism (New
York: KTAV Publishers, 1970),213-55.

111 The tearing of the robe is symbolic of a psychic rupture or perhaps a tearing of
a family or a social structure (e.g., Gen. 37:29; 2 Sam. 1: 11-12; Num. 20:26; Job 2: 12;
Ezra 9:3). Ashes on the head are symbolic of deep grief (Gen. 18:27; Esther 4:1; Isa.
58:5, et a1.). See The Anchor Bible Dictionary (I992), s.v. "Dress and Ornamentation."
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Third, hand imposition is used to insure a military victory in 2 Kings 13: 14-19.

During the last days ofElisha, Joash, King of Israel, turns to the dying prophet fearing the

military might of Syria (v. 14). In verses 15-17, the king laments the possibility oflosing

his army. Elisha directs:

"Take a bow and arrows"; so he took a bow and arrows. Then he said to the king of
Israel, "Draw the bow"; and he drew it. And Elisha laid ( i'.)'1W) his hand upon the
king's hands. And he said, "Open the window eastward"; and he opened it. Then
Elisha said, "Shoot"; and he shot. And he said, "The Lord's arrow for victory, the
arrow ofvictory over Syria! For you shall fight the Syrians in Aphek until you have
made an end of them."

The ritual action, in this case, is accompanied by a prophetic utterance. The hand

imposition and the utterance work together to insure a positive outcome in battle. The

extent of the benefit being accorded through the ritual action, however, is limited. It is

important to note that it is the king's hands that receive the ritual action. This would seem

to indicate that the king has received an endowment of tactical military ability without

necesarily endorsing the man, or his administration ofNorthern Israel. This is further

indicated by the fact that the head of the king does not receive the ritual act. Elisha is

insuring the positive outcome of a tactical military campaign; but there is no recognition of

Joash as a faithful Yahwhist and a recipient ofGod's favor.l13

The fourth function of hand imposition that uses n'li,v is Job 9:33. Though few

venture to comment upon the meaning of this enigmatic action, the account is free of

textual corruption, and the context makes its meaning clear. Job's anxiety comes through

in his monologue on the utter unimpeachability ofGod (vv. 1-32). Verses 16-19 capture

Job's dismay:

112Cf The Story ofTwo Brothers, 7-10.

113This interpretation is consistent with the overall negative assessment of Joash
and his reign by the Deuteronomic redactors (2 Kings 13: 10-13).
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If I summoned him and he answered me ,

I would OJt believe that he was listening to my voice.
For he crushes me with a tempest, and multiplies my wounds without cause.
He wil1 not let Il1� get my breath, but fills me with bitterness.
If it is a contest of strength, behold him!
If it is a matter of justice, who can summon him?

It is in the context or cne who knows he is in dire straits that verse 33 comes into focus.

H wads, "There is no arbiter (n:>�) 114between us, who night lay his hands upon us

both." The desire for someone to adjudicate reflects Job's yearr.ing for a level playing

field. Of course, the words are rhetorical; Job does not believe that God would bind

himself to the judgment of an "unbiased third party" so as to achieve fairness. He knows

no such person or being exists. The ritual action, however, more than likely demonstrates

an ancient custom. It is likely that people who had serious disputes would ultimately

adjudicate their case before a local arbiter or judge (possibly an elder). After taking in all

relevant facts, the judge would place his hands upon the neads of the plaintiff and the

defendant as he voiced his verdict or resolution. The ritual action functioned in a

three-fold sense: (1) it symbolized tete binding authority of the judge over the parties in

dispute; (2) it also syrnooiized the people's submission to the final decision, (3) it may

have been a symbol of the concept of impartiality, like a balance in the hands ofjustice.

A fifth function is found in Exodus 7:4. The usage is metaphorical in nature, but it

probably reflects the ancient belief that human vicissitudes were governed by heavenly

events. The allusion to the ritual takes place while the Hebrews are still in bondage

(Exod. �'::[ -2). As God commissions Moses and Aaron tc their task He says:, ,

Pharaoh will not listen to you; then I will ) iy my ha..nd upon Egypt and bring forth my

hosts, my people, the sons of Israei, out of the land ofEgypt by great acts of
judgment.

114Prom n::)\ to decide, judge. Here, an adverbial participle, thus, "no one

arbitrating." The New Brown-Driver-Briggs-Gesenius Hebrew-English Lexicon (1979),
s.v.

" n:>�."
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The laying-on o!' hands here is to be seen as an act of deliverance and an act ofjudgment.

The term used in this example is 1m, which is translated "to give" in the abstract.115

Three broad meanings, however, are noted for this verb: (1) to give, (2) to place or set,

(3) to make or constitute, 116 It is clear that here the second category is operative; God's

intention is literally not to give his hand to the Egyptians. If the force of "to give" is

retained in any way, it is in the giving of freedom that will come to the Hebrews, and the

judgment that will be given to Egypt through the plagues that follow (chaps. 7-12). The

hand gesture is figurative, but not without its counterpart in the pagan sources.
117 Here

it is used to underscore a belief in the relationship that exists between events that happen

on the human front, and the prerogatives of the divine.

The sixth example of hand imposition is given in Psalm 80: 17. A psalm ofAsaph,

this hymn is categorized as a prayer for deliverance from national enemies. 118 The peril

of surrounding danger sets the stage poignantly for the figurative use of this ritual. Quote:

But let thy hand be upon the man of thy right hand,
the son ofman whom thou hast made strong for thyself1

The verb here is an unlikely candidate, il"'il. Its general meaning is "to be, become," but it

can morph into a wider number ofmeanings depending on stylistic considerations. In this

psalm, the imperitival cohortitive, in construct with the noun hand ( '1''''-'''ilr:l ), is used to

set the noun in motion. Thus, iI"'il acts as an auxiliary verb creating a transitive condition

115The verb is used over 2000 times, mostly in the Qal stern. Every meaning
given to this verb (e.g., put, lay fasten, make, permit, place, deliver, store up, et al.) can be

seen as a literal or figurative action of the hand. Theological Wordbook of the Old
Testament (1980), S.v. "1m."

116Ibid.

117Cf Juno in Virgil Aeneid 23-24.

118See Hans-Joachim Kraus. Psalms 60-150: A Commentary (Minneapolis:
Augsburg, Fortress Press, 1989), 138, 143.
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by allowing the noun to be the bearer of the action. The net result is the equivalent to the

idea of "laying bands upon" something, in this case "{he man of God's right hand." The

ritual gesture is figurative, but the reason is clear, the hand placement is meant to

strengthen the king in the midst of adversaries. 119

A final example relates to the taking or giving of oaths. In this story, Abraham

binds his servant to search out a wife for his son, Isaac. Genesis 24:2 says in part, "Put

your hand under my thigh, ann I win make YI)U swear by the Lord, the God of heaven and

of the earth, that you will not take R wife for my son from the daughters of the

Canaanites." In the dialogue that follows (vv 4-8), Abraham and the servant work out a

suitable agreement for fulfilling the oath and exonerating the servant from further

responsibility should {he candidate not return with him Though the verb in this case is

7.) 'Ii,v
, there is agreement that the gesture is literally a cupping or a holding of the

patriarch's reproductive genitalia. 120 Drawing from pagan custom, Gerhard Von Rad

sees the gesture as a belief in the sanctity of the reproductive organ.
121 Nahum Sarana,

however, is more specific in asserting that Abraham was likely drawing upon the sign of

the covenant (i.e., circumcision) to invoke God as the guarantor of the oath. 122 It is also

probable that placing the hands over Abraham's genitals was a way of calling to

remembrance God's promises through his seed. Thus, the hand i� deployed over a part of

119Ibid., 143.

120The New OxfordAnnotatedBible, n. Gen. 24: 1-7 "Finding a Wife for Isaac,"
27. Cf Gen. 47:29, 30 Here Jacob binds his sen Joseph through the same ritual act.
This may be a way of impressing Joseph with the origin of his ovm existence.

121Gerhard Ven Rad: Genesis: A Commentary. trans. John H. Marks
(Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1961),249.

122Nahurn M. Sarna, Genesis n'WN7::J (Philadelphia: The Jewish Publication

Society, 1989), 162. AI�l' 1. Gerald Janzen, Abraham andAll the Families of the Earth:
A Commentary on the Book a/Genesis 12-50 (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans

Publishing Co., 1993), 87.
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the male physiognomy that carries divine overtones, per se, in the broad culture, and that

is, in effect, the fountain and origin of his progeny, which is dependent upon the successful

completion of the servant's mission. As in all oaths, the member of the body used

underscores the seriousness of the charge.

In summary, the ancient Hebrew scurces reveal a two-fold approach to the use of

ritual hand imposition. On the one hand, the function of this ritual in the Pentateuchal

texts is practically without precedent. There is very little hI the pagan literature that

illuminates the use of hand imposition in sacrificial or consecration ceremonies. In ancient

Hebrew practice, however, this ritual aspect is highly codified and proscribed, as has been

shown by the interpretive import of 17.)0. In these cases, the aspect of transference

predominates, though the direction and nature of the thing transferred can vary.

On the other hand, the ancient Hebrew literature also employs other terminology

to convey the concept of hand imposition. Here, the ritual is used figuratively to give

literary color to narrative and poetry. In this aspect, the terminology used varies and does

not stress the concept of transference from a semantic perspective. The mention of the

ritual action is introduced to function at a literary level; to create the proper "mood" of the

literature. Still, it must be clear that the figure or metaphor can only work if it has a basis

in reality. Exodus 7, Job 9, and Psalm 80 all exhibit these aspects. The introduction of the

hand imposition gesture may be a literary decision; the kind of hand imposition depicted is

a historical actuality, or at least a plausibility. This, however, does not mean that

transference is never implied. Jacob's blessing of Joseph's sons (Gen. 48) does imply the

transfer of a tangible benefit.

Post-Exilic Jewish Sources

The differences between Israel before the exile and the Judaism of the Hellenistic

age are profound and many. 1<: is now generally acknowledged that post-exilic Judaism

was far from tne monolithic institution that it was once believed to be. The fact is,
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Judaism took on distinctive characteristics depending in part on its geographical location

and, more importantly, its cultural, political, and religious predispositions. Thus, Judaism

could evolve into strands as different as those ofAlexandria, and of the Qumran

community. While maintaining inalienable core convictions about its identity, Judaism

evolved in some 'very unique ways. The following sources reveal, for the most part, a

stubborn commitment to interact with the scriptures of Judaism.

The Septuagint

The issue of hand imposition with respect to the Septuagint is somewhat

problematic. The evidence shows that the writers did not take serious note of the lexical

differences between l'.J'Ii,p, n'lw, and '11';)0. A review of the texts re-veals that the verbs

l'.J'Ii,p and 1l'.J0, which bear significantly different semantic meanings, are indiscriminately

translated by ETiLT1Srllll.123 At the same time, the verb n'lilJ, which is treated as

virtually synonymous with l'.J'IilJ by the Hebrew writers is rendered by the Greek

Emj3<iAAw 124 Exodus 7:4, which uses 1!1J (to place/set), is also translated by ETTlj3<iAAW.

However, Job 9:J3, which the Masoretic text renders :�J��lzj-':l] �IT ntp: rr:;>il'.J

���'I:;:;l-W� �" is interpreted rather than translated by the awkward Kat OlaKOUWV

cXvQj1EaOV dtt<l>OTEPUiV, "And one who should serve us both."

In this case the Septuagint writers who, admittedly, vary in their precise treatment

of the Hebrew, have overlooked the distinctive aspect of100 and its import on

ceremonial texts. Thus, the verbs ElTlTi8TlI.H (to lay, put, place upon), and flTl!3OAAW (to

cast on lay on, apply), which have an obvious overlap of semantic meaning, have been

used as lexical equivalents. The implications are clear; with the exception of the Job 9

123Genesis 48:18; Exod. 29:10,15,19; Lev. 1:4; 3:2,8,13; 4:4,15,24; 8:14,18,
21; 16:21; 24:14; Num. 8:12; 27:18,23; Deut. 34:9; 2 Sam. 13:19; 2 Kings 13:14; 2
Chron, 29:23.

124Genesis 48:14, 17.
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passage, the Septuagint recognizes that laying-on of hands is the basic import of the texts.

Whiie it does not convey the notion of transference by using a more technically accurate

verb (e.g., tPElOW "to make one thing lean against another"), 125 it does recognize the

ritual action as such and renders it by either of the two verbs. Nevertheless, it does not

follow that the concept of transference is lost to the Septuagintal writer (or reader)

altogether. The context of the ceremonial and consecration passages often underscores

the idea of a transfer, even when the Greek verb lacks that kind of interpretive specificity

(e.g., Lev. 16:1-23; 24� 10-23; Num. 8:5-10, et al.). The degree to which the New

Testament writers, in general, and Luke, specifically, were aware of differences between

the more specific Hebrew and the sweeping Greek will be evaluated case-by-case.

The Works ofPhilo

The issue of hand imposition is meager in Philo (20 B.C.E.-50 C.E.). There are

only two passages that deal with the issue. It has been remarked that Philo interprets the

Hebrew scriptures through middle or neo-Platonic categories. 126 His interpretations of

Jacob's blessing of Joseph's children, and the symbolism of the hands in levitical offerings

cenainly confirm the argument. In both of these cases, the ritual oflaying-on of hands

gives the Alexandrian Jew an opportunity for further theoretical elaborations about

"deeper principles" discovered by him. Philo's Special Laws reveals his single-minded

concern. He notes, "I venture not only to study the sacred commands ofMoses, but also

with an ardent love of knowledge 'to investigate each separate one of them, and to

125While'l7jO means "to lean on," its cultic meaning of'transfering something
through the pressure applied, was probably inferred from the ritual action. Septuagintal
writers may have decided against tPElo(J) because leaning one thing against another does
not automatically suggest a transference. Even more, the ritual ofleaning one's hands

upon another individual might have seemed a curious ceremony to a Hellenist.

126J. Mooris, "The Jewish Philosopher Philo," The History of the Jewish People
in the Age ofJesus Christ: 175 B.C.-A.D. 135, Geza Vennes ed. (Edinburgh: T. & T.

Clark, 1987)
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endeavor to reveal and to explain to those who wish to understand them, things

concerning them which are not known to the multi1ude.,,127 It will be seen that what is

"revealed" are interpretations of scripture that are laced with Platonist philosophy.

His Allegorical Interpretations offers the first mention of hand imposition. Philo

take� up Genesis 48, related to Jacob's blessing of Joseph's children. It is necessary to

know that the historical event is mentioned within a broader discussion about the two

natures exhibited at creation. Earlier, Philo had shown that, in humans, the two natures

are fixed while still in the mother's womb, Jacob and Esau's being an example of this

irrevocable fact. Philo thus continues to illustrate this natural principle by drawing a

further example. Philo illustrates:

Again, why did the same Jacob when Joseph brought him his two sons, the elder

being Manasses and the younger Ephraim, change his hands, and put his right hand
upon the younger brother Ephraim, and the left hand upon the elder brother
Manasses? And when Joseph thought this a grievous thing, and thought that his
father had unintentionally made a mistake in the matter of the imposition of hands,
Jacob said, 'I did not make a mistake, but I knew, my son, I knew that this one should
be a father or a nation, and should be exalted; but, nevertheless, his younger brother
shall be greater than he.' What, then, must we say but this? That two natures, both

utterly necessary, were created in the soul by God." 128

The passage dearly shows his exegesis ofGenesis 48:19 wherein he focuses on Jacob's

refrain, "I know, my son, I know." Philo is clearly making reference to the intuitive

perception of Jaccb as it is demonstrated by his criss-crossing of the hands in the ritual.

Jacob, who has previously been shewn to posses a superior nature (29:88-89), knows that

his two grandchildren have two distinct natures as well. Thus, for Philo, Jacob's act of

hand imposition is viewed as a recognition rite; the symbolic action of one superior nature

acknowledging another. 'Whether Philo knows that the ritual is an ancient Hebrew custom

associated with the blessing of the first-born male child is immaterial to his discussion.

127philo On the Special Laws, 3.] -6.

i28Ibid.,3.3(1.90.
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The second instance concerns the burnt offering sacrifice ofLeviticus 1 :3.129
Here Philo is unambigious about how the Hebrew scriptures ought to be interpreted. He

notes, "But there is another meaning figuratively concealed under the enigmatic

expressions. And the words employed are visible symbols ofwhat is invisible and

uncertain.,,130 Although a discussion ofPhilo's exegetical method is beyond the scope of

this paper, the nee-Platonic overtones of his approach are obvious. 131 It is clear enough

that he believes the "literal" meaning is not adequate, and perhaps even unreliable. For

Philo, the various aspects of the burnt offering ceremony have distinct and more

significant meanings beyond that of their obvious function. Logically, the sacrifice is

broken down into five symbolic aspects.
132 With respect to the laying-on of hands, Philo

centers on the necessary character or nature of the one who officiates. Philo notes:

Again, the hands which are laid upon the head of the victim are a most manifest

symbol of irreproachable actions, and of a life which does nothing which is open to

accusation, but which in all respects is passed in a manner consistent with the laws
and ordinances of nature. 133

It is made clear from the long list of qualifiers that follow (37.203), that Philo believes the

one who performs the ritual act should posses a superior moral nature. Thus, there is a

linkage of this passage with the earlier one noted. The ritual action, which is symbolic of

129Ibid., l.37.198-210.

l3°It is generally believed that Philo viewed the Septuagint as authoritative. There
is some indication, however, that he made his own translations, at times, based on Hebrew

etymological differences. See Anchor Bible Dictionary, s.v. "Philo ofAlexandria," by
Peder Borgen.

131peder Borgen and R. Skarsten, eds. "Quaestiones et solutiones: Some
Observations on the Form ofPhilo's Exegesis," Studia Philonica 4 (1976-77): 1-15.

132The break down is found in On the Special Laws, l.37.200-08 as follows: (1)
the victim, 200-01; (2) the hands, 202-04; (3) the blood, 205; (4) the belly and feet,
206-07; (5) the division of the animal, 208.

133philo On the Special Laws, 1.37.202-04.
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loftier realities, was meant to be performed by men of "perfect virtues." The meaning of

the ritual, as a whole, is never developed. To the contrary, Philo stresses that God is

honored by people who have a proper knowledge of particulars, and not just generalities.

171e Works ofJosephus

The evidence for hand imposition in Josephus (37-100 C.E.) is limited to one

place. In his Antiquities of the Jews; Josephus summarizes 2 Chronicles 29:20-24, which

is the account ofHezekiah's offering sin offerings fer him and all of Israel after the

consecration of the temple. 134 Josephus mentions the event as a piece of history; and he

is generally faithful to the Septuagint account. 135 He notes, "The king also himself, and

the rulers, laid their hands on the heads of the sacrifices." Since Josephus is writing to

Gentile Greek readers, it :.s almost certain that the finer issues ofHebrew lexicography,

which underlie the levitical sacrifices, are immaterial to his history. He adopts the

translation set forth b�l the septuagintal translators. However, since there is no other

record of the ritual in his Antiquities, the reader is left: to guess as to its meaning. 136

The Dead Sea Scrolls

Like Josephus, the Qumran sources contain only one reference to the act of hard

imposition. Located in The Genesis Apocryphon, it is found within an account of Abram

--_._-------

134, t, ./" A
. ..

if h t. 13 3. osepuus ne ntiquities 0 t e .J(:ws. ..

135The Septuagint reads K�l fnE811KuV T� xdpru; al.JT(J)V En mhou.:;.
For a discusion on the various texts Josephus used in his historical writtings see The

Anchor Bible Dictionary (1992), s.v/'Josephus," by L. H. Feldman.

1361n The Anttquuies, ch. 9, "The Maimer of Our Offering Sacrifices", and ch. 10,
"Concerning the Festivals: and How Each Day of Such Festival is to be Observed,"
Josephus gives detailed descriptions of the levirical sacrifices, but he completely fails to
mention the element oflaying-on of hands associated with those sacrifices. Thus, there is
no formal description of the ritual hand action given to use as a basis for interpreting the
passing reference mentioned.
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and his interaction with Pharaoh. 137 The apocryphon is an expansion ofGenesis 12: 17,

which tells how Pharaoh was struck with a great plague after he took Sarai for his wife.

The account is told in the first person. Abram prays that Pharaoh and his household

would be plagued for forcefully taking his wife. Over a period of two years, Pharaoh

suffers terribly at the hands (If an evil spirit sent by God to keep him from consumating his

relationship with Sarai. In time, and when all other avenues of relief had been exhausted,

Harkenosh, a counselor to Pharaoh comes to Abram. He notes how Harkenosh came

"beseeching me [Abram] to go to the king and to pray for him and to lay my hands upon

him that he might live, for the king had dreamt a dream ... " The account goes on to

relate how Sarai was returned to Abram. In gratitude Abram says:

I prayed [for him] ... and I laid my hands on his [head]; and the scour§e departed
from him and the evil [spirit] was expelled [from him], and he lived. 13

The Hebrew verb used in this account for hand imposition is 100, somewhat out of the

normal in this context. Remember there is no levitical statute for ceremonial healing or

exorcising evil SPIritS. In fact, there is no mention of ritual hand imposition for these types

of functions whatsoever in the Hebrew scrirtures.139 However, since this is a second or

first century B.C.E. narrative, it may be that 100 IS being used in a more general sense,

overlooking its semantic meaning. This seems reasonable since in the apocryphon, Abram

1371Qaptlen 20.21-29. The zpocryphon is an embellishment of the Abram and
Pharaoh account ofGenesis 12. It is generally dated from the late first century B.C.E. to
the first half of the first century C.E. However, Geza Vermes opts for the earlier date of
the first halfof the second century B.CE. See Geza Vermes, The Dead Sea Scrolls
(Sheffield, England: JSOT Press, 1960), 251.

138Genesis Apocryphon, 20.29.

139In 2 Kings 5: 11 there is the expectation of a ritual hand waving action
associated with the healing from leprosy ofNaaman the Syrian general. It can be argued,
however, that it is not the expectation of an Israelite, but a Gentile, and that it was not
Elisha's mode ofhealing (Cf 2 Kings 4:32-35) There are no cases of exorcism through
ritual hand action in the Old Testament.
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"expels" the evil spirit through the ritual action. It has already been shown that 17JO
carries the idea of transferring rather than expelling or extracting something out of, or

from, an individual. Finally, since this is the sole evidence for healing through hand

imposition in Jewish literature, and since it is drawn from a highly sectarian Jewish

community at that, it is foolish to extrapolate from this account a thesis other than that

healing and exorcism through hand imposition was known in some Jewish circles during

this time. With these observations in mind, the account reflects a belief in the ability to

heal by exorcising malevolent spirits through laying-on of hands.

The Old Testament Apocrypha

The Apocrypha contains one case of hand imposition. Susanna is a story of a

young woman who is falsley accused of adultery and cleared through the timely

intervention ofDaniel. 140 The hand gesture in this case is associated with the act of

rendering a judgment upon Susanna by two corrupt judges. The text reads:

Then the two elders stood up in the midst of the people, and layed their hands upon
her head. . .. The elders said, "As we were walking in the garden alone, this woman
came in with two maids, shut the garden doors, and dismissed the maids. Then a

young man, 'who had been hidden, came to her and lay with her. We were in a corner

of the garden, and when we saw this wickedness we ran to them. We saw them

embracing, but we could not hold the man, for he was too strong for us, and he

opened the door and dashed out. So we seized this woman and asked her who the

young man was, but she would not tell us. These things we testify. 141

The ritual action in this example is taken from judiciai proceedings. The elders, who serve

as judges while in exile, lay their hands on the woman aft they give supposed eyewitness

testimony. The formal pronouncement, "These things we testify," is meant to add a note

of legal import to the testimony. The ::act that the woman is found guilty by virtue of their

false testimony and is summarily sentenced to death, only strengthens this view. The ritual

--_ •._---

] 40The composition for Susanna is sometime in the second or first century B.C.E.

141 Susanna, 34-40.
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action here functions first to identify the accused before the assembly and, second, to

reinforce a visual focus on the defendant as the damming testimony is being recounted.

There is also a probability that hand imposition is used by these corrupt judges to send a

non-verbal message: these are the hands of righteous men revealing iniquity in the midst

of the people which they have been appointed to judge (Susanna 5).

The Pseudepigrapha

The Pseudepigraphal literature has four places that relate to the issue of hand

imposition. Of these, two accounts are couched in historical narrative and reveal little that

is new. Jubilees 25: 14 is an embelishment ofGenesis 27:46 concerning Rebekah's wish

that Jacob not marry a Canaanite. 142 Jubilees 25 is dedicated to Rebekah's giving

instructions to Jacob regarding his marriage (vv. 1-3), followed by Jacob's response to his

mother (vv. 4-10). In Jubilees 25: 11-23 the text gives an account ofRebekah' s blessing

Jacob. Rebekah begins:

Oh Lord, bless him and place in my mouth a righteous blessing so that I might bless
him. And at that time, when a spirit of truth descended upon her mouth, she placed
her two hands upon the head of Jacob and said: ... 143

Jubilees 25:15-23 gives the blessing, which is pronounced by Rebekah over her son. A

unique aspect of this account is the obvious case of the ritual action being performed by a

woman, Jacob's mother in this instance. The account parallels Isaac's blessing of Jacob

(Gen. 28: 1-4). This blessing, however, i� not the blessing of the first-born by the patriarch

142Charlesworth dates Jubilees prior to 100 B.C.E. The book purports to be an

account ofmatters revealed to Moses during his stay on Mount Sinai (Exod. 24: 18).
Chapter 25 purports to give details about Rebekah's involvement in her son's life. See
James H. Charlesworth ed., The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha (New York:

Doubleday, 1985), 35,43.

143 Jubilees, 132.-14.
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(Gen. 27:27-30; 48:8-20). Apparently, in certain contexts, women could bless their male

children.144 Here the blessing deals with Jacob's fruitfulness as a future father.

There are two passages that speak about the hands ofGod, figuratively. Though

they deal with different issues, they underscore one baSIC assumption. 145 In the Sibylline

Oracles it is staled, "Serpents and asps will sleep with babies and will not harm them, for

the hand ofGod will be upon them"
146 The Psalms ofSolomon also notes, "And I saw

and implored in the Lord's presence and said, 'Let it be enough, !ord, to make your hand

heavy on Jerusalem by bringing Gentiles [upon her].",J47 In both cases there is a

figurative allusion made to the imposition ofGod's hand. In the first case, the hand of

God lays upon the child for its protection. In the second case, the hand ofGod performs a

disciplinary function through its weighty application on Jerusalem. It has prevoiusly been

noted that hand imposition is used in this figurative way twice in the Hebrew Scriptutres

(e.g., Exod. 7:4; Ps. 30: 17). The underlying conviction in both of these apocryphal cases

is a belief in the sovereign governance ofGod over human affairs and, In particular, over

those who are God's own possesion .

..__._.__._-----

144Thc story ofJoseph andAseneih (1st century B.C.E.-2d century C.E.) offers
an interesting twist to the ritual used in blessing. In this account Pharaoh blesses the

daughter of'Pentephres on the occasion of her marriage. Joseph andAseneth 21:6 reads:
And Pharaoh set Aseueth at Joseph's right side, and he put his hands on their heads,
and his right hand was on Aseneth's head. And Pharaoh said, "May the Lord God the
Most High bless you and multiply you and magnify and glorify you forever."

Pharaoh's hands on beth Joseph and Ascneth underscores his favor over the marriage.
The right hand placed on Aseneth is appropiate since she is the focus of the blessing.

1 �·5The Sibylline Oracles Book 3 :630-750 is dated sometime after 70 CEo The
Psalms ofSolomon were probably written during the 1st century B.C.E. For a detailed
discussion on the issues surrounding the date of the various Sibylline Oracles see The Old
Testament Pseudcpigrapha, vol. ] (New York: Doubleday, 1985), 317-61.

146Sibylline Oracles 3:795.

147Psalms ofSolomon 2:22.
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TheMishnah

The Mishnah makes repeated references to the rite of hand imposition associated

with levitical sacrifices.148 In some cases a proper interpretation could be complicated by

the nature of the material and its uncertain dependence on the Hebrew text. However, the

narrow focus of this chapter allows some of these issues to be set aside. With attention to

the issue of laying-on of hands, Mishnaic references are basically in agreement with the

Hebrew text. All the accounts are more or less a commentary on the Levitical

statutes.149 As an example, the Yoma accounts (3.8; 4.2; 6.2) relate directly to the Yom

Kippur ceremony. The 4.2 citation elaborates on the Sin Offering made by the High Priest

for himself and Israel (Lev. 16:11-14). Although the element of hand imposition is lacking

in the canonical record, R. Ishmael claims that Aaron "laid his two hands upon it (the

bullock), and made confession." In Yoma 6.2, the exact language is used to describe the

hand imposition over the scape-goat. The Yoma citations are in line with the account

given in Lev. 16:11-22 with one exception. The tractate emphasizes that both hands are

148Although its compilation was completed toward the end of the second century
C.E., the materials that compose the contents of the Mishnah span a period offour
centuries, dating back as early as the second century B.C.E. The interpretation of
Mishnah traditions is frought with numerous difficulties that cannot be taken up at this

juncture. One issue, however, needs to be recognized. While the Mishnah records the

rulings of over 150 rabbinical scholars, none ofwhich officiated in temple sacrificial rites,
it fails to record a single interpretation by the Sadducees, the party which was directly in
control of the ceremonial cult during the first century C.E. Thus, the study of the
laying-on of hands, which relates to the sacrificial rituals in the Mishnah, must be tempered
by some reservation. See the introduction in Herbert Danby, 171eMishnah (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1933), xiv-xxxii; also Craig Evans, Non-Canonical Writings andNew
Testament Interpretation (Peabody, Mass.: Hendrickson Publishers, 1992). The

following locations mention the ritual: on the Day ofAtonement ceremony, Yoma 3.8,
4.2,6.2; on peace and whole offerings, Betzah 2.4; JIagigah 2.2,3; on the issue of

obligatory versus freewill offerings, Temurah 3.4; on the COUli ofPriests as the place for
sacrifices, Kelim 1.8.

149Daube, The New Testament andRabbinical Judaism, 230, recognizes that in
the issue of hand imposition in rabbinical literature, "One cannot help feeling that, in the
eyes of the Rabbis, 'leaning on' is a ceremony which they are not entitled to extend. It
must remain confined to those cases where it has direct Mosaic sanction."
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laid upon the head of the bullock, as in the case of the scape-goat. The support for the

departure from the textual account is probably drawn from Lev. 4: 13 -15, which calls for

the sacrifice of a bullock for corporate sill. Verse 15 states, in part, ". . . and the elders of

the congregation shall lay their hands upon the head of the bull." It seems that the rabbi

has mistakenly assumed that the hand action, which is intrinsic to the sin offering, per se, is

implied in the sin offering as it is used in connection with the Day ofAtonement. 150

Two references discuss whether laying-on of hands ought to be performed with

peace and whole offerings when they are offered during festivals that fall on a Sabbath. In

Betzah, the first reference, two opinions are recorded.

The School o--�:Shammai say: They may bring Peace-offerings [on a festival day] and
not lay their hands thereon; but they may not bring Whole-offerings. And the School
ofHilliel say: They may bring both a Peace-offering and aWhole-offering and lay
their hands thereon. 151

The controversy centers around the nature of hand imposition. Cognizant of the import of

100, the two schools are in disagreement as to whether the pressure that is brought to

bear upon the offerings constitutes a violation of the rabbinical rules of Sabbath rest. 152

Apart from the differences of opinion over that technicality, however, both are in

agreement WIth the Levitical statute. Both schools recog..iize the canonical manner of

hand imposition. Whether they understand the meaning of the ritual in its context is not an

issue they discuss.

Elsewhere, the question as to what should happen to a designated guilt offering

that is ultimatley not offered is taken up. One tradition opted for the sale of the animal

and its price given to the Temple treasury as a freewill-offering. 153 Other rabbis,
--_ .._._--

1500n this issue see sec. "Ancient Israelite and Jewish Sources," 26-35.

ISIB h "4 'LI .
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imil -etza _.'. naglga s.,_- IS S al .

152Danby, TheA1ishnah, n.184.
153Apparently the money given to the temple treasury was used to purchase an
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however, contended that a whole offering should be bought with the money.
154 The

account thus moves logica.lly to a discussion of the differences between a freewill offering

and a whole offering when both offerings involve the sacrificing of animals. However, is

not a freewill-offering offered as a whole-offering? The point is that these offerings are

virtually one in the same when they are offered. However, rabbies recognized one

difference; the text reads: "Only in that if it was an offering of obligation he must lay his

hand upon it, ... whereas if it was a freewill-offering he does not lay his hand upon

it.,,155 The language of hand action is in complete conformity with the Levitical statute.

When the statute calls for the ritual, only one hand is layed upon the victim's head.

The final mention of the action deals with the increased holiness of the temple

precinct as one moves closer to the Holy ofHolies. In this context, the Court of the

Priests possesses an incrementally greater holiness than the Court of the Israelites by

virtue of its function as the place where sacrifices are performed. The court is so holy,

maintains Kelim 1.8, that "Israelites may not enter therein save only when they must

perforrr.. the laying-on of hands, slaughtering and waving.,,156 The reference is

comprehensive in its scope. It calls attention to the necessary involvement of the person

whenever that individual is moved to after a blood sacrifice. Only 011 those proscribed

occasions maya non-Levite venture into that sanctified space. The passage does not

interpret the manner of the ritual; it acknowledges the validity of the Levitical description.

- ._-_.-

animal that would satisfy the free-will statute. In the Old Testament, it was a voluntary
offering made in gratitude to God. Because of the voluntary nature, an imperfect
sacrificial animal could be offered (Lev 22:23).

154Al5o known as the whole burnt offering (Lev. 1).

155 Temurah 3.4.

156See Lev. 3-2; 7:30 for sacrifices brought by individuals For an explanation of
the sacrifices Hee Alfred Edersheim, The Temple: ItsMinistry and Sevices, Expanded ed.

(Peabody Mass.: Hendrickson Publishers, 1994), 74-104.
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In summary, a survey of the laying-on of hands in post-biblical Jewish literature

reveals a dichotomy between Philo and the rest of .he sources. It is evident that Philo has

a deep sense of the. spiritual. Influenced by his philosophical studies, he is a seeker of the

perfect representation ofGod, as he understands the Divine. Given Philo's penchant for

hellenistic philosophy, it is not difficult to see why he views the hand ritual primarily as a

symbolic representation of enduring transcendental values. In the ritual Philo finds what

he discovers throughout his exegesis ofM03e�; he sees the "perfect essence" personified

in the human actor and his actions. To the degree that he does, his writings are unique in

Jewish literature, which as has been noted, is often more concerned with matters of

outward punctiliow:n.�ss.157 However, this alone would be insufficient to draw false

conclusions about Philo's lack of appreciaticn ofIsrael's sacrificial and cultural practices.

His interest in the interpretation of these matters suggests that Philo had to have a

traditional sense of Israel's customs and cult. After all, it is against the backdrop of those

traditions that he offers his "enlightened" view.

In sharp distinction to Philo, the remainder of the post-biblical literature remains

relatively close to the precedent for hand imposition set in the Hebrew text. With the

minor expansion ofRebekah's blessing Jacob, the Apocrypha, Josephus, the

Pseudepigrapha, and the Mishnah add little that is new in the function of the ritual action.

The lone exceptiou is the Genesis Apocryphon account ofAbram's exorcising an evil

spirit from Pharaoh But even here, though laying-on of hands to heal and exorcise is out

of character with the biblical witness, it is not without precedent in the broader culture.

The New Testament gives evidence that the ritua' action was used in this way in Palestine.

157Specifically ill the Mishnah, though Philo can probably be charged with an

overly inward or introspective proclivity.
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Early Christian Sources

This category of sources covers the New Testament and the writings of Christian

thinkers up to 200 C.E. The reason for the second century cut-off is important. While it

is true that the Christian faith was always in a constant state of development, particularly

as it made inroads into the Greco-Roman world, the end of the second century comprises

the furthest most chronological point during which it can still be said that church culture

was basically "New Testamentarian." It is well known that in the centuries that followed

the church grew in institutional complexity, thus bringing modifications to its ritual

heritage. Equally significant, church leaders of later times were increasingly influenced by

the philosophical concepts ofwestern culture, thus incorporating philosophical nuances to

the understanding of the Christian faith which had not been used earlier.

The New Testament

There are twenty accounts that contain the ritual of hand imposition in the New

Testament documents. 158 Of these accounts, nine are in the Synoptic Gospels and belong

exclusively to Jesus' healing activity. 159 Though none of the accounts is in the triple

tradition, two of t-iem, the resuscitation of'Jarius' daughter and the blessing of the

children, are mentioned.twice. Thus, there are, in actuality, seven distinct accounts
--.-.--.-.------

158Matt. 9:18-26; 19:13-15; Mark 5:21-43; 6:1-6; 7:31-37; 8:22-26; 10:13-16;
16: 18; Luke 4:38-41; 13:10-17; Acts ()-1-6� 8: 14-17; 9: 10-19; 13:1-3; ] 9: 1-7; 28:7-10; 1

Tim. 4: 14; 5:22; 2 Tim. ] :6; Heb. 6: 1-3; Rev. 1 :9-20. In all the texts cited, the formulaic
llTlT(8TUll T�V X(lpa, Tac; XElpm;, or llTf6HTLC; lWV XElpw\I is used consistently.
Apparently, the New Testament writers follow the Septuagint lead and do not attempt to
make distinctions 1!lI"{lugh linguistic nuance. If'therc are differences in the application or
meaning of the ritrals, these will have to be derived from contextual indications.

J 59The synoptic texts (Mtl.tt. 8:1-4; 14-1 S; Mark 1:40-45; Luke 5:12-16) all deal
with the cleansing of a leper, and the healing ofPeter's mother in-law. The suggestion
that these miracles are <lone by hand imposition is clear enough in the context of the

healings. Contra Culpepper, "The Biblical Basis ofOrdination," 477, the account of the

healing of the man born blind in John 9:1-12 abo contains enough indicators (verses 6, 11)
t21 maintain that this sign was wrought by hand imposition. All these accounts underscore
JeSWi' healing ministry through hand imposition



88

recorded in the synoptics. Mark, which is the shortest gospel, has the most accounts and

gives the most complete picture of Jesus' use ofmirades found in the synoptic tradition.

The second gospel relates two traditions of Jesus' using hand imposition to heal and to

resucitate to life. Though there are some situational differences, these stories demonstrate

a hasic fiow.160 The account of the deaf and dumb man illustrates tile ritual process well:

And they brought to him a man who was deaf and had an impediment in his speech;
and they besought him to lay his hand upon Jilin. And taking him aside from the
multitude privately, he put his fingers into his ears, and he spat and touched his
tongue; and looking up to heaven, he sighed, and said to him, "Eph'phatha" that is,
"Be opened." And his ears were opened, his tongue was released, and he spoke
plainly. 1 o 1

These two nealing accounts are similar in that, (1) a sick person is first brought to Jesus,

(2) there is a specific request made to heal him through hand imposition, (3) the sick

person is taken to a more private area, (4) spittle along with the hands are applied directly

on the affected part of the body, and (5) some form ofverbal communication is included in

the ritual. There are some differences which should be noted. Whereas in Mark 7:34

Jesus pronounces with full assurance, "Be opened", and secures the healing, inMark 8,

which involves the healing of a blind man, the person is asked "Do you see anything?" In

-------__ ..__-

160Tbe three accounts contain two cornmon elements (viz., a statement of awe or
praise [5/i2c, 7:37], ana a charge to keep silent about the miracle [5:43, 7:36, 8:26] ),
which cannot be covered in this analysis. Though they are essential for understanding the
full pattern, these intieduce issues that lie beyond the parameters of this study.

161Mark7:32-3S; cf. 8:22-26. Mark 6: 1-6 does not fit the pattern in that it is a

sweeping statement of Jesus' healing through hand imposition, and thus no specific
instance is mentioned. Likewise, Mark 16:18, which is in the disputed long ending of
Mark, also gives a general mention of hand imposition. The ending ofMark is open to

question. This study accepts the predominant view that Mark 16:8 is the original ending.
See Grant Osborne, The Synoptic Gospels, Supplemental Class Notes Deerfield, lli.:
Trinity Evangelical Divinity School, 1990),43; Robert G. Bratcher, and Eugene A. Nida,
A Translator'sHandbook on the Gospel ofMark (London/New York: United Bible
Societies, 1961),517-22. For an opposing view, see William R. Farmer, The Last Twelve
Verses ofMark. SNTS Series 25 (Cambridge' Cambridge University Press, 1974); D. E.
Hiebert,Mark: A Portrait ofa Servant (Chicago, Ill: Moody Press, 1974).
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the initial hand application, having only partially restored the person's sight, the hands are

applied a second time to the eyes and a ful! restoration is effected. Thus, in Mark, perhaps

because of the combination of the earthy and unorthodox aspects of the hand imposition

process and the need to manipulate the ailing even in embarrassing ways, these are

explicitly private matters between the healer and the person being healed. 162

One final account calls for attention. In Mark 10, the story is told of Jesus'

blessing the children. Though most of the elements of the ritual process seen earlier are

present, one ofthern is missing and the sequence, though followed, is not as rigid:

And they were bringing children to him, that he might touch them; and the disciples
rebuked them. But when Jesus saw it he was indignant, and said to them, "Let the
children come to me, do not hinder them; for to such belongs the kingdom ofGod ...
. And he took them in his arms and blessed them, laying his hands upon them. 163

The account begins in a familiar fashion. Elements one and two are in sequence and set

the stage for the action that follows. The insensitivity of the disciples creates an

opportunity for Jesus to develop an object lesson with the children as the instructional

aids. When the narrative continues, no effort is made to retire to a more private space

(element 3). However, elements 4 and 5 are described as happening simultaneously; the

-_._-------

162The third account, Mark 5:21-24,35-43, concerns the resuscitation ofJairus'

daughter. Like the previous accounts, �1) tee girl's father makes the initial request, and
(2) specifically asks for Jesus to heal her through hand imposition (v. 23). Unlike the
other two references, the story is temporarily suspended by the interpoiation of an
opportunistic healing (vv. 24-34). Apparently, the young girl dies in the interim, but it
does not deter Jesus from pressing on. O;:lCC Jesus arrives at the home where the girl lies
in wake, again the pattern seen earlier continues. 1:. this case, privacy is secured (3) by
allowing only three cfthe disciples and the girl's parents 10 enter into the room (w.
37-40). The laying-on of hands (4) assumes the i()fm of Jesus taking the young girl's
hands in his own (v. 41a). F'nally, Jesus gives the emphatic pronouncement "Little girl, I
say to you, arise", (5) which results.in the quickening of the twelve year old (v. 41b).
There is no use of saliva for anointing in this case, and the girl is encouraged to take in

nourishment (v. 43b). Thus: while the purpose here is to resuscitate rather than heal, the
hand imposition ritual exhibits a similar degree of latitude with regard to particulars while
it maintains a consistent sequence of essential dements.

If·3MMk 10: 13, ]4, l6.
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pronouncement of (I blessing is given as the hands are placed upon the children. Since

there is no outward manifestation that accompanies this occasion, the awe of the people is

not noted, and neither does Jesus register a warning to maintain silence. The rite of hand

imposition is viewed by the people as more than merely symbolic. The fact that this

incident mimics the healing accounts, particularly in the people's drive to have their loved

ones touched by Jesus, suggests that they expect a beneficial transference to accrue to the

child's favor. 'Whether 'that indeed happens, the text does not say.

The Gospel ofMatthew reflects a different approach with respect to the mention

of the hand imposition rite. Unlike Mark, which mentions the ritual repeatedly, Matthew

is devoid of any clear examples ofJesus' using hying-on of hands to heal. 164 This glaring

absence may be due, in part, to the "Jewish" orientation that many scholars have seen in

the gosel. It will be remembered that apa.rt from one fleeting mention of a healing ritual in

the Dead Sea Scrolls, ne other examples exist. This gospel, however, does mention the

accounts of the resuscitation ofJairus' daughter (9:18-26), and Jesus' blessing the children

(19: 13_1.5).165 Thus, in summary, Mark and Matthew exhibit three different functional

164Matthew 9:27-31 records the healing of two blind men. Verse 29 says that
Jesus healed them by touching ( amw ) their eyes. Thus, the stereotypical language
( ElllTl8ru.ll TC� xElpm; ) for the ritual gesture is greatly diluted. The absence of

language that specifies healing by hand imposition in Matthew may reflect a redactional

predisposition to underplay an aspect of Jesus' miraculous works that were never a

normative practice in ancient Israel or post-exilic Judaism. By the same token, allowing
the resuscitation of Jairus' daughter to stand in the record would be vindicated on the

strength of Elisha's similar miracle (cf 2 Kings <1:32-37). The account ofJesus' blessing
the children would also find tradition support in the account of Jacob's blessing his

grandchildren (Gen. 48:8-22), as well as some c );.Iateral non-canonical support (Sirach
50:20-21; Jubilees 25: 11-23). The thesis that Luke was written with the Elijah and Elisha
narratives as paradigmatic is developed by Thomas. L. Brodie, "Luke the Literary
Interpreter: Luke-Acts aft a Systematic Rewriting and Updating of the Elijah-Elisha
Narrative in 1 and 2 Kings." Doctoral dissertation (Rome: University of St. Thomas
Aquinas, 1987).

165Matthew condenses the lengthier accounts given in Mark. In the resuscitation
story, apart from the change that the synagogue official (Jairus) believes his daughter to be
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aspects of the ritual action. While Mark shows that Jesus laid hands to heal, to

resuscitate, and to bless, Matthew mentions only the latter twu. In all cases, the context

supports a belief by the people that a tangible benefit was given through Jesus' hands. 166

In the epistles, there are few references to the ritual action. 167 Hebrews 6:1-3

mentions the rite, along with other "elementary doctrines," which must be left behind as a

believer presses on toward maturity. The mention of ablutions immediately before

suggests that '(his ritual ought to be associated "with water baptism. 168 It will be noted

that in the previous accounts, water baptism is sometimes accompanied by hand

dead at the outset of his interaction with Jesu s (v.18) and the omission of the resuscitation

pronouncement (cf v. 25), Matthew's rendering does not challenge the basic meaning of
the ritual act as recorded in Mark. Concerning the blessing of the children, Matthew's
account is more succinct, lacking any mention that Jesus actually blessed the children

(v. 15), but its basic meaning is sustained.

166The Gospel ufLuke and the Acts of the Apostles will be taken up in chapters
two and three respectively.

167There are three references to hand imposition in the pastoral epistles. Two of
them relate directly to 1he appointment of Timothy to hi s ministerial task (1 Tim. 4: 14; 2
Tim. 1 :6). The third reference is an exhortation to Timothy against the hasty imposition of
hands upon potential candidates (1 Tim. 5:22). The three accounts fit within the context
of appointing individuals to a Christian task, already discussed at length. James 5:13-16

may relate to hand imposition. The construction,
"

... ¥ui rrpoaEUsaoBwaav Err' mhov

dM:(tIJavTE<; mho'. [Aa(!), , ." (James 5: lLf) allows for a contemporaneous temporal
translation of the aorist participle (ci"d'VavTEt;), thus, "and pray over him while anointing
him in oi1." Thus, a form of corporate hand. imposition accompanied by the application of
the oil is being recommended. Note also that Origen cites James 5: 14 and exchanges
"laying-on of hands" for "prayer:' (Levuicus 2.4). See f. Reinecker, and C. Rogers cds.,
Linguistic Key To The Greek New Testament (Grand Rapids, IvIichigan: Zondervan

Publishing Hou::;�) 1976), 741, Peter H. David, The Epistle ofJames: A Commentary on
the Greek Text (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdrnans Publishers, 1982), 192-94.

168See Harold W. Attridge, Epistle to the Hebrews (Philadelphia: Fortress Press,
1989), 162-65; T. W. Manson, "Entry into Membership of the Early Church," Journal of
Theological Studies 48 (1947): 25; James Moffatt, Epistle to the Hebrews (Edinburgh: T.

& T. Clark, 1924), 75; 1. K Parrart, "The Laving on ofHands in the New Testament: A
Re-examination in the Light ofHebrew Terminology," Repository Times 80 (1969): 211.
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imposition (Cf. Acts 9:17-19; 19:5-6). While Hebrews 6:�; does not elaborate on the

specific characteristics, it does strengthen the view that on those occasions when the

believer had not yet been baptized, the rite of hand imposition had its meaning expanded

beyond the reception of the Spirit to include the baptismal event.

A final account is given in Revelation! :9-20. The ritual is precipitated by John's

psychic disintegration as he sees a vision of the glorified Christ (vv. 12-17a). John relates:

But he laid his right hand upon me, saying, "Fear not, I am the first and the last, and
the living one; I died, and behold I am alive forever more, and I have the keys of
Death and Hades. Now write what you see, what is, and what is to take place
hereafter." 169

The author is clearly drawing from Old Testament imagery that is meant to create a

connection between the prophetic office (If ancient Israel, and the prophetic function of

John ofPatmos. 170 Like his predecessors before him, the gravity of the revelation is

impossible to receive without divine empowerment. Thus, the ritual action is either meant

to symbolize the sustaining hand ofGod during {he revelatory process, or it is to be

thought of es the actual conduit through which the first century prophet is calmed of his

fears and empowered for the job.171

Non-Canonical Christian

The mention of hand imposition is almost non-existent in first and second century

Christian sources. The accounts that are found, however, bring some interesting nuances

to the interpretation of the ritual action. There is a. quotation of Jacob's blessing Joseph's

-----------_._---

169Rev. 1: lIb-18.

170Terror associated with revelations ofGod and dreams is well attested in the
Old Testament (Gen. 15:12; Ezek. 128; ) 1:13; Dan. 8:18; 10:9, 15, et a1.). Daniel 8:18,
10: 10 shows the person being touched by the revealer to give strength God also tells his
servants not to be afraid at his presence (e.g., Gen. 26:24; Deut. 3:2; Josh. 8:1; Jer.l:8).

171The theme of John as a prophetic figure is sustained throughout the Revelation
(e.g., 1 :3; 10:7; 22.6-9, et a1.).
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children (Gen. 48: 14-19) in the Epistle ofBarnabas. 172 While the quote itself is relatively

faithful to the Septuagint source, the interpretation it receives by the author is equivocal.

With reference to the ritual act, the author notes, "by these means he (Jacob) has ordained

that this people should be first, and heir of the covenant." 173 What is meant by "ordain"

is open to question. Does the author believe that Jacob has, in effect, chosen Ephraim

over Manneseh by the ritual act? Or is the text more in agreement with Philo's

interpretation which emphasizes the patriarch's superior sense of discernment and

perception, and the ritual action merely symbolizes that? 174 Barnabas 13.5 does say in

part, "But Jacob saw in the Spirit a symbol of the people to come." Thus, while the

language (to ordain) supports the former interpretation, the context leans to the latter

view. In either case, laying-on of hands is either a ritual that effectively settles the fate of

a child and his progeny, or it is a rite used to identify a greatness already latent in the child.

Clement ofAlexandria takes up the controversial issue ofwomen's hairdos and

fake hair pieces. 175 In general, Clement admonishes women to exercize humility and

simplicity in combing their hair. Wearing hair pieces is, not surprisingly, offensive:

Again, it is absolutely forbidden them to add artificial hair, for it is unholy for them to

add someone else's hair to their own, putting dead locks in with their own. On such a

case, on whom does the priest lay his hands? Whom does he bless? Not the woman
who is dressed uf6 but the artificial heir that belongs to someone else, and through it
the other head.l

The author alludes to the ritual associated with offering a blessing. His understanding of

the ritual, however, is a very mechanical one. For Clement, the blessing is bestowed upon

1 72Epistle ofBarnabas, 11.5,6.

173Ibid., 13.6.

174See section "Philo," 44-47.

175Clement of Alexandria Paidagogos 63.

1761bid.
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the object touched rather than upon the person intended. Tnus, although the nature of the

blessing is spiritual, it is ultimately cir curnscribed by physical or material circumstances.

A final reference is provided by Tertullian.l77 He also alludes to the story of

when Jacob blesses his grendel..iildren (Gen. 48:14-17), but he uses the account to make a

novel association between post-baptismal hand imposition and the receiving of the Holy

Spirit. Essentially, hand imposition, as a human undertaking, results in a spiritual benefit;

the conference of the Holy Spirit to the recipient of the ritual act. The Genesis account,

which emphasizes the function of blessing, provides Tertullian with a perfect illustration:

Jacob blessed his grandsons, born of Joseph, Ephrem and Manasses; with his hands
laid on them and interchanged, and indeed so transversely slanted one over the other,
that, by delineating Christ, they even portended the future benediction into Christ.

The antecedent to the pronoun "they," are Jacob's hands. Tertullian, thus says that the

imposition of Jacob's hands effected an actual "interchange," a "slanting" of the blessing

away from Manasseh and to Ephraim. Tertuilian contends that the gesture went so far as

to anticipate that the fullness of the blessing would be realized in Christ. Tertullian's point

should not be lost; he is making a point about hand imposition subsequent to water

baptism. For Tertullian, the ritual action is more than symbolic, it is a mundane act that

moves heaven and a real conduit for the transference of the Spirit. Consequently,

Tertullian asks, "Shall it not be possible for Gcd, in the case of his own man to produce,

by means of 'holy hands,' a sublime spiritual modulation?" For him, the answer is yes.

In summary, the evidence for hand imposition in early Christian sources is quite

diverse. The New Testament, apart from the Lukan literature, which will be studied

separately, reveals seven distinct usages: (I) to heal the sick; (2) to resuscitate a body; (3)

to bestow blessings; (4) to commission individuals or a group to a task or ministry; (5) to

impart the Holy Spirit; (6) to baptize; and (7) ..0 calm fear and provide physical strength

during a revelatory experience. Most of the references suggest that an actual transmission

._._------

1 77Tertullict..n On Baptism 8.



95

of healing, a blessing, or the Spirit's presence is being effected through the ritual. Beyond

the New Testament there is little mention of the ritual within the Christian writings of the

first two centuries C.E. In the accounts found, there is a continuation of ideas taken from

New Testament precedents and, perhaps, Philonic type ideas as well. Thus, the Epistle of

Barnabas calls to mind Philo who sees the gesture as a visual marker of purity applied by a

kindred spirit. Clement and Tertullian, however, see the rite in a more normative vein.

For both it is an instrument for transferring a benefit.

Functional Classification ofHand Imposition Rituals

The foregoing study reveals C:t variety ofways in which the ritual action was

applied. The conditions that call for this ritual action have varied greatly. Many of the

accounts have such distinctive aspects, they defy easy classification. It will thus be

important to remember that these accounts, while they fall into specific functional

categories, should actually be studied individually, allowing each ritual category its own

set of circumstances. 'With this caveat in mind, the evidence suggests seventeen distinct

functional categories, (See Table 1.)

As the comparative table clearly shows, the ritual action was used prolifical1y

throughout the ancient Middle East and the Greco-Roman world. It also demonstrates

that, despite the reasonable assumption that the ritual was probably used in more ways

than the extant sources reveal. for any given culture, no cne cultural group left a record of

its knowledge, or u se, of aU .he possible functions. The functional frequency of the rituals

by the various cultures breaks down as follows: (1) six cultures show a knowledge of

healing and blessing rituals, (2) four cultures practiced discernment rituals, (3) three

cultures show knowledge of commissioning, adjudication, sacrifice, and imprecation

riu.als, (4) two cultures practiced grieving. baptismal, birthing. resuscitation, oath taking,
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empowerment, and transmitting the Holy Spirit rituals, (5) one culture demonstrates the

use of deification and behavior modification rituals. 178

Table 1. Laying-on ofRands in Ancient Texts, by Ritual Function

Ancient Ancient Ancient Greco- Post-Exilic New Early
Ritual{s} Near East Israelite Greek Roman Judaism Testament Christian
Diefication X

Healing/Exorcism X X X X X X
BlesslDedication X X X X X X

Commissioning X X X

Adjudication X X X

Imprecatory X X X

Discernment X X X X

Grieving X X

Baptismal X X

ConceptionlBirth X X

Oath X X

Behavioral X

Sacrificial X X X

Empowerment X X

Transmitting Holy X X

Spirit
Resuscitation X X

Figurative � .

X X
----------------------------

Note: ANE, Egyptian, Mesopotamian, Hittite; A. Israelite, canonical Hebrew scriptures;
A. Greek, Greek language sources; GK.-Rom., Latin language sources; P-E Judaism, 400
B.C.E.-200 C. E. Jewish sources; NT; canonical Christian scriptures; E. Ch., 100-200
C.E. Christian sources. Deification is limited to monarchical figures in mythic tales.

Conception/birthing rites are found exclusively in Greek and Greco-Roman sources.

Behavioral rituals are distinguished because the action envisions the immediate curving of
the subject's life-style (Cf , blessing function with a view to later progeny). Figurative
rituals encompass texts metaphorical in nature introduced for literary effect. Some rituals
arc classified under two functions (e.g, Gen. 24:2 is both an oath and a commissioning
rite; Ajax 1] 50··80, has commissioning and imprecatory aspects, et a1.).

Beyond the basic statistics, there are four observations to note. First, it is clear

that the ritual use of hand imposition enjoyed a continual and unbroken line ofpractice

through history and across cultures. Chapter five, Laying-on ofHands in Luke andActs:

17�The figurative function was not incorporated in the breakdown.
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A Ritual Critical Study, (especially pp.173-76) will develop further the implications of this

tact. Sufice it to say at this point that the ubiquity of the ritual practice insured a base for

common knowledge of these types ol'religious (and magical) actions; it was common

enough that the action per se would not be viewed as novel. The preponderance of the

ritual, however, also worked to an advantage. Since no one culture or religious tradition

could claim exclusive rights to its lise, all religious traditions could use it "legitimately."

This 1S to say that the ritual practice could be employed by any emerging religious tradition

(such as early Christianity) in a way that was internally meaningful to that faith, and

without the need of having to overcome or assimilate religiously foreign concepts

imbedded in the ritual itself

Second, and more, specifically, it is significant that the healing function, so

prevalent throughout the cultural spectrum, is conspicuously absent in the Hebrew

scriptures. In fact, the single account in the Qumran literature (1QapGen) is scarcely

proofpositive that Israel, and latter Judaism, practiced healing by hand imposition. 179

Second, the. New Testament does not employ any of the forensic possibilities presented in

the Old Testament. For instance, there are no examples of the ritual action used when an

imprecatory rite could have been applied ('\-faa. :26:25, Judas' betrayal; Acts 5: 1-11,

Annanias and Saphira; 8: 18-24, Simon Magus). To the contrary, there are no judgmental

usages of the -it:_,al gesture. Third, the transmitting of tne Holy Spirit is unique to early

Christianity. In fact, this ritual category is defined so narrowly simpiy because there are

no accounts outside of Christian writtirgs where a spiritual or supernatural being is

179SI!lidl, "The Laying-on of Hands," 50, has also noted this and suggests that it
is a purposeful snubbing of a practice associated with pagan divining rites. There is no
mention of hand imposition in healing rites in the Talmud. Also, the lone mention of the
ritual act in the GeneSIS Apocryphon, a source attributed to Qumran, a fringe sectarian

community scarcely supports the notion that hand imposition to heal was practiced in
Palestinian and Diaspora Judaism.
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transmitted through ritual action. While the expulsion of spirits is attested, the infusion of

a spirit or a divinity, separate from the person who is the ritual subject, is not on record.

The Implicationsfor Laying-on ofHands in Luke andActs

The ritual use of hand imposition was certainly well known and diversified

throughout the Greco-Roman world. 180 The prior survey shows that apart from

Christianity's distinct use of the ritual in transmitting the Holy Spirit, and in connection

with baptism, the functions of healing, blessing, commissioning to a task, and resuscitating

dead bodies were all practiced, or at least attested to in the broader culture. Of course,

the pagan practices that resemble the New Testament ritual were never so similar that

these rituals could be indiscriminately assumed. Many of the pagan rituals have aspects

that render them inappropriate due to the undeniable exclusivity practiced by early

Christianity. Still, the question as to whether the ritual use in Luke and Acts was

influenced by pagan religious and cultural condiuons is a legitimate one. There were

certainly ritual practices in early Christianity that were in need of a "Christian" rationale,

lest they be misunderstood. Then, also .. there was the inevitable association that would be

made about early Christianity as a form of Judaism. 181

180S. G. F. Brandon, "Ritual in Religion," in Dictionary of the History ofIdeas,
Philip P. Wiener, ed. (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons), 99-105, postulates that rituals
predate religious theologizing. Thus, it is likely that ritual action (magical imitative
gestures) spread throughout the Neal East, and the Mediterranean Rim without a
dominant religious belief system connected to the actions. They were deemed effective by
virtue of their proper performance, apart from any religious belief It may be that this

understanding allowed early Christianity to view hand imposition as a. ritual of "public
domain," and with no inherent ideological association. Since no culture or religious
tradition could claim exclusive rights to it, it lent itself to adaptation and innovation. See
also The Anchor Bible Dictionary, s.v "magic," by J. A. Scurlock.

181The following analysis is based on the implication') of recent research into the

diversity within first century Judaism done by Gabriele Boccaccini,Middle Judaism:
Jewish Thought, 300 B.C.£' to 20t) c.£. (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1991); and E.P.
Sanders, Judaism: Practice & Belief, 63 BCE-66 CE (London: SCM Press, 1992). The
term "Middle Judaism" 13 used in here to signify the complex world of "Judaisms."
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Apart from the pagan rituals, the Israelite faith in its multiple expressions also had

a history of using the ritual in a diverse number ofways. Although the sacrificial use of

the rite is logically absent from the Christian repertoire, the New Testament shares with

Rabbinism the use of the ritual to bless, to commission to a task, and to strengthen in

times of distress So, was early Christianity to be understood as a member faith whithin

the Jewish constellation? Clearly, early Christianity reflected in Luke and Acts practiced a

ritual form that had the potential for being interpreted along the lines of its siblings in faith.

The practice of laying-on of hands in Luke's corpus, while similar in appearance to

some Jewish and pagan rituals, is neither pagan, nor is it simply Jewish in its orientation.

Gabriele Boccaccioi reminds his readers: "We are now much more concious that Judaism

is to be seen not as an ideologically homogeneous unit, but in today's world as well as in

the past, as a set of different ideological systems in competition with one another." 182

The recognition of such sibling rivalry should caution the interpreter against the cavalier

assumption that early Christian Judaism would have been quick to adopt a ritual that

would have identified it in perception and in practice with the forms of non-messianic

Judaism it was expressly repudiating. Rather, as the practice was undoubtedly introduced

by Jesus, and continued and expanded by later followers, three possibilities for how the

hand imposition ritual comes into use in the New Testament seem logical. One, to the

degree that the healing gesture is used with complete confidence, there is room to suspect

that Jesus c1id indeed find a way to appropriate a Gentile custom, and that the early church

also employed it wnhout violating their sense of uniqueness as God's redeemed

community.183 TI'I'O, in the case of employing rituals common to paganism and forms of

Judaism alike (to bless, to commission), Jesus and the early church also had to develop a

1 82Boccaccini, A1iddle Judaism, 14

UBSmilh, "The Laying-on (IfHands," 52, notes with reference to the healing rite,
"Consequently we are justified in supposing thai. in this, as in some other points of early
Christian usage, 1 he church has been influenced by Gentile cu storn."
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distinctive understanding that (1) managed to steer clear of a false connection with pagan

practice, while (2) it proposed a view that was not Jewish in the rabbinical sense, but that

remained faithful to its historic heritage in ancient Israel. 184 Three, early Christianity also

felt free to expand the ritual usage in novel ways (e.g., transmitting of the Holy Spirit,

baptism), and to infuse it with a truly new Christological perspective.

Conclusion

The answer to the question as to how Land imposition in Luke-Acts relates to the

broader cultural use will be found in a careful analysis of the specific contexts in which it is

found. There are peculiarities in the texts that prohibit simple answers. For example, the

mention ofmagical elements associated with the pagan rituals run counter to Lukan

traditions given in Acts (Acts 8: 18-24). In fact, a number of the healing and discernment

rituals seen in this chapter are clearly performed on a basis of a magical understanding. 185

In contrast, the rituals in Luke and Acts have ali the elements of a religious gesture with

worshipful overtones. Often these actions are initiated by the sovereign disposition of

God who is the catalyst for the ritual act. 186 Thus, it would be easy to see the ritual act

in Luke and Acts as the continuation of ritual practices either by ancient Israelites or by

--_.__ .._-----

184Richard Bauckham, "The Relevance ofExtracanonical Jewish Texts for New
Testament Study." Hearing the New Testament: Strategiesfor Interpretation, 90-91,
writes "All this clearly suggests not only that first century Judaism was the principal
religious context ofChristian origins, but also that the character of early Christianity was
decisively determined l-y those origins, so much so that, in terms of the history of
religions, the Christianity of the New Testament period must be seen, not as something
quite different from Judaism, but as a distinctive form of Judaism."

185See Ancient Egyptian, 3-5, 8-9; Ancient Mesopotamian, 12 (the use of totemic

rites); Classical Greek and Greco-Roman, 18-22.

186See Acts 9:10-12; 13:1-3; (cf. 8:14-17; 21-23). It has also been noted that the
ritual is often accompanied by prayer, thus these rites do not begin with an assumption
that God's power or acceptance is guaranteed by virtue of proper manipulations and
recitations (e.g., Acts 6:1-6; 8:15; 13:2,3; 28:8).
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contemporary strains within middle Judaism were it not for one fact: the rite of healing by

hand imposition, Genesis Apocryphon notwithstanding, is probably of Gentile origin.

Thus, one is forced to develop a theory for how the early Church could allow its unique

ritology to develop while resisting the encroachment of longstanding traditions in

Paganism and in Jewish circles. While this survey has helped to identify the issues that

require explanation, a source and redactional study of the Lukan passages on hand

imposition will help to provide some answers.



CHAPTER THREE

Laying-on of Hands in Luke: A Redaction Critical Study

Introduction

Since the pioneering work ofHans Conzelmann and others on the Gospel ofLuke,

the link between its redaction and its theology has been investigated from numerous

vantage points, all to great advantage. Though there have always been dissenting voices,

a general consensus has developed that (1) Luke and Acts are interrelated in their

theological positions, and that (2) the Gospel ofLuke puts forth an implicit view of

redemptive history, a Heilsgeschichte, that is only fully realized by the Apostolic Church

in Acts. Thus, for many scholars, a theological "grand scheme" runs through the Gospel

ofLuke to the Book ofActs. Though its characterization varies, depending on the New

Testament scholar, it is often assumed in Luke-Acts research today.!
In spite of this major trend, there is a concurrent concern that an overemphasis on

defining the theological unity ofLuke's literary production has tended to obscure the

IFor a survey of this theological development through 1983 see Francois Bovon,
ch. 6,"The Reception of Salvation," 239-66, in Luke the Theologian: Thirty-three Years

ofResearch (1950-1983), trans. Ken McKinney (Allison Park, Penn.: Pickwick
Publications, 1987). Also see Robert F. O'Toole, "Why Did Luke Write Acts?" Biblical

TheologicalBulletin 7 (1977): 66-76; idem, The Unity ofLuke's Theology: An Analysis
ofLuke-Acts (Wilmington, Del.: Michael Glazier Publishers, 1984); Karl. P. Donfried,
"Attempts at Understanding the Purpose ofLuke-Acts: Christology and the Salvation of
the Gentiles," in Christological Perspectives: Essays in Honor ofHarvey K. McArthur,
Robert F. Burkey and Sarah A. Edwards, eds (New York: Pilgrim Publishers, 1982),
112-22; Rober; Maddox, The Purpose ofLuke-Act'} (Edinburg/Gottingen: T. & T.
Clark/Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 19��2); Philip F. Esler, Community and Gospel in
Luke-Acts. The Sociological and PoliticalMotivations ofLukan Theology (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1987), Robert B. Sloan, The Favorable Year of the Lord: A

Study ofJubilary Theology in the Gospel ofLuke (Austin, Tex.: Schola Press, 1977);
Jacques Dupont, The Salvation of the Gentiles: Essays on the Acts of the Apostles (New
York: Paulist Press, 1979).

102
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distinctive features. of the individual books. Specifically, a belief in theological unity often

minimizes any theological tension the books may exhibit. Richard I. Pervo and Mikeal C.

Parsons, two who argue against the trend, see a value in resisting the rush to a unified

theological view. They point out, "We are not arguing that there is no theological

coherence between Luke and Acts, but rather we are raising the question as to the benefit

of allowing the tension first to be recognized, and then to be understood.,,2 A survey of

contemporary research on hand imposition reveals that there has not been a scholarly

consensus on the conceptual origins of the ritual, nor on the development and varieties of

the ritual action as expressed in the New Testament and in early Christianity= In light of

the ambivalence the research demonstrates, is Charles Talbert's work helpful in moving

this study forward? Talbert recognizes two realities of ancient literature that bear directly

on tills issue. He first demonstrates that in ancient literature form was often more

important than content.4 The implications of this bias are directly relevant to this study.

Can this hermeneutic of "form over content" account for the elusiveness of a coherence to

the ritual action? Does Luke's writing employ divergent conceptual strands (content) ifin

the end these support a theological paradigm? In a related vein, Talbert also shows that

ancient writers had a propensity to "mar" a balanced literary scheme by introducing

2Mikeal C. Parsons and Richard I. Pervo, Rethinking the Unity ofLuke andActs
(philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1993), 18.

3Bovon,. Luke the Theologian, 229-38, analyzes the impasse and concludes that
the Lukan use of the ritual in connection with the giving of the Holy Spirit and baptism is
too obscure to reveal clear lines of evolution. See also "A Survey ofContemporary
Research," (above, 23-46) which concludes that pagan, as well as Jewish traditions,
underlie the New Testament usage of laying-on of hands.

4Charles II. Talbert, Literary Patterns, Theological Themes and the Genre of
Luke-Acts (Missoula, Montana: Scholars Press, 1974),69. Talbert is making a point
about the literary structure of a work which can allow for material divergence as well.
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elements that did not fit perfectly into the predominant pattern.P If the classical literary

practices of his day influenced Luke, as Talbert maintains, one might expect his writings to

show his implementation of divergent traditions. Luke's use of the hand imposition motif

in the Gospel does show that he is cognizant of Jewish, as well as Gentile, views of

physicians, miracle workers, and their practices. Thus, with reference to this ritual, Pervo

and Parsons's concern is vindicated in this study. The ritual action should be analyzed

with redactional tools, but without feeling a need to categorize the ritual according to a

Jewish or a Gentile pattern prematurely. Ifthere is a grand design, the question as to how

this feature fits is discovered by induction from textual evidence and not initially assumed.

A preliminary glance at the ritual of hand imposition in Luke and Acts, reveals a

considerable amount of editorial activity. Undoubtedly, Luke is aware of its unique

theological import. The redactional study that follows is aimed at interpreting the

theological significance of this aspect by a three-fold sequential procedure that (1) gains a

sense of the theological significance of each pericope, (2) takes the total material from

each book to deduce the theological significance ofLuke and Acts independently, and (3)

finishes by proposing a theological coherence between Luke and Acts. The process will

not be complete until the redaction of each book has been undertaken. The major concern

in this chapter and the next will be to respect the theological perspective of each book

without superimposing the influence of the first book upon the sequel.

The Redaction ofLaying-on ofHands in Luke

There are five pericopes that deal directly with the subject of hand imposition in

the Gospel ofLuke.? Of these, four pericopes are a combination ofMark and various

5Talbert, Literary Patterns, ch. 5, "The Patterns in Light of the LukanMilieu,"
67-82, traces what he calls "imperfections of form" and "asymmetrical elements"
throughout the writings of Classical and Near Eastern Antiquity.

6:Luke 5: 12-16 describes the healing ofa man with leprocy. Here, however, Luke
uses the alternate term Cm-rw, meaning to touch (v. 13), thus providing an example of an
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sources unique to Luke (L):" (1) Luke 4:16-30 (cf. Mark 6:1-6a), Luke 4:40-41 (cf.

Ma�k 1:32-34), (3) Luke 8:40-56 (d. Mark ):21-43), and (4) Luke 18:15-17 (cf Mark

10: 13-16). Luke 13: 10-17, the fifth pericope, which is taken also from Luke's L materials

is without parallels in the Synoptics. At no place does Q enter into the discussion as a

source for Luke's composition of these passages. On the other hand, his L material

includes Old Testament references, as well as non-canonical popular proverbial sayings. A

more focused appraisal of these pericopes follows.

It is clear that the first two accounts (4: 16-30, Jesus' rejection at Nazareth;

4:40-41, the healing of all at Capemaum) should be considered as part ofa larger unit

(4: 14-44). Taken together, these passages reveal that Luke has done some extensive

reworking of his sources. Specifically, the mention of hand imposition, prominent in the

parallel Markan passage, is omitted in the Lukan ccunterpart. Later, the ritual action is

"asymetrical element" as identified by Charles H. Talbert. See his discussion in Literary
Patterns, 67-82.

7The question ofLuke's sources is a complicated one. George B. Caird, The
Gospel ojSt. Luke (Baltimore: Penguin Books, 1963):. 23-27, echoes B. H. Streeter and
Vincent Taylor in proposing the possibility of there having existed a Proto Luke, drawn
primarily from Lukan (L) sources and Q. Canonical Luke was, in this scheme, a rewriting
based on the later incorporation ofMark. On the other hand, Albert Fuchs, "Schrittweises
Wachstum. Zur Entwicklung der Perikope Mk 5,21-43 par Mt 9, 18-26 par Lk 8,40-56,"
Studien zum Neuen Testament und seiner Umwelt 17 (1992): 5-53, maintains that Luke
used Q and an earlier version ofMark Still others, such as Eric FrankJin, Luke:
interpreter ofPaul, Critic ojMatthew (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1994), 306, argue that
Luke drew from canonical Mark and Matthew, thus excluding a need for Q. The question
of sources is not insignificant. Though no source theory resolves all the questions, this
chapter assumes the evaluation of Luke's sources as outlined by Joseph A. Fitzmyer, The
Gospel ojLuke l-LY, The Anchor Bible, vol. 1 (Garden City, N.Y.: Doublday, 1979),
65-97, and summarized by Donald A. Carson, Douglas J. Moo, and Leon Morris, An
Introduction to the New Testament (Grand Rapids: Zcndervan Publishers, 1992), 120,
who suggest, "Perhaps the best solution is to think ofLuke as having been busy with such
sources as Q and L before he came across Mark. When he received a copy of that gospel,
he inserted most of it into the narrative he had been working on but had not yet
completed. It is unlikely that Luke took anyone document and made it his foundation; he
seems rather to have selected his material from a variety of sources."
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noted in the Lukan order, while the Markan parallel does not mention it. Thus, the ritual

of hand imposition is found in a crisscrossed pattern.8 It will be argued that the reference

to the ritual action is purposefully omitted in the first Lukan context, and inserted in the

second context to support the key theological import of this programmatic material.

Luke's creative style allows him to transpose the reference, but not without some license

provided by his Markan source.

The third pericope (Luke 8:40-56) recounts the resuscitation of Jairus' daughter.

In this account, Luke abbreviates the lengthier Markan parallel but, more significantly,

edits the accounts with respect to elements associated with medical practices and healing

rites of pagan culture. The specific request for healing by laying-on of hands is only one

of a number of aspects that is deleted to relate the miracles in a simplified fashion (cf

Mark 5:23, Luke 8:41-42). In editing Mark, Luke removes elements that could be

misconstrued by Gentiles yet he is still able to convey the healing actions as corroborative

acts of Jesus' messianic claims. Thus, by this redactional strategy, Luke rejects

specifically the pattern of his Markan source exhibited in those passages that contain the

ritual action (cf Mark 5:21-41; 8:22-26; 10: 13-16; Luke 8:40-56).

The fourth pericope, Luke 13: 10-17, is taken completely from Luke's L materials.

WIllie here the ritual action is mentioned, the account does not contain the complex of

related aspects which, taken together, could equate this miracle with the common

practices ofmagical healers. In its context, the miracle is a concrete expression of Jesus'

ministry to the disenfranchised. Drawn from L, it is not surprising that the account does

not follow the ritual pattern exhibited in Mark (cf 5:21-43; 8:22-26; 10: 13-16).

The fifth acccunt, which deals with the blessing of the children (18: 15-17), also

deviates from the Markan parallel. Apart from the questions raised over the shift from

8Luke 4:23-30 does not mention hand imposition; Mark 6:5 does. Conversely,
Luke 4:40 mentions hand imposition but Mark 1 :32-34 does not.
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Mark's TiatOlU to Luke's T<l f)pt<!>TI, and questions about infant baptism, Luke's

omission of the- laying-on of hands (cf. Mark 10: 16; Luke 18: 17) is more telling than what

might be ObVIOUS at first glance. It will be argued that the omission of the ritual is done to

maintain the integrity of the gesture as an element of Jesus' specific healing ministry.

Thus, with respect to laying-on of hands, Lukan redaction shows the ritual is

transposed once in a programmatic context, omitted in two passages (one dealing with

healing, the other dealing with blessing children), and included once in the healing of a sick

woman. It is surprising that the ritual is left intact in none of the four cases where Luke is

dependent onMark. Could it be that Luke has consciously shaped his sources, even to

this level of detail? The analysis which follows shows that Luke edits his sources to

employ the ritual exclusively to support his theological aim as presented in Luke 4: 18-19.

Luke 4:16-30; 40-41

As noted earlier, Luke 4: 16-30 and 4:40-41 are part of a larger unit (4: 14-9:50)

which focuses on the activity of Jesus as he begins his public ministry in Galilee. In this

larger context, two important aspects of Jesus' work are developed by the evangelist; the

teachings of Jesus (4:15,16-30,31,43-44; 5:1-4,17,29-39; 6:1-5, 20-49; 7:24-35;

8: 1-21; 9: 1-6, 18-36), and his demonstration of authority through his miraculous acts

(4:33-37,38-41; 5:5-11,12-16,18-26; 6:6-11; 7:1-10,11-17; 8:22-56; 9:10-17). Note

that while the first pericope (4: 16-30) deals with Jesus' first pronouncement discourse, the

second passage (4:40-41) gives the first account which summarizes the authoritative

healing activity of Jesus.

TIle two pericopes, by most accounts, are part of a narrative sequence that sets

into motion the distinctive theological development ofLuke's gospel.9 This is done by a

series of events recorded in Luke 4: 14-44. In this broader context verses 14-15 introduce

91. Howard Marshall, The Gospel ofLuke, New International Greek Testament
Commentary (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 1978), 178.
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the general tenor of Jesus' early ministry. These verses focus on his teaching in Galilee,

and register the general approval of his work. Luke 4: 16-30, which follows, narrates the

particular facts that bring about a turn from the general acceptance of Jesus (v. 15), to his

outright rejection at Nazareth (vv. 28-30). Two small pericopes follow which relate two

healing miracles that happen in Capernaum (vv. 31-39). The final passage (4:40-41), gives

a positive assessment of Jesus' healing activity while he is there. Most scholars see a

programmatic aspect to Luke 4: 14-44 in that it introduces by way of an "historical" event

the theological them-es ofNazareth as emblematic of "insiders" and Capernaum as

emblematic of "outsiders," between a pronouncement made to Jewish insiders (vv. 18-19,

25-27) and a pronouncement fulfilled by outreach to Gentile outsiders (vv. 31-44).10
Within the framework outlined, Luke 4: 16-30 functions as a transitional event.

This pericope introduces a dual reversal. On one level, it narrates the transition from early

acceptance to outright rejection of .Tesus. On another level, it introduces and gives

scriptural validity to a redemptive history that moves from Jewish exclusivity to Gentile

inclusivity. To do so, Luke begins with his Markan source (6: 1-6a) that provides the basic

10Some commentators stress the expansion of outreach to Gentiles, while others
focus on the hostile reaction of Judaism and, specifically, Judaizing segments within early
Christianity. Fitzrnyer captures the overall intent. He writes: "Luke has deliberately put
this story at the beginning of the public. ministry to encapsulate the entire ministry of Jesus
and the reaction to it." The Gaspe! According to Luke I-IX, 529. Others who recognize
the programmatic function ofLuke 4: 16-30 include George B. Caird, The Gospel ofSt.
Luke (Baltimore, Md.: Penguin Books, 1963),86; Craig F. Evans, Saint Luke (London:
SCM Press, 1990), 266, 67; Darrell L. Bock, Luke (Downers Grove, TIL: InterVarsity
Press, 1994), n. 86,87. Eduard Schweizer, The GoodNews According to Luke, trans.
David E. Green (Atlanta: John Knox Press, 1984), 87, says of this passage, "This is an
allusion to the fate of Jesus but alsc to that of the Apostles, for whom positive response,
rejection, turning to the Gentiles, and hanishment will likewise follow." For the view that
the Gentile mission flows from a Jewish initiative see Stephen G. Wilson, The Gentiles
and the GentileMission in Luke-Acts (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1973),
223; and Graham Stanton, The Gospels and Jesus (New York: Oxford University Press,
1989), 90-95.
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framework, but expands it by incorporating a significant amount taken from L. 11 The

Isaiah ccmpositicn in vv 13-19 (Ts::"1 61:],2; 5g:6) is a pronouncement that would seem

to authenticate Jesus' ministry to Jews. However, the Elijah and Elisha traditions in

4:24-27 suggest that the fulfillment of the pronouncement happens fully only when there is

a turning toward Gentile outreach The non-canonical proverbial element (v. 23) works as

the pivot point, fcllcwed immediately by the Elijah and Elisha stories to instigate the

extreme reaction Gf Jesus' Nazarene neighbors.

The pericope unfolds a series of connected ideas. By adding from L, Luke begins

the pronouncement discourse that brings about an initial favorable reaction from Jesus' life

long neighbors at Nazareth. At this point, 4:23 does not imply a latent skepticism. To the

contrary, since Nazareth is genuinely proud of its native son (v. 22), it would be logical to

expect him to do no less than corroborate his claim by powerful acts among his own. It is

in light of this perceived expectation that the Elijah and Elisha storie-s are introduced.

Again, Luke deviates from the Markan account in such a way that the ending, which

includes the ritual action, is rewritten. Jeffrey Siker's observations on the significance of

the Elijah, Elisha citation is important.

11Talbert, Literary Patterns, 40-41, allows that it is either taken from L, or Luke
has rewritten Mark 6: 1-6a. Jeffrey S. Siker, "'First to the Gentiles': A literary Analysis of
Luke 4: 16-30," Journal ofBiblical Literature! 11 (1992): 74, argues that Luke utilized
both sources. "Regarding form and source criticism, there seems to be a fair consensus
that Luke 4: 16-30 is based on a reworking ofMark 6: 1-6a with the addition of pre-Lucan
and Lucan materials. Thus in Luke 4: 1 6-30 we are dealing with the conflation of several
sources: Mark 6� 1-6a; Isa 61: 1-2, 58:6; a tradition about Elijah and Elisha (probably
pre-Lukan) from 1 Kings 17 and 2 Kings 5; other sayings material (especially 4:23 where
there are dose parallels in the Gospel of Thomas, logion 31, and in the Oxyrhynchus
Papyrus 1.6); and editorial narrative material probably coming from Luke himself (4: 17,
20-21,28·-30)." Emanuel Hirsch, Fruhgeschichte des Evangeliums, II: Die Vorlagen des
Lukas und das Sondergut desMatthaus (Tubingen: Paul Siebeck, 1941), 38-41, agrees
on a dual use of sources. The proverb is also found in Euripides, Frogs 1071; and Cicero,
Epistulae adFamiliares 4.5.5.
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Luke 4:25-27 provides the hermeneutical key for understanding what Jesus meant by
the Isaiah citation in 4:18-19 and by his declaration of fulfillment in 4:21b....The
Nazareth congregation, epitomizing Israel, sees Jesus' proclamation as applying to
insiders, that is to fellow Jews and by extension to Israel as a whole. But as Luke
develops the story, the interpretation Jesus puts forward reverses all expectations.
The "acceptable year of the Lord" is proclaimed with primary reference to outsiders,
that is to the Gentiles, and it is addressed to the Jews only insofar as they are able to

accept the inclusion 0: the Gentiles. 12

Thus, 4:25-27 becomes the catalyst for the open hostility to Jesus. Luke's point is not

that Jews are rejected in favor ofGentiles. They are, however, being fully welcomed to

the table as full beneficiaries of the favorable year of the Lord (v. 19). The reaction of

Nazareth is meant to embody the hostility ofJudaism to that proposition.

An aspect of this pericope that gets little attention is the redaction strategy of the

action of hand imposition in the Markan account (v. 5). In its Markan context, the ritual

action makes sense. The setting is "his own country." The reception of his teaching and

miraculous acts is initiaJly received with wonderment that quickly turns to skepticism and

outright offense (vv. 3-4). Note that in Mark, the offense of the people is mentioned first

(v. 3), and Jesus follows with the proverbial "A prophet is not without honor, except in his

own country" (v. 4a). The proverb describes the people's reaction to Jesus. In Mark, the

effect of the people's indignation is that it limits either Jesus' ability or his opportunity to

heal more than a few sick people. Those whom he does heal, he heals by laying hands on

them (v. 5b). Luke, however, changes the story radically.

The aim of the passage as Luke has reworked it is, in part, to show the complete

rejection of Jesus by his neighbors in Nazareth and, consequently, the lack of opportunity

for him to heed anyone. Laying hands on the sick is a virtual impossibility given the

succession of events that transpire. Unlike Mark who does not mention it, the insertion by

Luke of the popular "Physician heal yourself" proverb (v. 1Ja), works within the pericope

12Siker, "First to the Gentiles," 83. S0e also Marshall, The Gospel ofLuke, 188,
who agrees that the point of the Elijah and Elisha tradition is to demonstrate the validity of
Jesus' outreach to others outside ofJudaism.
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to create the environment for Nazarene skepticism. This is different than Mark where the

negative reaction exists prior TO an} thing Jesus says. In Luke. the implication by Jesus

that his own would demand visual signs, makes it all but impassible for him to acquiesce

to any demand for visual attestations such as healing miracles. Luke's Markan source

already had traditions that showed Jesus' reluctance to pander to the curious (Mark

8: 11-13; cf. Matt. 12: 38-42; 16: 1-4). Luke incorpcrates thi s Markan material at a later

context (11.29-32). Here, Luke makes it clear that Nazareth is missing a momentous

opportunity. In Luke's narrative, the ire of the townspeople negates any opportunity for

Jesus to perform an)' healing miracles. Instead, the situation heats up dramatically as an

attempt is made on his life (vv. 28-29), and he is forced to flee.

It is m the context of the foregoing discussion that the inclusion of the ritual action

makes sense later in t�1e second passage (4:40-41). The rejection ofJesus at Nazareth is

followed by three very positive accounts ofmiraculous activity in Capemaum. Luke

narrates his story to show that the healings, which could not take place in a hostile place

(Nazareth), happen profusely in a receotive locale (Capemaum). Notice the opportunity

available in the parallel Markan and J .ukan texts. Luke 4:40b says, "And laying his hands

on each one of them he healed them" Similarly, the parallel Mark 1 :34 reads, "and he

healed many who were sick." The Markan tradition already leans in the direction of a

highly receptive and successful healing event. One thing, however, is missing from the

Markan text; the specific reference to the laying-on of hands. Although Luke eliminates

the reference to laying-on ofhands in the Mark 6:5 context, he includes it here.
13 Thus,

Luke takes the ritual, which according to Mark 6:5 was a minimal event in Nazareth ( d

1111 OAlYOle; appOWCJTOIe; E1Tl0d<; .cXc; xE1pm; E8EpcrnWat:V, except that he laid his

hands on a few sick people and healed them), and has included it to add vividness and

13John Nolland, Luke 1-9:20, Word Biblical Commentary (Dallas, Tx.: Word
Books, Publishers, 1993),213. Fitzmyer, Luke i-IX 552-53, concurs.
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empathy to Jesus' ministry in Caperna.im (Luke 4:31). Luke's redactional process was

the conflation of the mention of hand imposition inMark 6:5, with the positive assessment

of Jesus' ministry in Mark 1 :34. Luke's conflation is made to emphasize that everyone

was healed, specifically by laying-on of hands. Thus, the ritual action is recovered in a

significant way. By omitting it in the Nazareth tradition (4: 16-30) and adding it in the

Capernaum tradition (4:40-41), Luke finds a place for it in his narrative. He uses it to

support the tension he builds between the theological significance in the two locations. 14

Luke 8:40-56

The story of the resuscitation ofJairus' daughter is anything but commonplace.

Uniquely, two separate miraculous events are intertwined in the tradition. The healing of

the daughter (8:40-42,49-56) is interrupted in the narrative by the intercalation of the

healing of a woman with a twelve-year hemorrhage (vv. 43-48). The pericope exhibits the

sandwiching of one healing event between another. The decision to keep the two healing

accounts together suggests that the Markan tradition about the association of these two

events was strong enough that it undercut any consideration of separating them into two

separate accounts. 15 And, since within the larger section (Luke 4:14-9:50) Luke

140n the aspect of the theological significance ofNazareth and Capernaum see

Hans Conzelmann, The Theology ofSt. Luke, trans. Geoffrey Buswell (Philadelphia:
Fortress Press, 1953/82), 32, where Conzelmann identifies a geographical structure to
Luke's theology in chs. 4: 15-5: 11, which include in pari, (1) preaching and rejection at

home, and (2) miracles and popular acclaim in other parts. See also Siker, "First to the
Gentiles" 84-90, who cor.eludes, "Thus the Nazareth/Capernaum reversal anticipates the
Jewish/Gentile reversal."

] 5 Vernon K. Robbins, "The Woman Who Touched Jesus' Garment:

Socio-Rhetorical Analysis of the Synoptic Accounts," New Testament Studies 33 (1987):
502, counts 29 Greek words that arc exactly alike in the three synoptic accounts,
suggesting that there was a strong motivation for keeping the two healing accounts

together.
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incorporates all of the miracles mentioned by Mark, 16 Luke integrates this tradition into

his gospel with EO real change to its "symbiotic" structure.

Luke's account of this healing is almost completely dependent on the Markan

parallel (5:21-43). The addition that the daughter was Jairus' IJOVOyEV�C; "only" child (v.

42a), however, suggests either that he may have had access to a special L tradition or,

more probably, that this is part ofLuke's editing. With regard to Mark, Luke essentially

scales down the account. While Mark's reading encompasses 22 verses (376 words),

Luke's story is 16 verses (288 words) long. 17 Thus, Luke abbreviates the pericope

overall by approximately one quarter (23 %).

Within this editorial strategy there is a greater percentage of reduction ofMark's

intercalated healing of the woman with the issue of blood, making this account even more

succinct (Mark, 161 words; Luke, 118 words). By contrast, the redaction of the first

story is less (Mark, 194 words; Luke, 153 WOlds). The effect ofLuke's editing is that the

interpolated account, which is smaller anyway, is trimmed down and the resuscitation

account gains minimally in proportion (Mark 55/45 �/O; Luke 56/44 %).18 Is this

16With the exception of8.26-39, Luke omits miracles that deal primarily with
Gentiles (6:45-56; 7:24-8: 10,22-25). On this omission, see Craig :F. Evans, Saint Luke,
18, who lists the various reasons put forth for this omission. Evans maintains, "But the
primary reason could be that the section is predominantly Gentile, entirely so if the second

feeding is symbolic of the nourishment of the Gentiles. For Luke the mission to the

Gentiles does not belong to the earthly ministry of Jesus. 11: will be described historically
in Acts as the consequence of his exaltation."

l7The count is based on Nestle-Aland, Novum Testamentum Graece, 27th ed.

(Stuttgart: Deutsche Bibelgesellschaft, 1993).

18This calculation leaves out Mark 5:21 and Luke 8:40, which are a general
introduction leading to both stories. Adding this material would increase the length of the
Jairus account giving it an even greater percentage (cf Mark, 57/43 %; Luke 59/41 %).
The proportional difference between the two accounts would also grow (without: Mark,
5%, Luke, 4% difference; with: Mark, 4%, Luke, 8% difference).
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proportional gain significant? And if !,O, is there a reason for tilting the account in favor of

the resuscitation event even more?

Apart from whether this dual event reflects history, there is no denying that this

account, with its intercalated healing event, promotes a theological vision. In its broader

context, this account completes a series ofmiracles that highlight Jesus' power and

authority. In Luke 8:22-56, the author adopts the Markan sequence (4:35-5:43), which is

a "topical" block ofmiracles that moves progressively from the objective and removed to

the very personal. This series underscores Jesus' authority over nature (vv. 22-25), the

demonic (vv. 26-39), disease (vv. 43-48), and even death (vv. 40-42, 49-56). Thus, this

progressive aspect woven into the sequence implies that Jesus is victorious over any and

all challenges that foil human hope. Luke's editorial tilting in favor of the raising ofJairus'

daughter emphasizes raising the dead as the .iltimate example of Jesus' power. 19

From another vantage point, the Lukan theme of Jesus' concern for women is

evident.20 The fact that the dying girl is 12 years old, and that the woman with a

hemorrhage has been sick for 12 years is certainly not coincidental. Though separate

events, these traditions have been brought together to be read together, both developing

and stretching a common theme, in this case, faith. While vv. 43-48 highlight the faith of

one who comes to Jesus with an extreme need, vv. 49-56 invite the child's father to

continue in faith even when all hope is seemingly gone. The concern for women is

19Luke stresses the fact of the girl's death in two ways. The mourners are said to
know that she ts dead (v. 53), and upon the pronouncement Luke adds "And her spirit
returned." 'William Lane, Commentary on the Gospel ofMark, Word Biblical

Commentary, vol 34 (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans, 1974), 189-90, notes that
from a redactional strategy the intercalation performs two functions: "(1) it creates a time

lapse which exentuates the actual death of Jairus' daughter, and (2) it presents the reversal
of a woman's death-ridden life in anticipation of the raising of a young girl from death to
life." These Markan features are equally evident in the Lukan version.

20Luke 8: 1-3 relates a mutual relationship that existed between women whom
Jesus had healed and their financial support of his mission.
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genuine, as one is healed and a second one is raised from death. ThE: main focus of the

pericope, however, is the positive outcome ofbelieving.

The issue of the ritual action, mentioned in Mark but omitted in Luke, may be

explained as follows. Much ofLuke' 5 editorial activity takes the form of omitting

dialogue or third- person narration, which Mark contains. Taking the resuscitation story

first, the. third evangelist leaves outJairus' specific request "that coming you may lay

hands on her that she may be healed and live' (Mark 5 :23b). Later, when the story is

resumed and Jesus approaches the dead girl, Luke also leaves cut TaA19a KOUIl (5:41) the

Aramaic pronouncement, "little girl, arise." Though Luke generally leaves out all the

Aramaic material found in Mark, its omission here along with the deletion of the father's

request for hand imposition, is probably made to lessen any association ofthis miracle with

magical healing practices, particularly if the readers are Greco-Roman and Gentile.21

Luke's r-edactional omissions in the intercalated story would seem to confirm this. The

deletion of the negative assessment made of physicians (8:26), along with the omission of

the woman's introspection nE)'EV yap OTt Eav O.tjJwllat K&v TWV lucruov mhoO

aw8�aGllat, "For she said, '11' J touch even his garments, I shall be made well, ",22

21Robbin3, 'The Woman Who Touched Jesus' Garment," :504, identifies 17 words
in the intercalated miracle which are traditional motifs associated with healing in the
Greco-Roman world. Robins stresses, "The language perpetuated in all three versions of
the story establishes a conventional base for communication in Greek-speaking
Hellenistic-Roman society. Any person who spoke Greek could hear the story and

develop some form of understanding it, since basic terms in it were conventional terms
associated with healing." The resuscitation of Jairus' daughter is significantly different
than a healing, still milch of the "healing" terminology is found. Also Luke presupposes a

cultural understanding of the medical profession (e.g., 4:23; 5:31).

22Cf Plato TIle Republic, 391.D.5. The view that Luke omits this passage
because he is also a medical doctor and wishes to minimize any negative remarks made of
the profession has been generally discounted, Some Luke texts add �Tt<; irrrpolc
npoaavai\(lIooao OAOV TClV BlOV, but this is probably a scribal addition. The variant

reading is ascribed a {D} as it is not found in a number of early and diverse texts (p75, B,
D, itd, syrS,paJ ross, cor-sa, arm, geo). See Bruce M. Metzger, A Textual Commentary on
the GreekNew Testament (Stuttgart: United Bible Societies, 1971), 145.
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strengthens the possibility that Luke is wanting to expunge any material that casts Jesus

simply as a magical miracle worker, or someone who does this for a living.23 Thus,

Mark's account, which is open to misinterpretation, is edited not simply for purposes of

economy as some propose. Luke has fashioned the dual account so as to be more in

keeping with the overall theological purposes 1)[ Jesus: miracles. By removing those

aspects, which carry the possibility of collateral pagan associations, the simplified healing

and resucitation accounts can be readily seen as specific Messianic fulfillments

unencumbered by aspects that would miss-characterize the miracles as examples of

common magical practices.24

Luke's Journey Narrative: Luke 9:51-?

The remaining two accounts, which will occupy this chapter (13: 10-17; 18: IS-17),

are found within Luke's "Great Expansion," an exclusive literary feature of this synoptic

gospel. Interpreting the theological significance of these pericopes would, under normal

circumstances, be dependent on the theological theme of the greater unit. Regrettably,

there is no overwhelming consensus about Luke's organizing principle, much less his

theological motivations in adding this exclusive body of tradition. The fact that

23Mark places some emphasis on the woman's belief that touching a garment will
effect her cure, which is somewhat reinforced by Jesus' question in v. 30c Tl<; !lOU

�tjJaTo TWV lucrfurv; "Who touched my garments?" Luke, however, records the
touching of the garment as a matter offact (v. 44a). As Robbins, "The Woman who
Touched Jesus' Garment," SII-12, notes, "No internal speech is presented for the woman.
Nor is the woman's internal perception of the healing told in narration." The question by
Jesus (v. 4Sb) is changed to Tl<; 0 c(ljJ�Ev6<; !lOU; "Who touched me?" See also

Marshall, The Gospel ofLuke, 34S.

24The question ofmagic and its relevance for interpreting hand imposition will be
taken up in chap. five "Laying-on ofRands in Luke and Acts: A Ritual Critical Study."
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disagreement extends even as to where the travel section actually ends, only adds to the

uncertainty over proposing a satisfactory theme.25

Moreover, there is also a recognition that though this section is termed a "travel

narrative," the material within it only vaguely supports the theme of a journey. While

there arc several references that remind the reader that Jesus is on a journey to Jerusalem

(9:51; 13 :7.2; 17: II; 18:31), only 18:31-34 brings the passion clearly into focus, but here

again it is dear that Luke is dependent on Mark (10:32·34), Martin Kahler maintains that

within the expanded unit, Luke is primarily interested in incorporating traditions that were

not in Marl; or Q. The addition of this expanded narrative with multiple parables,

numerous teachings and actions is justified on the basis of their being genuine traditions.

For Luke (and Kahler), the value 0-: the expansion is independent of any theological

construct it might be made to support. The "theological" SIgnificance of this material as

"a journey" with its passion overtones is, rather, supported by 9:21-50, and 18:31-34, two

sections that lie outside of the expansion text itself. Thus, the journey to Jerusalem is not

only not developed in Luke's "Grear Expansion," it is actually already present in Mark.26

The issues raised would seem to undercut the possibility ofbuilding a theological

picture of the so-called travel narrative. However, Craig L. Blomberg, along with others,

--- .. _ ... _._ .. -_---

25John Nollcmd, Luke 9:21-18:34, Word Biblical Commentary (Dallas, Tx.: Word

Books, Publishers, ]993),528, lists 13:14, 31, 34; 19:10,27, 2R, 44, 48; 20:18 as endings
which have been proposed. Charles H. Talbert, Literary Patterns, 51, proposes
9:51-19:46. If there is a chiastic structure to this material, the question of the ending must
be convincingly settled. Also, ifLrke has taken over l;'_ tradition chat comes to him as a

chiasm, as is maintained by Rebert Morgenthaler, Die Lukanische Geschichtsschreibung
als Zeugnis: Gestalt und Gehalt del' Kunst des Lukas (Zurich: Zwingli Press, 1949), 125,
the question must be answered as to how Luke edits the source without destroying the

parallelism.

26Mar1in Kabler, The So-C'111!!dHistorical Jesus and the Historic Biblical Christ,
trans. C. E. Braaten (philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1964), 80.
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has noted that the parables in this section play an important role in this material.27

Without pressing a necessary parallelism over the whole section, Blomberg proposes that

the parables within the section serve as landmarks around which Luke relates similar

themes. John Nolland recognizes the value of this observation: "If this analysis is correct,

it still does not provide us with a Lukan structure, but it does identify for us a series of

constraints in relation to which Luke has worked in forming the travel narrative.,,28 In

Blomberg's analysis, the last two pericopes of this study fall within the larger units,

13:10-14:35 and 18:9-30. In the absence ofa comprehensive theological theory, these

smaller contexts, as defined by Blomberg, will provide the basis for making judgments

about Luke's redactional strategies.29

Luke 13:10-17

The context for the healing of a crippled woman is 13: 10-14:35. Within this

extended section, two Sabbath healings (13: 10-17, 14: 1-6) provide miracle stories at the

beginning and in the middle of the passage that Luke uses as starting points to incorporate

traditions which he deems as related.30 Indeed, there are several issues which recur in

27Craig L. Blomberg, "Midrash, Chiasm, and the Outline ofLuke's Central
Section." in Gospel Perspectives: Volume III. Studies inMidrash andHistoriography,
eds. R. T. France and David Wenham (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1983),238-43, shows that
there is a chiastic pattern to the parables in Luke 9:51-18:31. Blomberg believes that
Luke used a parable source that already had a chiastic structure, and that he built up the
source by adding traditions and narrative that supported the source.

28Nolland, Luke 9:21-/8:34, 531.

2.9Craig F. Evans, "The Central Section of Saint Luke's Gospel," in Dennis E.
Nineham ed., Studies in the Gospels: Essays inMemory ofR. H. Lightfoot (Oxford:
Basil Blackwell, 1955), 37-53, has proposed that the travel section is modeled on the
Deuteronomic idea ofMoses' address to Israel as they journeyed to Canaan. Though
adopted by some (e.g., Moessner, Franklin, et al.) it has failed to gain wide approval.

30r am indebted to Talbert, Literary Pattems, 52-56, and Nolland, Luke
9:21-18:34,722, whom! follow to establish the theological contours of this passage.
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both halves of this section. First, with respect to the miracle stories, both miracles

transpire on a Sabbath (13:10; 14:1), and both ofthese healing events also contain an

clement of conflict (cf. 13:14, 15; 14:1, 3b). Most sardonic, they also contain an

observation by Jesus that Jews treat animals better than the sick person in question (13:5;

14:5). Apart from the actual miracle stories, a sequence of two analogous types of

material follows from each miracle. First, 13:18-30 is somewhat related to 14:7-24. Here

the kingdom ofGod is first expounded in the abstract, but given more concrete definition

in the second text. Both of these passages conclude by sounding a theme of reversal. The

privileged, or those who are initially invited, end up being excluded (cf. 13:26-28; 14:24),

while outsiders, outcasts, and the sick end up included in the kingdom festivities

(13:29-30; 14:21b-23). Second, the themes of Jerusalem as a place of death (13:31-35),

and discipleship as a commitment to crucifixion (i.e., death, 14:25-35), are also placed in a

parallel fashion. Even without pressing a necessary chiastic organization, it is evident that

the passage has been constructed from various traditions and reworked into a meaningful

unit. But what is the significance of this unit, and how does the issue of hand imposition

fit into Luke' s understanding?

Setting the miracle stories aside, two themes are developed by the traditions

associated with each miracle. The first parailel passages are dominated by parables that

teach a reversal cf fortunes so that the Kingdom is lost to the "haves," while it is extended

to the "have nets' of the world. The second set of related texts are pronouncements that

announce the recalcitrance of Jerusalem, and the severity ofbeing a disciple. This latter

set works jointly to define discipleship as a sacrificial lifestyle, and to characterize

Jerusalem as the place where God's messengers (disciples?) are killed (sacrificed"). If this

analysis holds true, the parable passages, which are in closer proximity to the miracle

stories, express the theme of reversal. What the parables express as promise (13:29-30;

14:21-24), the miracles stories demonstrate as fulfillments (e.g., the synagogue official and

the healed woman a.re a fulfillment of 13 :30; the lawyers and Pharisees, and the man
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healed of dropsy are a fulfillment of 14:24, 21b, respectively). The second set of passages

does not contain parables. These texts do not relate directly to the miracle stories either.

Instead, these continue the themes ofJesus' rejection at Jerusalem, and of the cost of

discipleship, both ofwhich Luke builds with elements of his Q source (cf Matt. 21: 11,

23:37-39; 1.0:37-38), and the addition of an L tradition (Luke 14:25-33). In doing this, it

is likely that this material links back to Mark 9:30-32, which hints at his death in Jerusalem

(cf Luke 9:43-45), and Mark 8:31-38, which anticipates the ultimate cost of following

Jesus (cf. Luke 9:22-27). Thus, the parables cooperate with the healing events and the

pronouncements, continuing the two rheological themes that originate outside the

parameters of the travel narrative itself

Based on the foregoing observations, the healing of the crippled woman

(13: 10-17) is giver. as an example of the reversal of fortunes which makes available the

benefits of the Kingdom to the outcast, the poor, and the sick. The passage that follows

(vv. 18-30) gives a rationale for seeing this miracle as a proleptic fulfillment. Luke begins

by giving two parables which are abstract and that teach, in a general sense, that the

kingdom expands and is made available to greater numbers of people.31 In light of this

"inclusive" implication there follows what seems to be a reversal of the parable's meaning.

To the question, "Lord, will those who are saved be few?" he responds, "Strive to enter

by the narrow door; for many, I tel! you, will seek to enter and will not be able." Thus,

while the parables clearly imply a greater opportunity for entrance into the Kingdom, he

also asserts a narrowing of opportunity and the outright exclusion of some The question

can rightly be asked if the parables and the tenor of Jesus' teaching are at odds. Luke

13 :25-28 resolves the tension by specifying that It is narrowed with relationship to insiders

who presume to have a special dispensation that insures their entrance into the Kingdom.

--------------

31 See the Parable of the Mustard Seed, 13: 18-19; the Parable of the Leaven,
13:20-21.
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The remaining narrative (vv. 29-30) .econciles the teaching of the rNO related passages.

The Kingdom ofGod will indeed be more inclusive allowing people from the four comers

of the earth to enter (v. 29 affirms the parables), but those who claim a special privilege

will find themselves excluded (v. 30 affirms the clear teaching).
The healing ofthis crippled woman demonstrates Jesus' concern for those who

were viewed as social outcasts.32 His concern is accentuated by showing that he is the

one who initiates the action. Luke's source: at this point, shows independence from Mark.

Rather than following the pattern ofhealings in Mark, he immediately addresses her need

and heals her by a combination of laying-on of hands and the pronouncement, "Woman,

you are freed from your infirmity." The Sabbath healing implies the tacit proposition that

her cure is ofgreater importance than keeping a Sabbath ruling. 3 3 The healing creates an

opportunity for JeS1.1S to raise the issue about the relative value of the woman to cattle.

The combination of the justification of the action by virtue of the miracle (which overrides

a cherished tradition), coupled with the extreme situation of the Pharisees' greater concern

for livestock, suggests an extreme polarization of sensitivity. The point is clear; this

32Joe1 B. (treen, The Gospel ofLuke (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans,
1997), 520-21, notes that the scenario is set on a Sabbath thus framing the healing event

so as to recall Jesus' teaching ministry at Nazareth (4:18-19, LI3-44). His point is that the
emphasis is placed on Jesus' preaching good news to the poor. This miracle is a

fulfillment of that promise. Charles H. Talbert, Reading Luke: A Literary and
Theo!ogica! Commentary 011 the ThirdGospel (New York: Crossroads, 1982), 146,
likens this miracle to a seemingly small and insignificant event which nevertheless signals
the ultimate universal victory over Satan. Marshall, The Gospel ofLuke, 558, concurs.

:: 3Gerd Theissen, The Miracle Stories of the Early Christian Tradition, trans.
Franees Mclzonaugh (Philadelphia. Fortress Press, 1974), 106-07, categorizes this
miracle as. a Justificatory Ru.le Miracle. Theissen notes that this type; ofmiracle usually
centers around disputes over the Sabbath. He says, "In these the absolute obligation to
help others prevails over litual commandments.... The Miracle decides. It seems to me

obvious that the underlying situation ;.3 that of a divine ruling. In the miracle the god
supports a decision on a rule Oi law."
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woman who is undervalued by society, is greatly esteemed in the Kingdom. The ritual

action of laying-on of hands is one element in the encounter that shows acceptance of her.

Luke 18:15-17

The account in which children are brought for Jesus to bless is given in all the

Synoptic Gospels. Luke's account is taken over from Mark's Gospel (10:13-16). Two

Lukan alterations call for interpretation; (1) the changing of nat0 (a, children (Mark

10:13), to Kat HI !3PE<!>l1, even infants (Luke 18:15), and (2) Luke's omission ofMark

10: 16, which states that Jesus proceeded to bless the children by laying hands on them.

These changes are not undertaken independently one from the other. They are part of a

Lukan change in the implication of the story as the following analysis shows.

The broader context for this last pericope is 18:9-30. In it, three traditions are

brought together that support a general theme: entrance into the kingdom ofGod calls for

a reversal of character from that which is popularly valued. Luke begins the development

of this view by his inclusion of the Parable of the Pharisees and the Tax Collector

(18:9-14). Both the introduction to the parable (v. 9), and its conclusion (v. 14), are given

as interpretive keys to its significance. Verse 14, in particular, is very clear; the attitude of

the Pharisee is rejected while that of the tax collector is rewarded. The one who supposes

himself to be righteous will be humbled and be revealed as, in fact, not being so. The one

who claims nothing for himselfwill, on the other hand, receive all. Thus, Jesus teaches

that a radical reversal of attitude is necessary. Following the parable, Luke introduces two

incidents: the tradition of Jesus' blessing the children (18: 15-17), and the account of the

rich ruler (18:18-30). Joel B. Green has rightly recognized the significance of these two

stories placed consecutively after the parable. He notes:

Polarity regarding status honor has just occupied Jesus, and he closes his parabolic
teaching with a re-affirmation ofvalue-transposition effective through his ministry
(18:9-14; cf 1:46-55; 14: 11). Immediately following are two episodes that serve as

striking exemplars of that message of reversal, the first (18: 15-17) treats the
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blessedness ofthose of the most humble status, the second (1&:18-30) concerned with
a person of elevated rank.3·l

The story of Jesus' blessing the children serves as a positive visual illustration ofKingdom

status: children, and even infants, exemplify genuine Kingdom qualities. The story of the

rich ruler works in the opposite direction. Literally, it reiates the tragic account of one

who possesses much that is good, out who refuses to abandon that good in which he

ultimately Lusts to gain a greater reward. Thus, this episode teaches that even "a good

thing" can ultimately be pathologically destructive. Taken together, the two pericopes

imply the acceptance of those who have no great value, and the rejection of those who

hold high social and personal status.

Luke's editing of the episode in question is perplexing, but not irrational in light of

the overall message of the extended section. Luxe has made several alterations with

regard to his source.35 The decision to leave out the unambiguous reference to Jesus'

blessing through hand imposition is unusual since, elsewhere, the ritual action is affirmed

specifically to snow his concern for the most disadvantaged (4:40; 13:13). Its addition

here would certainly have reinforced the significance of the extended passage: to show his

unqualified embrace of individuals who hold little, if any, status in the culture.36

-- -------------

34Green, The Gospel ofLuke, 650.

351,uke changes the aorist middle a\I'llTat (Mark 10: 13), for the present middle,
QTITT]Tal (Luke 18:15). Significantly, Luke transposes the element of seeing something
that causes a concern from Jesus {(l(_')v oJ: (> J T](JOCI� rlycrvoKTT]aEV (Mark 10: 14a), to
the disciples iCOY-fEe_; 5i: ol �IQ8T]-;ai (v. I 5b). Luke also changes Mark's lTmDla
children {Mark JO:i3), for the more inclusive KCI1.a PPEtT], even infants (Luke 18:15).
Luke also omits Mark 10:16, which states that Jesus blessed. the children by laying hands
on them.

36Evans, Saint Luke, 646, stresses Judaism's lack of attention to infants in matters

pertaining to life and religion. Rabbis, Evans maintains, were devoted to teaching adult

disciples and would not have concerned themselves with "babes in arms." Green, The
Gospel ofLuke, 650-51, however, belie-yes that the status of children, and particularly
infants, in Greco-Roman culture is the proper background for interpretation. He notes

that in Hellenistic society children were often viewed as possessing "little if any intrinsic
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However, having made the decision tc create a more inclusive scenario in which even

infants are being brought to him, the omission of the ritual action was probably inevitable.

The decision to leave out the mention of hand imposition was probably prompted

by theological and historical eventualities. Theologically, all the previous references to

hand imposition in Luke's Gospel fall in line with Jesus' proclamation at Nazareth

(4: 18-27), which is fulfilled in acts of healing. Furthermore, there is no implication from

the Markan source that the children were sick and in need of a healing touch. Thus, while

Luke acknowledges that the people brought the children to Jesus "in order that He might

touch them," he also notes that "when the disciples saw it, they began rebuking them,"

thus agreeing with Mark on this point. Luke, however, does something different. The

fact that Jesus sees the disciples discouraging the people is omitted in Luke. Note that in

Mark, Jesus rebukes his discip!es for their attempt to restrain the crowds (Mark 10:14a).

Luke, however, never impugns the actions of the disciples. Why? The fact that Luke

omits the laying-on of hands suggests that the disciples are possibly put offbecause the

people are wanting Jesus to perform some sort ofmiraculous sign with no real basis in

illness. It follows that Jesus' indignation with the disciples is omitted; he is in agreement

with them. Jesus does allow the children to be brought near, but he does not oblige the

crowds by laying hands on them. Having used them to reinforce his teaching, he blesses

them. The manner of blessing, however, is left vague; the continuity of the ritual action as

a mode of healing alone is maintained.3 7

value as Duman beings." This episode probably builds on a relative devaluation of children

compared to productive adulthood in many societies. On this see also Beryl Rawson,
"Adult-Child Relationships in Roman Society," inMarriage, Divorce, and Children in
Ancient Rome, ed. B. Rawson (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1991), 7-30.

3'iMarshaU, The Gospel ofLuke, 681; Fitzmyer, The Gospel According to Luke
X-X)(JTr� 1192-93, propose the more traditional interpretation of the Lukan omissions as a

way of generalizing the tradition and thus make it more applicable to adults as a teaching.
This predominant position does not look at the omissions as a way to continue a

theological perspective with regards to the ritual. Its omission is not even noticed.
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Historically, the church had expanded the function of the ritual action at the time

ofLuke's writing. The ritual was still used for healing rites (Acts 28:8; cf 3:7; 4:30;

8:4-8, 13; 9:40-42; 19:11), but it was also used to commission individuals to a task (Acts

6: 1-6; 13 :3; cf 14:23-28) and to bestow the Spirit along with the rite ofbeliever's baptism

(Acts 8:14-17,38-39; 9:17-18; 10:44-48; 19:1_7).38 Hand imposition in Acts carries a

distinct significance associated with the continuation of Jesus' ministry (healing acts), the

continued expansion of the work tc 'fulfill its universal implications (commissioning rites),

and the empowerment to carry the mission to its completion (bestowal of the Holy Spirit

and baptism). Clearly, the use of this ritual as a general blessing lies outside ofLuke's

theological constraints.39 There is no counterpart in Luke's sources for its inclusion.40

Laying-on ofHands and the Theology ofLuke's Gospel

This chapter has focused on two types of passages: those four pericopes where

the ritual of hand imposition is mentioned in the Markan source but which Luke has

omitted or transposed for some redactional interest, and one passage where the ritual is

38Some commentators see the exclusion of the ritual action in Luke as a guard
against the possibility of this event being associated with infant baptismal rites. See
Joachim Jeremias, Infant Baptism in the First Four Centuries (Philadelphia: Fortress

Press, 1961), 48; Oscar Cullmann, "Baptism in the New Testament," Studies in Biblical
Theology (1950): 72. However, Nolland, Luke 9:21-18:34, 882, notes concerning v. 16a,
"To apply 1-.1.11 K(JJAllf.:TE, on the basis ofActs 8:36; 10A7, to the possible prohibition of
baptism is to introduce a thought quite alien to the context here."

39Eduard Schweizer, The GoodNews According to Luke, 285, argues against any
connection of this passage with the issue of infant baptism. He notes that the laying-on of
hands in the three functions identified likely had become institutionalized by the time of
Luke's writing. In a related vein, EV:lT1s, Saint Luke, 647, maintains that Luke's omission
ofMark 10: 16 is the evangelist's way of disassociating this incident with baptism.
Fitzmyer, The Gospel According to lul:e X-XXIV, 1193, also doubts the original Sitz im
Leben for the episode had anything to do with infant baptism.

40Ths does not deny the existence of the ritual for blessing in post-exilic Judaism

(cf Gen. 48:8-22; Jubilees 25: 11-23) or in early Christianity (Matt. 19: 13; cf. Epistle of
Barnabas, 13,5-6: Clement ofAlexandria Paidagogos, 63)
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mentioned in Luke's L source. Concerning the latter, there is little with which to assess

with any degree of reliability how the tradition may have been shaped by Luke. The four

pericopes (three contexts), where Luke is drawing from Mark, are peculiar in that the

rituaJ action is substantially modified in each case before it is assumed into the Lukan

narrative. Luke's work here is net without some design. Actually, when all the passages

(including L) are viewed in their normal order, the redactional changes support a broader

view that places great import on Jesus' healing activity. Thus, the first passage (4: 16-30,

40-41) salvages the ritual action to validate Jesus' specific claims as pronounced in vv.

IS-19 and interpreted in vv. 25-27; Jesus lays hands and heals all. The second passage

(S:40-56) omits the ritual along with other aspects specific to the medical practices of the

day probably to avoid any collateral association of Jesus with common healers and

physicians. It is interesting that, sequentially, the one account of healing taken from L

(13: 10-17) follows next. Here the ritual action is demonstrated in its simplicity; laying-on

of hands is used to heal a "quintessential subject," a woman who suffers the oppressive

realities which Jesus has set out to bring down in his mission.41 The final passage

(IS: 15-17), where Mark mentions the ritual action i.n connection with blessing children,

leaves out the ntual action. But, why? The answer is simply that there, it is not used to

heal but to bless; it lies outside ofLuke's intent to use the ritual to support Jesus' claims.

The overwhelming evidence in Luke is that the evangelist has limited the function

of laying-on of hends to that of healing and, that in doing so, the author has also taken

care to present Jesus' healing acts as qualitatively different than what was practiced in the

Greco-Roman culture. Thus, Luke's theological program is at work in this reworking of

4 1Though the etymological links are not strong, a primary relationship between

the healing of the woman with a hemorrhage and the programmatic passage is the theme
of release from oppression (Luke 13:16, Tal.:"jllV of:. 8uyaTEpa

'

A�paap OQuav, tlv
EOEUEV 0 G(XTav� ibm) MKa Kat OKT(J) hr}, OliK Eon ),u8f]vm ana TOO

OEO'I..I00 rorirou Tfi �EpEpa TOO oc43�aTOll; cf 4:18b, anEUT<XAKEV �E KllpO�at
alXllaA(Jhol<; a<!JEGl v, ... onoun:lAat TE9nauOllEVOUr; EV d<l>tun).
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his sources. IfLuke 4: 14-30 is as programmatic as most contend, then it would seem that

the ritual action would fit directly within Luke's objective to show that the fulfillment of

Isaiah 61 is directly linked to Jesus' success as a healer.42 Specifically, the

pronouncement (4:18-19), if interpreted in light of4:25-29, shows how Luke believes the

Isaiah quotes are to be understood. �.i'he two Old Testament accounts concern examples

of resuscitation (1 Kings i 7:9-24) and healing (2 Kings 5: J -14). It is thus expected that

Jesus would both heal (4:40; 5:12-14; 13:13) and raise the dead (8:54-55). Later, Luke

reinforces this interpretation in the account ofJohn's sending a deputation to Jesus

(7:18-23).43 To the question in verse 19b, "Are you he who is to come, or shall we look

for another?" Luke's redaction is novel. Contrary to Matthew where John's deputies are

told to report what they have heard and seen (Matt. 11: 5; cf. Isa. 35: 5; 61: 1), in Luke,

Jesus' response is first, a flurry of healing activity. Thus, the Isaiah quote is "brought to

life," so to speak, in the presence of John's disciples!44

'12Fitzmyer, The Gospel According 10 Luke !-f)J" 292-93, contends that TWV

m::-irAI1Po<j>oprIlJEVuJ"v' tv iill�V rrapay!1aTwv (1:1b) ought to be translated, "The events

that have come to, fulfillment among us." Thus, Jesus' words and deeds fulfill Old
Testament prophecy.

41The visit of John the Baptist's deputies is taken from Q. Whereas Matthew

emphasizes Jesus' teaching, Luke (lads v. 21, which stresses the healing ministry of Jesus.

44111 Matthew, this scene comes after the second teaching section (ch. 10). There
are no miracles recorded as a backdrop for the visit. Matthew places greater emphasis on
the teaching they have heard. Matthew 11:5 is a quote from Isaiah, which the evangelist
presents as a pronouncement from Jesus' lips. Geed Theissen,Miracle Stories, 207,
recognizes that the summary references are meant to authenticate Jesus as Messiah. He

note!" "Right up ::0 the entry into Jerusalem performing miracles is a typical feature of
Jesus' work. At the entry, Luke looks back over "all" the miracles (19:37, a redactional
phrase). Further examples of'vrhetoriczl" miracle summaries are 24:]9; Acts 2:22; 10:38,
where tne miracles serve as an drr68::'lS�,; for Je!iUS' authority." See also Conzelmann,
The Theology ofLuke, 191-92, who notes that :i1t purpose ofmiracles in Luke is to
vindicate his claims set out in 4: 18- EI.
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The association of the demonic in the two places where Luke uses the ritual action

supports this redactional strategy as well.45 Luke's fourth chapter, in particular, presents

what may well be an important key for understanding the relationship between Jesus'

healing activity and his assault on the demonic. In this chapter, on three occasions (4:3,

34,41), the Christological nature of Jesus is made an issue by the demonic. The three

situations show an interesting development. The first passage (4: 1-8), is Luke's version of

Jesus as he is tempted in the wilderness, In this context, v. 3 is more appropriately a

challenge to Jesus' implied Messianic status. Satan (6 OlO:f)oAOC;) provokes Jesus by

framing the Messianic claim in the form of a conditional question, "if you are the Son of

God." As the chapter unfolds, however, demonic attitudes shift radically. The first to

recognize him as "the Holy One ofGod," are demons (4:34). And later, as people are

healed (4:41), demons cry out saying, "You are the Son ofGod." Thus, while a challenge

to his Messianic stature is leveled prior to his public work, it is acknowledged by the same

demonic forces once his ministry begins in earnest.

In Luke, the demonic motif is most often associated with healing miracles (Luke

4:31-36,41; 8:26-39; 9:1-6, 37-43; 10:9, 17-20; 11:14-26, 13:10-17,32).46 There is

ample evidence that healing and casting out demonic spirits are often synonymous

activities.47 In fact, the healings are an assault on demonic oppression. The two

45Laying-on of hands is not the only mode of healing in Luke. Jesus also heals by
the word of his mouth (e.g., 5:24-26; 7:7, 14; 8:29-33; 9:42; 18:35-43), as a response to
the sick person's obedience to specific commands (e.g., 6:6-11; 17: 11-19), and as others
touch Jesus in acts of faith (e.g., 6:19; 8:43-48). Luke 5:13 depicts Jesus healing through
a mere touch. Thus, the ritual of hand imposition is only one of several ways Jesus brings
about healings and resuscitations, which are the corroborative acts of his Messianic claims.

4�on-healing references to the demonic include Luke 4:2-13; 7:33; 8:9-13.

47Luke 8:26-39 is an exorcism (vv. 29-33). Note, however, v. 36 "And those
who had seen it told how he who had been possessed with demons was healed." In 9: 1,
the twelve are given power and authority to heal demon possession and disease. Here, the
infinitive 8EPETTEUElV, as the complement of OUV�lV and E�oua(a, encompasses both
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instances when: the ritual is mentioned show that, by the ritual action and other related

means, captives are being released (4: 18b). The sick are not being released from some

impersonal condition, but from demonic personalities that keep them in bonds (oECJl.l6�).

Thus, in the absence of any verbal command in Luke 4 :40, the clear implication is that

laying-on of hands is the instrument that brings about the casting out of demons (4:41).

However, in Luke 13:13 the laying-on of hands happens concurrently with Jesus'

pronouncement "Woman you are freed from your illness" (13:]2). There, the double

action (pronouncement and ritual) has the same effect; Jesus interprets his actions as

overpowering Satan' s claims over the woman Clearly, the ntual action is a visual agent

that supports Luke's overall program. The healing and resuscitation miracles of Jesus are

not simply acts of compassion, they are equally an assault on demonic strongholds over

peoples lives. They are fulfillments of Isaiah as interpreted in Luke 4:18.48

demons and disease (voooc). Elsewhere, Luke reports that Jesus healed (iaOllat) an
epileptic boy by rebuking an unclean spirit (9:42). A Greek-English Lexicon of the New
Testament and Other Early Christian Literature, s v. "a0�w," c.

48See David Peterson, "The Motif ofFulfillment and the Purpose ofLuke-Acts,"
in The Book ofActs in its First Century Setting, ed., B. W. Winter and A. D. Clarke

(Grand Rapids. William B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1993),83-104.



CHAPTER FOUR

Laying-on ofHands in Acts: A Redaction Critical Study

Introduction

Redactional analysis ofActs differs from that of the Gospel ofLuke.
1
Because of

the difficulty in establishing with certainty prior traditions within the Acts narrative, any

study which attempts, among other things, to analyze modifications of source material is

highly speculative. To wit, even the more conservative I. Howard Marshall recognizes

the difficulty in discovering the sources that underlie Acts.2 The study of this material

IThe critical text ofActs is derived from several ancient manuscripts. These

manuscripts display a range ofvariation within a framework ofbasic agreement. In the
case ofActs, however, a diverse body of texts called the "Western Text Tradition"

present an alternative version from that of the Alexandrian, or Egyptian corpus. That this

group ofmanuscripts has distinctive scribal tendencies, and an account that is ten percent
longer than the texts of the other traditions (Word count: Alexandrian text 18,401;
Western text, 19,983), has led to a general rejection of the tradition by most New
Testament scholars. Still, Bruce M. Metzger, A Textual Commentary on the Greek New

Testament, corrected ed. (Stuttgart: United Bible Societies, 1975), 272, notes that this
witness may at times convey material that is "factually accurate, though not deriving from
the original author ofActs." In this study the text of the Western tradition will be
consulted only when it shows a variation which is deemed significant for exegesis. For a
detailed analysis of the Western tradition see Bruce M. Metzger's commentary, pp. 259-
72; \V. A. Strange, The Problem oj the Text ojActs (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1992); T. C. Smith, "The Sources ofActs," With Steadjast Purpose: Essays in
Honor ofHenry Jackson Flanders Jr., ed. Nayrnond Keathley (Waco, Tx.: Baylor
University, 1990), 55-75 .

..,

kl. Howard Marshall, ACI�� (3rand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co.,
1980),37, however notes: "Ifwe grant that he made use ofMark and also ofa lost
source which he shared with Matthew, we can see how he used those sources. It

emerges that although he employed e. certain measure of editorial freedom and did not

simply retail his sourc�s verbatim, he was remarkably faithful to them: 'What concerns us

here,' said F. C. Burkitt, 'is not that Luke has changed so much, but that he has invented
so little.' It is reasonable to assume that he acted similarly in Acts."

130
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must, therefore, focus on explicating the theological significance of the hand imposition

ritual in the context of the individual passages where it is found. Ernst Haenchen

recommends this approach when he recognizes the importance of the individual scenes as

Luke's method for developing his theology.3 There is little doubt that Luke is drawing

from sources that he has gathered in his research. To the degree that these can be

reasonably inferred, their character wiIi he evaluated.4 However, it is Luke's theological

purposes which n.ust be placed in the "front and center" of this chapter's attention.

Laying-on ofHands in Acts

There are six overt references to hand imposition in Acts. Of the six places where

it is found, only two accounts deal with the ritual function of healing (9:10-18; 28:8), the

only function of hand imposition used in Luke. Acts, however, expands the use of the

ritual action in ways that it is not used in Luke. Twice it is used in connection with the

identification of people for a specific task (6: 1-6; ] 3: 1-3), and in two other places it is

used to impart the lIoly Spirit (8:P-19; 19:6). The Apostle Paul's conversion/call (9:1-

3Ernst Haenchen, The Acts of the Apostles, trans. Bernard Noble and Gerald
Shinn (Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1971),91, notes: "Luke is no systematic
theologian, He does not seek to develop any unified doctrine, the product of thorough
reflection. Nevertheless he has a theology of his own; he sets out from definite

theological premises anc treats the immediate theological question of his age. But he
does not proceed by the systematic discussion of dogmatic themes: these are rather,
directly or indirectly, suggested to the reader in nis historical presentation by means of
vivid scenes."

4
Gerd Ludemann, Early ChristianityAccording to the Traditions in Acts, trans.

John Bowden (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1989), attempts to determine what is

redactional in each case and assesses the historical merit of any residue of tradition he
discovers. His study represents a liberal assessment ofLuke as a redactor.
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19), which includes a healing ritual, is unique in that there is a question as to whether the

Holy Spirit is conferred through the ritual act as well. Making a judgment on this issue

win color the way the ritual is understood.

Clearly, hand imposition in Acts is not a carbon copy of the ritual as seen in

Luke's Gospel. The added dimensions call for an explanation. In Luke the laying-on of

hands is used exclusively in reference to Jesus' healing ministry. So consistent is Luke in

this that even in his version of Jesus' blessing the children (Luke 18: 15-17), he omits the

use of hand imposition to bless as given in Mark (cf. Mark 10: 16).5 Why then is the

ritual expanded to include more functions, particularly in light ofLuke's decision to

delimit it in the Gospel? It is rather startling that although they continue in the well-

established pattern of healing, the apostles also use it in ceremonies of

identification/commissioning and, most amazingly, to confer the person of the Holy

Spirit, something that Jesus himself does not do throughout his ministry.6 Doubtless,

there are theological reasons that necessitate the expansion of the function in the post-

Pentecostal church. The analysis that follows addresses the passages in question. Thus,

first, the healing texts are considered, followed by task identification, and conclude with

:)Cf. Luke 2450, which some see as a modification of hand imposition. The

action, however, can also be interpreted as a farewell gesture as v. 51 allows" Kat

Eyf..Vf.TO tv TW f.UAOYc:1V aUTOV aUTOL)(; 01£0111 aTT' aUTWV."

6It is the position of this dissertation that the conferral of an autonomous being,
the Holy Spirit (not to be confused with the transference ofpower, authority, or the
casting out of a malevolent force or being), through laying-on of hands is unique to early
Christianity and without precedent in the Ancient Middle East or the Greco-Roman
world. While mechanical aspects such as the application of pressure as discussed by
Daube may have been employed, such details do not demand that the ritual be interpreted
along strict Old Testament patterns.
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the function of conveying the Holy Spirit This approach will help to formulate the

theological significance of the ritual functions in Acts."

Laying-on ofHands andHealing in Acts

As noted in chapter one, there are three references in Acts that imply the

continuation of the practice ofhealing through hand imposition, as well as by other

means, by the apostles. It is worth noting that in these three accounts, (1) the healing

actions are performed by the twelve apostles (5:i2-16) and Paul (14:1-7; 19:11-12), (2)

the healing actions create favorable conditions for the proclamation of the Gospel for

both the Jerusalem apostles and for Paul (5: 13b; 19: 17), and (3) conversions are always

registered for both the twelve apostles and Paul as a result (5: 14; 14: 1; 19: 18-20). As

stated, the implied references should not be seen as limited only to the ritual action;

clearly healing took place in a variety ofways (e.g., Peter's shadow, 5: 15; Paul's

handkerchief, 19: 12). On the other hand, given the prominence of hand imposition for

Jesus as estabhshed in Luke's Gospel, it is reasonable to assume that the apostles would

have carried on the tradition. Thus, the implied continuation of this ritual activity

generally supports the idea that this ritual function characterized the ministry of the

apostles as it did the ministry of Jesus. Apart from these generalized statements,

however, the Book ofActs contains only two clear accounts of healing through the ritual

act of hand imposition. Interestingly, the apostle Paul is at the center ofboth events; first

7Whil0 chapter three, "Laying-on ofHands in Luke: A Redaction Critical Study,"
analyzes passages dealing with the healing function sequentially as found in the texts, this

chapter alters the pattern, organizing the material by the following categories/functions:
healing, task identification, conveying the Holy Spirit.
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as beneficiary of the action upon his conversion, and later as the principal healing agent

on the isle ofMalta.

Acts 9: 12-17.
8
Hand imposition factors prominently in the life of Saul of Tarsus

soon after his Damascus road encounter. Having been blinded by the Christophany (9:3-

9; cf. 22: 11), Saul is led into Damascus where he fasts and prays for three days (9:9, 11),

and waits fix further developments (9:6; cf. 22: 10). Concurrently with Saul's wait,

Ananias, a devout Jewish disciple, is instructed through a vision to seek Saul out for the

stated purpose oflaying hands on him to regain his sight (9:11-12; cf. 22:12-13). After

some initial trepidation (9: 13-16), Ananias finds Saul. The text continues:

And laying his hands on him said, "Brother Saul, the Lord Jesus who appeared to you
on the road by which you came, has sent me that you may regain your sight and be
filled with the Holy Spirit." And immediately something like scales fell from his eyes
and he regained his sight. Then he rose and was baptized, and took food and was

strengthened. (9: 17b-19)

There is little doubt that the account lays its greatest emphasis on the healing

function of the ritual. In his vision, Ananias is specifically told that Saul anticipates his

visit to heal his blindness (9: 12). Later, when Ananias arrives at the house of Judas, he in

fact applies the hand imposition ritual to reinstate Saul's sight (9: 17a; cf 22: 13-14).9

8Friedrich Srnend, "Untersuchungen zu den Acta Darstellungen von der

Bekeherung des Paulus," Angelos 1 (1925): 34-45, of the Religionsgeschichte school saw
the conversion of Saul as a direct parallel composed on the model of the scourging of
Heliodorus by a divine power (2 Mace. 3 :9-40). Haenchen, The Acts of the Apostles,
328, rejects the resemblance but emphasizes the theological significance ofPaul's
conversion as shown hy the accounts given (9: 1-22; 22:4-16: 26:9-18). For Haenchen
the account is a Damascan tradition cannot be reconstructed.

9In Acts 22: 13, Paul fails to mention the application of hand imposition. He does

acknowledge that through Anania's agency he regained his sight. His reception of the
Holy Spirit is also omitted.
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While Ananias adds the motif of the spiritual bestowment (9: 17b), the subsequent event

(e.g., anEm:crav mhoO aTTo TWV o<j>9aA1lWV w<; AETTLOE<;, fell away from his eyes

something like scales) again focuses on the therapeutic benefit of the ritual action. Also,

although Ananias speaks of the Spirit as being transmitted simultaneously through the

rite, Luke does not mention any accompanying signs and manifestations as seen in

previous occurrences of the Spirit's bestowal (2:4; 8:15_18).10 These facts lead to a

strong probability that the sources that Luke is working with relate primarily to the

healing of Saul. As concerns the ritual, it is similar to those that were performed by Jesus

(cf Luke 4:40; 5:13; 8:54). The postscript about the falling away of the scales reinforces

the view that the ritual is seen as transmitting actual beneficial power; it was not just

symbolic.
11

Also, because the ritual is in the first instance a healing rite, it is likely that it

did not take the form of a pressing against the subject.
12

The importance of this

observation will become clear as the issue of the Holy Spirit's conferral is taken up next.

Apart from the obvious usc of the ritual to heal Saul's eyes, the question still

remains as to whether the Holy Spirit was given simultaneously through the same ritual.

IOFrench L. Allington, 171e Aas of the Apostles (peabody, Mass.: Hendricksen
Publishers, 1988), 100-01, notes the absence ofglossolalia but suggests on the basis of
1Cor. 14: 18, "speaking in tongues must have been part of his experience at Damascus."
J. K. Parratt, "The Laying-on ofHands in the New Testament: A Re-examination in the

Light ofHebrew 'terminology," Expository Times 80 (1969), 210, concurs.

11
Cf Tob. 3:17; 11:10-13.

] 2David Daube, "The Laying-on ofHands," The New Testament and Rabbinic

Judaism (London: "University ofLondon Athloue Press, 1956),235, points out that the
Hebrew concept 0[17,:)0 would have been employed by Ananias if he had intended to

convey the Holy Spirit through the ritual. Daube notes however, "One does not 'lean
one's hands' on it blind man's eyes, one only places them there."
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As noted, on its face, the text indicates that Ananias believed that the Holy Spirit was

also being communicated through his ritual act (9: 17).l3 IfDaube's research has any

merit, however, it is hard to see how Ananias' ritual could cover two functions so

divergent as healing and transferring of the Spirit While the former would have required

no more than a touch of the eyes, the latter would have involved the application of

pressure, probably to the top of the head. Surely Ananias, a faithful Jew, would have

recognized the distinctioe.14 Thus, a more appropriate question is to inquire ifAnanias,

having an awareness of the fundamental difference in applications, not to mention an

expectation of two vastly different outcomes, would have employed this one ritual

comprehensively?

Remembering Paul's position on the reception of his apostleship to the Gentiles is

pertinent at this point. Paul would claim in due time that his apostolic credentials were

13F. F. Bruce, 171e Acts of the Apostles, Greek Textwith Introduction and
Commentary (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 1980),202, believes this to be the case

without any reservations. Parratt, "The Laying-on ofHands," 212, agrees when he notes

"The most likely assumption, however, is that the gift of the Spirit came simultaneously
with the restoration ofsight, and was dependent upon the Laying-on of hands." See also
Johannes Munck, The Acts of the Apostles, The Anchor Bible (Garden City, New York:

Doubleday & CO.,1967), 83.

14J. M. Everts, "Conversion and Call ofPaul," in Dictionary ofPaul andHis
Letters, G. F. Hawthorne, Ralph P. Martin, ed, (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press,
1993), 159, contends that the differences between the Acts 9 and 22 parallels can be
accounted for by the emphasis ofPaul and Ananias as devout Jews in Acts 22. OfActs
22 says Everts, "The call is couched in language acceptable to Jewish sensibilities."
Evert's point is important in light of this research's contention that laying-on of hands
was rarely if ever practiced in Palestinian Judaism. Also Ananias depicted as standing by
Saul and speaking the word ofhealing echoes 2 Kings 5:8-11, where Naaman's
expectation is that Elisha would stand by him and heal him through the invocation ofGod
and waving a hand over the leprous area. For a description of the Jewish character of
Acts 22: 1-21, see C. K. Barrett, The Acts of the Apostles (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark,
1994, 1997), 444.
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given OUK dTT' dv8p'(,lT(l)v ouot: Ol' (xv8pwnou w),(x olll 'ITJooO XPlaTOO Kal 8EOO

TTUTP0C;, not from man nor through a man, but through Jesus Christ and God his father

(GaL 1:1; d. vv. 11-12). He was also very clear that at no time did he receive anything

from the hands of the "pillars at Jerusalem" (Gal. 1:15_2:10).15 In his excellent study,

The Holy Spirit in the Acts of the Apostles, 1. H. E. Hull asks the question, "Would Paul,

who passionately maintained that his apostleship had been given him direct from heaven,

have conceded that the gift of the Spirit had come to him 'through a man'?"
16

At any

rate, Paul's position in Galatians would be untenable if Ananias had been instrumental in

bestowing the Spirit.
17

Thus, Paul's view about how he was commissioned runs

diametrically counter to the account that Luke apparently gives in Acts 9: 17. One might

well ask ifLuke, who is purportedly a companion ofPaul, is aware of this tension created

by the Ananias tradition. In this writer's view, the tension can be understood and

accounted for by the following expianation.

Given the apparent synchronous relationship of the two actions (viz., hand

imposition and conferral of the Holy Spirit), it is likely that the Holy Spirit did come upon

Saul concurrently with the healing of his eyes. In keeping with Paul's insistent claims the

conferral of the Spirit was an independent manifestation, coincidental with the healing

15paul's reception of the Spirit was unmediated just as that of the Jerusalem

apostles. At no time was the Spirit conferred to them through human agency.

16J. H. E. Hull, The Holy Spirit in the Acts of the Apostles (ClevelandlNew York:
The "vodd Publishing CJ., 1968), 103.

17However, Stephen G. Wilson, TIle Gentiles and the GentileMission In Luke
Acts (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 197:;), 165, holds that Ananias aces as a

representative, not of the church but ofGod, thus not invalidating Paul's claim that his

apostleship was not through men.
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ritual action. That Ananias believed he was both healing and conveying the Holy Spirit

runs against his understanding of the ritual. It seems unlikely he would have so cavalierly

conjoined a healing ritual with the distinctive ritual of Christian initiation. It is more

credible to see his involvement as simply being the conduit for Saul's healing. The

ambiguity over the bestowal of the Spirit in Acts 9: 17 is probably a redactional decision

of the wnter, but why?

It is plausible that Luke, who may have been aware of chronic charges leveled

against Paul's apostleship, probably saw some apologetic benefit in allowing the extent

ofAnanias's involvement in Paul's initial days as a believer to remain unclear. The

historical factuality ofAnanias's instrumentality, coupled with Paul's insistence that there

was no human instrumentality logically gave rise to these issues. Also, since laying-on of

hands was used, las opponents, who would conveniently fail to note the finer points over

the performance of the ritual actions, would have been quick to misrepresent the actual

limited intent of Ananias's involvement (to heal). Thus, Luke does not create a report

that leads to questions about Paul. Rather, he reports an event early in Paul's Christian

experience that shows the origins of the ambiguous issue. Perhaps, Luke wants to show

how, in time, this receding encounter between Ananias and Saul promoted a faulty stream

18
of tradition that saw Ananias as essential also in Paul's reception of the Spirit. The

18Eduard Schweizer, "lTVEOlla, lTVEUllaTlX0C;, et al.," in TheologicalDictionary
of the New Testament, 414, agrees that Ananias' ritual was only efficacious as a healing
rite, but suggests that Ananias had an expectation that the Holy Spirit could be
transmitted through him. However, 1. Roloff, Das Kerygma und der irdische Jesus

(Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1970), 152, exhibits a clumsy handling when he

suggests, "Luke's narrative swings be-tween a miracle of healing and the imparting of the
Holy Spirit." James D. G. Dunn, The Acts of the Apostles, (London: Epworth Press,
1996), 153, also acknowledges that the event is left unclear.
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lack ofmention of charismatic manifestations noted earlier may also be part ofLuke' s

redactional genius. To Lave made mention of them would have destroyed the delicate

balance of ambiguity he creates. To have mentioned the accompaniment of supernatural

manifestations in this context would have tipped the account in the direction of creating a

wrong impression; an impression which would wrongfully characterize Ananias as one

who possessed apostolic authority. Keep in mind that in Acts, it is only the apostles and

Paul who convey the Spirit, followed by signs (e.g., 8: 17-18; 10:44-46; 19:6).

Acts 28:7_10.19 The healing ofPublius' father is a brief account that takes place

on the island ofMalta. Though it bears some resemblance to Jesus' healing ofPeter's

mother-in-law, followed by a broader healing opportunity in Capernaum (Luke 4:38-41),

its aretalogical dimensions minimize any correlating parallel. The account comes on the

heels of the prior pericope (28: 1-6) where Paul suffers a snake bite that leads to a

reversal in the j rdgment of his character. Most likely, the reversal ofMaltese opinion,

which Luke allows to stand, has a bearing on how this incident ought to be understood.

The initial judgment ofPaul (13 a murderer is based on the belief of the Maltese

that justice had caught up with Paul (v. 4). Though he had escaped death by drowning,

the viper was certainly an agent of divine justice
20

However, after Paul did not succumb

19L1lke is undoubtedly drawing from personal recollection (note "us" v. 10).

20Bmr.e, The Acts of the Apostles, 471, believes the local people probably
referred to their native goddess ofjustice that Luke replaces with 5tKY). Haenchen, The
Acts ofthe Apostles, 713, agrees thai. because they spoke Punic, Luke has "put a Greek
idea in the mouth or the barbarians." See also the parallel Anthology Pal. VII 290, of a
seamanwho survives a shipwreck offLibya cnly to be bitten mortally by a snake on the
shore.
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to the bite of the venomous snake, they decided he was not a murderer after all, but

superstitiously confused Paul with being either a god or a divine man (v. 6).21 Here,

Martin Dihelius raises the concern that Luke has arbitrarily glorified Paul to a posture

that probably does not reflect the historical facts or Paul's disposition.22 Charles Talbert,

however, lightly recognizes the implication of the aspect of prayer reported in

conjunction with Paul's healing ofPubIius's father (v. 8). Talben notes:

Acts 28:7-10 functions in two ways. First, it refutes the natives' wrong belief that
Paul is a god (v. 6). How? In v. 8, in connection with Publius's father Paul "prays"
for the healing. A god does not pray for a healing but heals out ofHimself (cf. Luke
8:46). Likewise, a magician with pretensions of deity would not pray but would

regard the miracle as his own doing. This is made clear by Philostratus, life of
Apollonius 8.7.9. In Apollonius's defense before Domitian, he contends that he is no

magician even though he has eradicated the disease causing a plague in Ephesus.
Why? Because he prayed to Hercules for the healing. A magician would not do this
because he would consider it his own achievement. Contrary to the natives'2�pinion,
Paul is neither a god nor a pretend-er to divine honors (a magician; cf. 8:10).

Clearly, while the aretalogical dimension is somewhat present in the narrative, it is also

muted by the way Paul is made subject to Divine superintendence. Thus, a sound

judgment recognizes that Luke leaves standing the judgment of the Maltese primarily for

210n this issue see David L. Tiede, "Aretalogy," in The Anchor Bible Dictionary,
who contends that "Luke-Acts in particular appears to appropriate the miracle traditions
and glorify the Lord and the apostles without any sharp caution about the misuse of the
Jesus traditions." See also Howard Clark Kee, "Aretalogy and Gospel," Journal of
Biblical Literature, 92 (1973): 402-22. Richard N. Longenecker, Acts (Grand Rapids:
Zondervan Publishing Co., 1995),360, notes that Paul does no! rebuke the islanders as

he had the people ofLystra (cf. 14: 15-18), perhaps because they did not worship him.

22Dibelius, Studies in the Acts of the Apostles, 8, n.16, says, "The story (28: 1 ff.)
is written throughout in such a way as to tend toward the personal glorification ofPaul."
Dibelius faults Luke for this, which he perceives to be the "extra-Christian" deification
of the apostle.

23
Charles H. Talbert, ReadingActs: A Literary and Theological Commentary on

the Acts of the Apostles (New York: Crossroads, 1997),222.
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the purpose of exonerating Paul from all charges against him and not because he wants to

present him as a divine man or a pretender to divinity. J. G. D. Dunn states this view as

well as anyone. He notes, "Those who saw the hand of divine justice in the events (28:4)

rightly conclude not only that justice declares Paul innocent, but also that he is rather to

be recognized as one divinely favored and commissioned ,,24

As to the ritual itself, it is similar to the compassionate actions of Jesus by which

he heals the sick (Luke 4:38-41). Though AdolfHamack and others include Luke in the

therapeutic action, his involvement is today generally discounted.T' But even ifLuke did

playa part in the care of the sick, it is clearly Paul, and he alone, who is the focus of this

account. Paul transmits healing force by laying hands on Publius (v. 8) and later, on the

sick from the population at large (v. 9). The scene has a composite make-up. On the one

hand, Paul is cast in the model of Jesus the healer. On the other hand, however, Luke

seems to employ the popular concept'cn of the triumphant divine man but with some

modification. AB such, there is no mention that he preaches the Gospel, or that any come

to faith in Christ. Dunn notes

The episode is closed (28: 11) with all the indications of a triumph: Paul's party
("us") is "honoured with many honours" (cf Sir. 38:1), and all their needs met. ...
The period is represented solely as a celebr�tlon from beginning to end ofPaul's
vindication and authorization from on higJJ

�

24Dunn, The Acts a/the Apostles, 347.

25
AdolfHarnack, "Luke the Physician: The Author of the Third Gospel and the

Acts of the Apostles," hl Crown Theological Library, trans. J. R. Wilkinson (London:
Williams and Norgate, 1909). See also W. M. FUf:1eaUX, The Acts of the Apostles
(Oxford: The Clarendon Press, 1912\ 406, �0;' a British representative view..

'�6...

Dunn, The Acts of the Apostles, 348
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Dunn implies that since Paul is the focus, the Gentile mission to which he was uniquely

called is in this instance suppressed. Again, the telling omission of any proclamation

tradition at Malta would seem to support this interpretation.f"
One question remains. IfLuke does offer parallel experiences ofPeter and Paul,

is there a Petrine corollary to this action in Acts? It should be remembered that although

Peter is never shown in Acts to heal directly through hand-imposition, he does heal a

lame man at the gate of the Temple (3: 1-10). However, a parallel association cannot be

established as clearly as in other cases. There are differences. The most significant

difference shows that while Peter takes advantage of every opportunity to proclaim Jesus

(3:11-26) and lead some 5,000 to faith (4:4), Paul does not take advantage ofa similar

opportunity. The modified aretological aspect in 28:7-10 derails a comparison.

Laying-en ofHands and Task Identification in Acts

Two places in Acts note hand imposition to identify an individual or a group for a

specific task. Their differences should keep one from seeing them as identical actions.

Acts 6:1_728 The first mention of the ritual action in Acts deals with the

identification of a group ofbelievers to meet an immediate communal need. The account

27Tannehin, The Narrative Unity ofLuke-Acts, 340-41, gives an unconvincing
view when he interprets the lack ofmissionary preaching as governed by Luke's interest
in 27: 1-28: 16 to show a cooperative relationship between Christianity and Pagan society.
Notes Tannehill: "In this context Pagans are allowed to be Pagans."

28
Acts 6:7 is treated as an independent summary statement in the UBS Greek

New Testament, 4th edition. Here it is included on the belief that this summary statement
shows the immediate results of the church's decisions See Acts 5:33-42 where the

summary statement (v. 42) is included. However, Longenecker, The Acts of the Apostles,
244,332, sees it as the overall conclusion of a larger unit (Panel 1; 2:42-6:7).
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describes the process taken for the commissioning of the Seven to oversee the care of the

Hellenistic widows. Ostensibly, Luke' s narrative reveals that the initial growth and

expansion of the Jerusalem community brought with it a number ofproblems.29 The

nearest summary statement prior to this tradition (5: 12-16) makes it clear that "more

were added as beEevers to the Lord, multitudes of both men and women" (5:14; cf.

6:1)_30 In the course of the church's growth, Luke shows how the early church resolved

this particularly sensitive issue_31 That this is ostensibly the purpose ofActs 6: 1-7 is

beyond question. There is some indication, however, that the passage also serves to

introduce Stephen and Phillip, two figures who factor significantly in the continuation of

29Joachim Jeremias, Jerusalem in the Time ofJesus, trans. F. H. Cave, C. H.
Cave (London/Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1969), 128-34, notes that the crisis came

from the church's disenfranchisement from the ��n7:)D and il��p given by Judaism for
the poor. Haenchen, The Acts of the? Apostles, 261, however, sees it as a breakdown in a

similar welfare program implemented by the Jerusalem church. Liidemann, Early
Christianity According to the Traditions in Acts, 76, sees the crisis as a complete
fabrication by Luke on the assumptior, that the author would have had little knowledge of
any Jewish welfare system. For Ludemann the crisis is redactional and meant to

introduce the list of tne Seven (v. Sb), which he considers a piece of tradition handed
down to Luke. Ccnzelmann, Acts of the Apostles, 44, also believes the event is

"artificially constructed." However, ifLuke's point is to tone down internal dissent

during the time of the apostles, the event would better have been left out. The fact that
this tradition is so incongruent with the later characterization of Stephen (6:8) and Philip
(8 :4-40) would have leaned strongly in favor of its omission, if a genuine tradition did not

lie behind it. Also, internal problems are not totally absent (e.g., 5:1-11; 11:1-3; 15:1-7).

30A 6 1 'E' s:: \ � t , , "l. G' �
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icts : ,
zv LIE Tat<; TlJ.lf.PO.l� TaUTat<; TIM1 UVOYTWV TWV j.1a TlTWY

E,/EVETO '1OY)'I)()",",O<:; ,WV
<

EAATJVlOTGh.,: makes it. clear that the crisis is brought about by
the increased number of believers.

3 1
Luke-Timothy Johnson, The .Acts of the Apostles (Collegeville, Min.: The

Liturgical Press, 1992), 105.
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Luke's narrative_32 Thus, it is likely that the one ritual of hand imposition in which

congregation and apostles alike participated actually functioned in a two-fold capacity.

First, for the church at large, the action was a way for the faith community to identify a

select group for service on behalfof the community. Second and equally important,

however, the same ritual event worked as an authoritative commissioning by the twelve

apostles33 of two key figures who, in the course of events, proved pivotal for the spread

of the Gospel. Thus, this one ritual supports two theological strands seen in Acts; one

,

d' I
'

h h ic ofActs i I
34

imme late y pertment, t e ot er more programmatic o Acts In genera.

As first noted, the most apparent reading of the account shows that the ritual act

of hand imposition is meant to function as an identification ritual by the collective body.

The twelve apostles become aware of a growing discontent over the inequitable care of

Hellenistic widows (v. 1). The apostles initiate the corrective action by calling together

the collective body (Y. 2) and instruct them to select seven men who would be appointed

to the task of serving tables (v. 3). Seven men with the proper qualifications are

identified by the church, brought before the apostles, and installed by the community

32Talbert, ReadingActs, 75.

33The Twelve Apostles, of course, refers to the original apostles of Jesus. Future
references of "the Twelve" or "the Apostles" capitalized means the same.

34Tannehill, The Narrative Unity ofLuke-Acts, 102-04, cites Michael Gorgues in
support of the view that Stephen and Philip "appear as preachers of 'the word' with no

indication that the twelve have authorized this." In my opinion Tannehill has overlooked
the theological significance of the hand imposition ritual by the Apostles upon the Seven

(v.6). It is interesting that although Tannehill does not see the importance of the
apostolic commissioning he devotes two pages to delineate the authoritative nature of

Stephen and Philip's ministry and to show that III the narrative "Philip's mission does not

become an independent operation, for the apostle's quickly establish contact and help the
Samaritans to share in the Holy Spirit." The result is a cooperative mission.
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along with the apostles to their task by prayer and hand imposition (v. 6). What tradition

governs the interpretation of this novel function in the Lukan corpus?

Clearly, the precedent set by the identification and installment of the Levite priests

must be taken into account here. In his research, R. Alan Culpepper has shown the clear

links that associate this event with the consecration of the Levite priests_35 Numbers 8:5-

19 records the ceremony by which Moses identifies and consecrates Levites from among

the people ofIsrael. Though there are some differences between Moses' ceremony and

the commissioning of the Seven in Acts 6, the accounts bear striking similarities with

reference to the ritual itself. Ofprincipal importance is the fact that in both ceremonies

the larger body participates in the hand imposition ritual (Num. 8:10; cf. Acts 6:6). In v.

11 the significance of the Israelite's participation in that ceremony is made clear:

and Aaron shall offer the Levites before the Lord as a wave offering from the people
ofIsrael, that it may be theirs to do the service oj the Lord. (Italics mine)

Just what is meant by iniP ril:llrn� 1::W' ,"';'"' ,�,tv"' "')J n�7.) (from the sons of

Israel to work the works ofYahweh) is clarified in vv. 16 and 18 where the term nnn (in

place of) is used twice. As Numbers 8 '18-19 makes clear, the Levites have been singled

out from among the people for two reasons: (1) to be a representative group for all first-

born children in Israel and, (2) to minister before Aaron on behalf of the people of

Israel.36 David Daube has conclusively shown the continuing significance of 17.)0 for

3SR Alan Culpepper, "The Biblical Basis for Ordination," Review andExpositor
78 (Fall, 1981),478. See also Parratt, "The Laying-on ofRands in the New Testament:
A Re-examination in the Light of the Hebrew Terminology," 212; Haenchen, The Acts of
the Apostles, 264, n. 2.

"r...

.)vln both accounts the identification of the recipients if, to perform a specific task.
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the physical manner in which the ritual was applied.37 Thus, when the Israelite population

lays hands on the Lcvites by pressing against them, they in fact symbolize the pouring

forth of their collective being, thereby icentifying the Levites as their surrogates.

Similarly, Luke narrates his account of the identification and appointment of the Seven to

show that through apostolic initiative a select number from within the fellowship is

commissioned to perform a task for the church. Like the Levites, the seven men are also

from among the body of disciples (6:3a). Like the people ofIsrael, the church in general

also lays hands on the Seven (6:6).38 Thus, as Daube notes,"The distribution of charity

was now in the hands of the community - the community living in its deputies.,,39
While the crisis is assuaged by the identification and installment of the seven, it is

clear from the chapters that follow (Acts 7, 8) that Stephen and Philip have an added role

to play in the development of the church's mission. Is there something in the account

that would suggest that these t'NO are also being commissioned to perform a ministry that

goes beyond that ofmeeting the immediate logistical need? Generally, the expanded

roles of Stephen and Philip, ill Acts 7 and 8 respectively, are somewhat telescoped in

37Daube, The Ne»' Testament andRabbinical Judaism, 226-39, demonstrates
that the conceptual background for the ritual action in Acts 6 is 17.J0, thus symbolizing in

the ritual act the pouring forth ofpersonality from the practitioner to the ritual recipient.
See also chapter two, "A Survey of the Laying-on ofHands in the Cultural Context of
Luke and Acts," 55-59.

33Leon Morris,Ministers ofGod (London: InterVarsity Fellowship, 1964), 59,
88. Also, Barrett, Acts, 3] 5-16, notes "The word TTA il80C; must still be the subject of
TTpOa[U�6J.!Evol ETTE81lKav, that is, the whole company ofbelievers, not the apostles
alone, laid their hands on the seven men."

39Daube, The New Testament andRabbinical Judaism, 237.
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40
Acts 6:5. Specifically, the inclusion of the twelve apostles in the hand imposition ritual

probably relates to the commissioning of Joshua by Moses (Num. 27: 15-23; Deut.

34'.9\,.41 H
.

R AI C I h. ere agam, . an u pepper as convincingly demonstrated a strong parallel

b 11 ...' •••

f h d the annoi
42

etween l'IJOSeS comnussiorung 0 Jos ua an the appointment of the seven. The

laying-on of hands by Moses was different from that seen in relation to the Levites. As

Num. 27: 18-20 makes clear, it is Moses alone who lays hands for the purpose of

transferring some of his authority on to Joshua and facilitates the entrance ofIsrael into

Canaan under new leadership. Likewise, Luke also has the apostles lay hands by pressing

to symbolize the transfer of authority and, thus, legitimize the extended ministries which

f 1
. .

I will
. 43

two 0 t rem m particu ar exercise.

Thus, the redactional interests ofLuke can be stated as follows: Luke has

blended into one account two traditional, but separate, aspects recorded in Numbers 8

and 27. When the people, as a community lay hands on the Seven, the aspect of

40Note the mention of Stephen first followed by that ofPhilip corresponding to
the order of their added roles in the story. Also, Stephen., who will be the immediate
focus of the narrative following this event, is more fully described as a man "full of faith
and of the Holy Spirit."

4tH. L. Strack, and P. Billerbeck, Kommentar Zum Neuen Testament aus Talmud
undMidrasch, vol.I (Munchen: C. H. Becksche Verlagsbuchhandlung, 1924),647, link
the ritual act in Num. 27 with Acts 6,

42Culpepper, "The Biblical basis ofOrdination," 478-79, lists a four-fold

correspondence between Num. 27:16-23 and Acts 6:3-6: (1) the imperative to appoint
(Num. 27: 16 cf Acts 6:3a), (2) the qualification of a person/s with the Spirit (Num.
27:18 cf. Acts 6:3b), (3) the candidate/a brought to stand before the leaderls (Num. 27:19
cf. Acts 6:6a), (4) the imposition ofMoses'lApostie's hands placed upon the candidate/s

(Num. 27:23 cf Acts 6:6b). See also Haenchen, The Acts of the Apostles, 264 n. 2.

4::�
Strack and Billerbeck, Kommentar Zum Neuen Testament, 648, stress the

significance oflF.JiJ (Aufstemn.en) for the interpretation of laying-on of hands in Acts 6:6.
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"identification" by the multitude is foremost in their action. However, when the apostles

lay hands, it is the aspect of "impartation" that is symbolized in the same ritual act. Thus,

Luke has used one ritual event to communicate on two theological levels. The ritual has

a dual function end, therefore, significance. On the one hand. it symbolizes the

WIJUTIUluty'g identification with the Seven. In this respect, the ritual is meant to convey

the solidarity of the whole church toward meeting the needs of the weakest Hellenist

among them.44 On the other hand, Luke is also appropriating the same ritual to

symbolize a genuine transference of authority and thereby imply, as sub-text, a legitimacy

to Stephen and Philip's ministry, which will assume near apostolic proportions. Just as

Joshua becomes a second Moses (though not an equal Moses), so these two men are

concurrently invested with the necessary authority to go beyond what is necessary for the

menial distribution ofwelfare aid.45 Thus, this dual function of the ritual is predicated on

the reasonable assumption that the two bodies that perform the ritual action

(congregation, Apostles) are fundamentally different in their character, and so their

involvement in the one ritual action has a significance that relates to their distinctive

purpose in the narrative.

44Strange, The Problem of the Text ofActs, 126, offers a novel theory. On the

assumption that the
e

Et3pc-:iol (v.l) are orthodox Jews, he suggests that the clash
between Hebrews and Hellenists was not 30 much a matter ofpatty divisions within the
church but rather the detericrating status ofHellenistic Jewish Christians within Judaism.

Thus, in the appointment of the Seven, the church stood with the Hellenists in the face of

growing external pressures.

45This is not to say that the apostles become lesser figures than Stephen or Philip.
As with Moses' appointment of Joshua, Deuteronomy 34:10-12 makes it clear that
Moses was without equal. Similarly, the apostle's ministry and function remains

unequaled in Acts (viz., the conferral of the Holy Spirit, 8:14-17).
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Acts 13:1_3.46 This passage signals a major shift in Luke's narrative. As many

scholars .iave noted, the setting apart of Saul and Barnabas to evangelize Cyprus and

southeast Asia Minor is the first instance of deliberate cutreach to the Gentile world,

albeit still under the sovereign prompting of the Holy Spirit. I. Howard Marshall notes:

The importance of the present narrative is that it describes the first piece of planned
"overseas mission" carried out by representatives of a particular church rather than by
solitary individuals, and begun by a deliberate church decis�on,j9spired by the Spirit,
rather than somewhat more casually as a result of persecution,

Marshall alludes to an important aspect in the analysis of this ritual event. Given that

Acts 13: 1-3 signals the beginning of a concerted effort by a local church body to

evangelize people outside of the recognized boundaries ofPalestinian Judaism, should the

ritual in this context be seen as similar TO that which was undertaken at Jerusalem under

the dures s of pressing exigencies, and �()f the purpose ofmeeting internal needs?48

In fact, the laying-on of hands m Acts 1 �: 1-3 shows enough distinctive details that

it should not be summarily pigeon-holed with the commissioning of the Seven in Acts 6.

There are four saEent features that make this account distinct: (1) the group is directed

46RudolfBultm:lOIl, "Exegetica; Aufsatze zu: Erforschung des Neuen

Testament," Nederlands Theologisch Tijdschrift, 22 (196g), 423, notes that among the
traditronal elements from which Luke drew if, a list ofprophets and teachers (v. 1),
probably taken from an Antiochian source, but more importantly, a travel narrative that
may begin in v. 3. Dibelius, Studies in the Acts a/the Apostles. 6 n.l3, however, notes,
"The itinerary becomes noticeable for the first time in 13:4, for the list of names in 13: 1

and the ordination (13:2, 3), wnich represents a later conception of office, obviously do
not belong to it. Barrett 171e Acts cf the Apostles, 599-601, gives an analysis of probable
sources, not only for 13: I·'] but for the whole missionary itinerary.

47
Marshall, Act.., 114.

4:3 . . C' h d h
'

lvsi f lavi fMany commentators SImply refer t e rea er to t elf ana YSIS 0 aymg-on 0

hands in Acts 6: 1 ..6. The practice is common enough that examples can be easily found.
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by the Spirit to set aside two persons;49 (2) the individuals are chosen by divine

prerogative without human involvement;50 (3) the persons chosen are from within the

group ofleaders;51 (4) the two men are set apart, or excluded (d:<j>opfC;w) for a work

separate from that of the group.52 A fifth aspect that is not so de:finitively settled

concerns the subjects who performed the ritual act. There is some equivocation as to

whether the laying-on of hands was performed by the leaders alone, or if the church in

general was also involved in the ritual.53 In the final analysis, however, this ambiguity

does not alter its significance.

The distinctions noted signal the need for a more perceptive analysis. Keep in

mind that with respect to the Jerusalem church, the Seven were being identified as their

surrogates; the congregation through the ritual action was symbolically pouring its

collective identity into the candidates. With respect to the Apostles, the ritual action

took on the aspect of a transferring of authority in the tradition ofMoses' commissioning

of Joshua, which still did not make them apostolic equals. These two defining aspects of

49
Acts 6: 1-6 gives no mention of the Spirit's initiative.

50
Acts 6:3, 5 notes that the Seven were chosen on the basis of human judgment.

51
Acts 6:2, 3 the Seven are not from within the Apostolic. body In fact the

ministry for which they are being signaled out is implied tv he of a lower priority.
52
Acts 6:3 uses ElTlOKbjJaaB[ (pick/out) men who will minister within the group.

53
About the subject of xerroopyoovrcov, Barrett, The Acts of the Apostles, 604,

notes that "it would be very difficult to give mhwv a wider application than to the

prophets and teachers cf v. I." Still, Haenchen, The .4.c!s of the Apostles, 380, notes that
"the presence of the community is not mentioned but presupposed." Bruce, The Acts of
the Apostles, 254, notes the addition of Tr<lvTE<; in the Western D tradition and

recognizes the appropriateness of this interpretation.
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the Acts 6 ritual are irrelevant in this case. At no time are Saul and Barnabas empowered

by the other three Antiochian leaders in the way that the Seven were empowered; they

are viewed as equally gifted as the other three leaders. Also, ever. if the church's

involvement in the issue of hand imposition is granted, it can hardly be to identify with

these two candidates because their selection is from among the gifted membership in the

leadership body and not as general members of the church body.54
Of the foregoing issues, the one aspect that crystalizes this ritual's distinctiveness

and makes its interpretation clear is the imperative communication initiated by the Spirit,

d<jloptaan: 6� poi TOV Bapva{3av Kat IaOAov Elt; TO EPYOV 0 TTpOaKEKATl�at

mhout; (13:2). It is this writer's position that the Spirit's command to separate Saul and

Barnabas makes this ritual a symbolic execution of the order of separation.
55

Paul's use

of the same verb with reference to his call (Rom. 1: 1; Gal. 1: 15), reinforces the view that

there is an exclusivity in the work of this apostle '0 which no one shred. The ritual

action is thus not meant to identify the candidates as representatives of the group, even if

54The church is, at best, implied in the text. Concerning the view that the
Antioch five are viewed as holding a higher functional position in the church, see Gerald
F. Hawthorne, "The Rule ofChristian Prophets in the Gospel Tradition," Tradition and
Interpretation in The New Testament: Essays in Honor ofErnst EarlEllis, Gerald F.
Hawthorne and Otto Betz, ed. (Tubingen: J. C. B. Mohr/Wm, B. Eerdmanns, 1987),
120-21. There is, hOWCV�f, no intent to propose that the Church members were not also

charismatically gifted by the Spirit.

55L k ( .... ,., , " ",",' • �
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1.1 ze J:.�,,- ucxopiot EaTE ... OTQV <1'l,OPltJu}ulV U11<lS sows t at e import
of the term is exclusion from a relationship thai had existed previously. The dual use of
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the term ill IV. att. L: Kat a'l'0rnad aUTOUC; uTI U/l1\T)I\(UV, oxrrrsp 0 TTOlf..lTlV

a<j>oplS[l TO TTp6f,aTCl ano TWV lp:<PlllV understands a similar application. See

Johannes P. Louw, and Eugene A. Nida, eds. Greek-English Lexicon of the New
Testament Based on Semantic Domains, Vol. 1 (New York: United Bible Societies,
1988), 450, 61h. Also the particle (;� (13:2), which adds a sense ofurgency to the

Spirit's imperati ve (cf LXX Gen. 15 j; 18 '4).
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they do concomitantly return back [0 the Antioch church upon the completion of their

first trip ,:Acts ] 4:27).
S6

Nor is the action a commissioning in the sense that the

remaining leaders confer upon the two the mantle of authority or power. To have them

commissioned as apostles by the Antioch church would again place Paul's statements

about the direct nature of his calling in doubt. It is best to see this ritual as what it is: a

symbolic representation ofwhat the Spirit had previously revealed. As Saul and

Barnabas were now, by divine fiat, removed from the Antioch congregation for a special

work, the leaders or the Antioch Church in general saw fit to model the separation in a

moving ritual that may have included their symbolic release.
57

Laying-on ojHands andConferral of the Hoiy Spirit in Acts

There are rwo places where the 1aying-on of hands is dearly used to bestow the

Holy Spirit; an unprecedented ritual act in the history ofGreco-Roman religion.

56
Acts 18:22 shows that Paul went to Caesarea and Jerusalem before returning to

Antioch upon the completion of his second trip. The third trip ends with Paul's going
directly to Jerusalem and bypassing the Antioch congregation altogether. This latter
decision is significant, for ifPaul believed that he was a representative of the Antioch
church in more than a general sense in which one sees himself as being a member of the
Christian body, surely he would have allowed the Antiochian believers to participate in
the offering to the Jerusalem church, something ill which they had a history of
participation (e.g., Acts 11 :27-30).

57Acts 13:3 says that after they fasted and prayed (traditional elements to any
solerrm occasion), they laid hands on them and aTTEAuaav (aorist from aTToAuw ) "they
released them", or better, "let them go." The two men were 110W under the direct

leadership of the Spirit (cf Acts 8:29,39). See J. W, Packer, Acts of the Apostles,
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1966), 101; Bruce, The Acts of the Apostles,
254. Barrett, The Acts a/the Apostles, 608, prefers to translate it "they dismissed them."

This, also, does not imply a necessary return.
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Acts 8: 14-17.
58

With the apostolic commission and transference of authority in

place, Luke narrates Stephen's watershed message which, among other things, makes

possible Philip's movement into the Samaritan areas.59 In the course of events, can

Stephen's martyrdom be seen as a necessary precursor (i.e., the principle oflife from

death; cf. John 12:24) to Philip's powerful ministry? Whatever the answer is, the second

instance of hand imposition is given in the context ofPhilip's work among the

Samaritans.60 The account focuses on the conversion and baptism of one Simon Magus,

a magician of extraordinary power and esteem in the region (8:9-13). The verses that

follow, however, abandon Philip for a time and relate the coming ofPeter and John to the

58Ludemann, Early Christianity According to the Traditions in Acts, 89,
proposes the existence of two independent and unrelated traditions: one of Simon the

Magician and the second with a focus on Philip's ministry in Samaria. Ludemann
maintains that the Simon tradition was added to enhance Philip's work in Samaria by
showing the conversion of a powerful and charismatic magician. \\bile there may be a

historical basis for Simon's desiring to buy Philip's power, Luke's theological construct
dictates the necessity of imparting the Holy Spirit through the agency of the Apostles.
Ludemann thus maintains "Luke has done no less than to take the combination of

baptism, laying-on of hands, and reception of the Spirit, which in the belief and custom of
his time formed one indissoluble whole, and divided it among Philip and the Apostles in
such a way that the former got the beginning and the latter the end. Dibelius, The Acts of
the Apostles, ] 28, concurs. However, Longenecker, Acts (Grand Rapids: Zondervan
Publishing House, 1995), 151-52, opts for a modified version ofAdolph Harnack's
position, which suggests that this account is the "intermeshing" of stories as told orally by
an enthusiastic storyteller, in this case possibly Philip himself. See also Wayne A. Meeks,
"Simon Magus in Recent Research," Recherches de Sience Religieuse, 3 (1977): 137-42.

59M. E. Boismard, "Stephen," in The Anchor BIble Dictionary, 209,
characterizes Stephen's speech as programmatic for the expansion of the Christian
message to the Gentiles. See also Martin Hengel, "Zwischen Jesus und Paulus. Die

'Hellenisten,' die 'Sieben.' unci Stephanaus," Zeitschriftfur Theologie undKirche 72

(1979): 151-206.

60
ke i I he exact Iocati C Philin'

..

L kLu e IS not c ear on t e exact ocation lor ruups nunistry. ongenec er,
Acis, 152, identifies four possible locations (Sarnaria/Sebaste, Shechem, Gitta, Sychar).
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region to confer the Holy Spirit to the converts (vv. 14-17). It is at this point that the

reason for lht: mention of Simon is clearified. Having witnessed the physical and audible

manifestations 1 hat accompanied the giving of rhe Spirit, the rest of the account focuses

on Simon's failed attempt to purchase the ability to bestow the same (vv. 18-23).

The passage raises questions on two fronts. First, what is the character and

function of the ritual as used in this unprecedented way? This is the first mention of the

rituai to convey a spiritual presence and, therefore, needs some explanation per se.

Second, to the degree that Simon "locks in" on the ritual as a means for the bestowal of

the Spirit, is there an ideological divergence between how the apostles view the rite and

how Simon understands the action?

The use of the hand imposition ritual to bestow the Spirit is exclusive by virtue of

its symbolic and dynamic aspects. In Acts 8:14-17, reference is made to the fact that the

Spirit had not yet fallen upon the SC!maritans.61 The context under which that

observation makes sense has to be its connection back to the Day ofPentecost. On that

day, aparr from being filled with th-e Spirit (2:4), that which actually "fell" upon the

believers in the upper room was OlC4.Jc.Pli:;OIJEVOl YAwoam wad lTUP0C;, Kat EKa81aEV

£<1>' Eva EK(XOTOV mhwv (tongues as of fire, being distributed and resting on each one of

61
Acts 8: 16 has a markedly editorial character. Luke clearly wants to draw a

connection between what God did with the Apostles at Pentecost and what the Apostles
went to Samaria to do. Thus, for Luke the paradigm for experiencing a legitimate
charismatic event was the prior experience of the Apostles. It seems reasonable to
conclude that the laying-on of hands :·:5 in part a symbol for that which is not replicated in

the Samaritan's experience.
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6'1
them).

c:

Since the fiery manifestations that accompanied the initial outpouring of the

Spirit are. nowhere repeated, it is likely that the hand imposition gesture is meant to

represent that aspect. As tongues of fire initially (and exclusively) rested upon the
. .

f h C< • •

h h 63
recipients 0 t e Spmt, so now t e ands of the apostles lay on subsequent recipients.

The hands thus symbolize the divine act which is never again repeated. However, is the

giving of the Holy Spirit, essential to the life of the convert, simply representational?

Apart from its symbolic function, the hand gesture also has a dynamic side. Not

only is it a symbol, it is also the conduit for the giving of the Spirit in this event, which is

subsequent to the Pentecostal experience.64 It is clear from Luke's story that the Day of

Pentecost continues to be the interpretive key for this action. Though Philip was

endowed with extraordinary abilities in his own rite (8.4-8), only the apostles from

Jerusalem could impart the gift. This first case of the bestowing of the Holy Spirit65 is

detained until the proper administrators of the Spirit are present. The theological

E2
Acts 2:3.

63The attributive participle 8lOJlEPl�OIlEVOl describes how the fiery tongues
came upon the people, by being separated into individualunits and one resting on each

person.

64AS noted ill chapter two, pp. 98-101, this aspect of the ritual is unique to the
Christian tradition. 'While many cultures believed that some sort of transference was

taking place at the moment of the hand placement, no examples were found of hand
imposition to convey a spiritual personality, much less the divine and sovereign presence
of a god. See also Silva New, "The Name, Baptism, and the Laying on ofHands," in The

Beginnings ofChristianity, F. 1. Fcakos Jackso.i, Krisopp Lake, eds., vol. 5 (London:
Macmillan and Co., Lmited, 1933), Bi'-38, who admits nothing more substantive than
the passage of supernatural power from one person to another as the extent of laying-on
or hands in compa rative sources.

65Ho1y Spirit and Spirit (capitalized) indicate the third person of the Trinity.
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significance of hand impartation at this juncture is quite clear. As already noted, Acts

8: 16 is, in fact, a rationale for the apostles themselves journeying to Samaria. When

Luke notes OUOE1T() yap ';iv ETT' ouoEvl (for it had not yet fallen on any of them), the

singular antecedent is clearly the Holy Spirit. The apostles are there to take appropriate

actions to address that deficiency. The introduction of the apostles underscores the

necessity of having their presence at every place where the Holy Spirit will be
.

d I
66

communicate to peop e groups.

The continuation of the accour..t, after the Spirit is given, brings Simon Magus

back into the picture (8: 18-24). Here, the textual evidence indicates that indeed there are

two competing views of the ritual. While the apostles minister within the framework of a

religious system that presupposes the overarching control of sovereign divinity, Simon

Magus' philosophy of ritual seems wedded to contemporary Hellenistic magical

---_----

6bSince Paul bestows the Spirit on the followers of John (Acts 19: 1-7) the
question as to whether Paul is a legitimate apostle in spite of his lack of all apostolic
qualifications as defined in Acts 1:21-22 is legitimate. Luke answers the question, in
part, by demonstrating a parallelism between Paul and Peter. Thus, the fact that Paul
(like Peter) bestows the Spirit demonstrates his "apostleship," albeit separate from that
of "the Twelve." For this aspect sec A. 1. Mattill Jr., "The Purpose ofActs:
Schneckenburger Reconsidered," in Apostolic History and the Gospel: Biblical and
Historical Essays Presented to F. F Bruce on His 60th Birthday, ed. W. W. Gasque, R.
P. Martin (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 1970), 108-22. With reference to Luke's
rare use of the term "apostle" in reference to Paul and Barnabas (e.g., 14:4, 14), it seems
evident that his reluctance to use the term with regularity demonstrates a concern that
these two not be identified wi.h the ministry of the Twelve. Nevertheless, while Acts
13:3 uses the term aTTEAvaav to describe the action of the Antioch leaders, v. 14 makes

clear that it is the Holy Spirit that actually sends out Saul and Barnabas, "They, therefore
being sent out (EKTTE�<p8EVTEC;) by the Holy Spirit, ... " While the verb form aTToOTEAAW
is not used in either case (leaders, Spirit), aTToAu(;J, used to describe the leader's actions

is often translated in the sense of "letting go" or "releasing"(cf. Acts 4:21,23; 5:40;
15:30,33; 16:35; 23:22; 26:32; 28:1g, 25, et al.). Thus, in keeping with his concern,
Luke has chosen the synonym EKm\mw rather than arroOTEAAw to minimize any

possibility of confusing Paul with the manifest ministry of the Jerusalem Apostles.



157

d tri
67

F h
.

he ri 1
.

d i
.

oc . ne. or t e aposties, t e ntua is not an en 10 Itself. Essentially, the ritual is an

instrument for bringing to completion a process that had begun at the conversion of the

Samaritans. As many scholars recognize, even when the sequential variations in Acts are

fully acknowledged, water baptism and the bestowal of the Spirit, in whatever order they

are given, are seen as connected experiences in Acts.68 The giving of the Spirit is thus

not perfunctory. In vv, 14-17, Luke points out that those in Samaria "had (previously)

received the word ofGod," and "had only been baptized in the name of the Lord Jesus."

The strong echo back to Pentecost in this account again reinforces the position that as

God acts in unprecedented sovereignty then, so God acts in this instance as welL
69

67
This would be in keeping with John M. Hull's assessment about the place of

magic in Luke-Acts. He notes: "Luke is the only New Testament writer who specifically
refers to the church's attack on magic. This is no accident, nor is it due to mere historical

curiosity on the part ofLuke. The magical episodes are an aspect ofLuke's world-view .

. . . In the writings of a first century Christianized Hellenist with such a background,
magic was bound to emerge because it was mereiy an appropriate tactic in a battle the

strategy ofwhich demands such tactics. Luke wrote about magic because he saw and
believed." See HellenisticMagic and the Synoptic Tradition, Studies in Biblical
Theology, 82 (London: SCM Press, 1974), 87. Sec also Haenchen, The Acts of the
Apostles, 304. Talbert, Reading Acts, 84-87, gives an informative survey of the way
magicians were portrayed m antiquity.

68Water baptism IS followed by bestowal of tne Holy Spirit in Acts 2:38; 8:16,
17; bestowal ofthe Spirit is followed by water baptism in 9: 17-J 9; bestowal of the Spirit
without apostolic agency IS followed by water baptism in 10:44-48; water baptism and
bestowal of the Spirit are concurrent events in 19: 1-7. G. R. Beasley-Murray,
"Bam(sw," The N'!W ImemationalDictionary ofNew Testament Theology, 145, credits
the variations within the texts to the variety of circumstances and of experiences of the
Spirit in a period of transition. See also J. D. G. Dunn, "Baptism in the Holy Spirit: A
Re-examination of the New Testament Teaching on the Gift to the Spirit in Relation to
Pentecostalism Today," Studies in Biblical Theology (London: SCMlPhiladelphia:
Westminster Press, 1970), 38-1_02.

69Both Pentecost and the Samaria event contain similar aspects, linking the latter
to the former by the principle of first mention. See in connection with Pentecost Acts
2.41 "so those who received his word were baptized." OIl the name of Jesus in the
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Thus, note that Peter later defines impartation as "the gift of God" (rnv 8WPECrv TOO

8EOO ), i;:·.'t:aling to SlITIOll the true origin and giver of the Spirit. It is clear that Peter

sees his ministry in this case directed by conditions preestablished in the sovereign

councils of God. He does not act independently, but looks for clear evidence that God

has done a preparatory work in the life of those who now will receive the gift of the

Spirit. In actuality, what may outwardly look Iixe the independent cctions of two

powerful apostles is both a symbolic and an instrumental element of a process that God

controls from its beginning to its completion.

Simon Magus' view of the ritual is radically different. Luke presents his view of

the ritual as a magical exercise. Rather than it's being a conduit through which a

sovereign God acted, the ritual itself, if properly performed, is viewed as efficacious. The

fact that he thought money could secure the power (v. 18b) probably suggests that he

believed the apostles had acquired a knowledge sufficient to compel the gods to act at

their prompting. Concerning this very aspect, John M. Hull in his extensive research

demonstrates how Hellenistic magic of the first century was most directly influenced by

Egyptian emphases that sought to manipulate the gods?O Furthermore, Luke's use of

the relative clause in v. 19, tva u! l.(xv Em8w reX; XE1PU.; (that anyone on whom I lay my

hands), also betrays a utilitarian understanding consistent with the aspiration to

baptismal formula in 8: 16b cf 2:38, "be baptized every one of you in the name of Jesus
Christ for the forgiveness cfyour sins." Also if: 8: 16 �v ... bn TTEmwKoc; to come

upon, is synonymous with l�,EXEEV has poured out (2:33; cf. 2: 17,13).

'l°Hull, HellenisticMagic, 27. For an excellent analysis ofEgyptian magic see

Wallis Budge, "Magic the Foundation of the Egyptian Religions," in From Fetish to God

in Ancient Egypt, (New York: Benjamin Blom Publishers, 1972), 113-136. Talbert,
Reading Acts, 87.
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ff flmarupu ate ivme powers. SImon, m e ect, re ects a popular magician's view of ritual

throughout the Greco-Roman world. The tie that a ritual may have to a community, and

through which its proper significance is discerned, is irrelevant. Rather, rituals are seen in

a cosmopolitan vein. Since the magician has no commitment to a specific social group,

any powerful rituals or incantations, or combinations thereof, performed by the magician

could be applied in any number of social settings.
72

Acts 19: 1-6.
73

This passage is the first of two accounts where Paul employs the

ritual action. Apart from its historical probability, why does Luke include this story in his

narrative? Part of the answer to this question lies in Luke's redactional interests. 1. H. E.

Hull recognizes the unique juxtaposition that Luke has created between Peter and Paul:

7 1
Gerd Theissen, The Miracle Stories of the Early Christian Tradition, trans.

Francis McDonaugh (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1983),239, shows how the magician
was effectively freed from the constraints of community and accountability: "Anything
that has power is recognized. Anything that contributes to the magic is useful. The
result is a considerable degree of individualism. Ideas which originally may have been
associated with official religion are individualized. They no longer contribute to the
social stabilization of an 'interpreted world', but serve very practical ends."

72See Timothy Johnson, The Acts of the Apostle's, 14, n.19; Haenchen, The Acts
of the Apostles, 304. Theissen, The Miracle Stories, examines the magical papyri (third,
fourth centuries C.E.), and concludes they reflect magical practices of the New
Testament era. Theissen shows thai the names of all gods were employed without
discrimination by the magician of the first century. Since the gods were removed from

any ethnic or national tie, their power was available upon request.

73This event is an editorial decision by Luke in light of the preceding narrative

(18:24-28). Luke wishes to show that Paul is an effective apostle who integrates both
Apollos (through his associates Priscilla and Aquila) and, in this case, these twelve who
are either followers of John or perhaps defective sectarian disciples into the primitive
Christian community. Sec Haenchen, The Acts of the Apostles, 554-57; Conzelmann,
Acts of the Apostles, 159.
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For (Ill explanation ofwhat happened at Ephesus, 'N�"', must return, it seems, to
Samaria. That this is the right course is made all the more likely in view�fLuke'sundoubted desire to trace parallels between Paul's ministry and Peter's."

This list of parallels between Peter WQ Paul in Acts is, in fact, well-documented and

generally recognized. So obvious is this aspect in Luke, Hull believes that it even affects

Luke's theology about th-e preconditions for the reception of the Spirit.75 Normal

conditions aside, for Luke the Samaritan and Ephesian cases are "exceptional." In both

events, apostles are seen as embracing a group of believers who are viewed as defective

in some fashion and, therefore, in need of a reassuring ministry, thus, the use of laying-on

ofhands. What for HuU is divinely imparted to one who is willing to be baptized (i.e., the

Spirit) is suspended here to highlight the exceptional and parallel ministries of two

apostles. Thus, the Spirit is communicated more relationally and concretely by the

employment of the ritual. For just ('3 Peter (along with John) imparts the Spirit through

the imposition of hands (Acts 8: 17), :;0 does Paul to disciples of John at Ephesus_76
From a social vantage, Hull's view has ramifications for how the ritual is analyzed.

Apart from whether Hull's three preconditions are sustainable, he is in line with

virtually all other scholars who acknowledge that Luke understands the Spirit to be

--.---.---

74Hull, The Holy Spirit in the Acts of the Apostles, lIS.

75Ibid., ) 19. HtJI proposes three preconditions: repentance, faith in Jesus, and a

willingness to be baptized.

761t is unlikely that Luke conceives of these twelve people as "complete"
believers prior 1:0 the receiving of the Spirit. Dunn, The ACt5 of the Apostles, 252, notes,
the Spirit is the key factor in determining Christian identity. Ernst Kasemann, "The
Disciples of John in Ephesus," Essays on New Testament Themes (London: SCM Press,
1964),136-48, suggests they are "cdc! Christians." Haenchen, The Acts of the Apostles,
556-57, considers the-n "incomplete Christian" sectarians whom Paul brings to fullness.
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transmitted through the ritual action. Clearly, since Paul is performing a similar function,

there is nothing that changes the significance of this ritual act from that performed by

Peter at Samaria.l
"

It is thus clear that in this aspect they act equally within the

sovereign councils ofGod and, thus, equally administer the gift of the Spirit.78 In this

sense, Luke allows au echo ofPentecost to stand here as well_?9

Laying-on ofHands and the Theology ofActs

Understanding bow the ritual oflaying-on of hands factors in Luke's overall

theological construct is no simple task. The answers to the question of his theology are

77Dunn, The Acts of the Apostles, 256, notes that while the theology of this
pericope is that of 2: 3 8, the process is identical with 8: 17. Many commentators note the
connection between 19:6 and 8: 14-17, including Conzelmann, Acts of the Apostles, 159;
Bruce, The Acts of the Apostles, 355; Parratt, "The Laying on ofHands in the New

Testament," 214; et aI.

78A comparison of the two accounts shows that although there are historical

differences, still there are similar core conditions in both accounts. At Samaria two

preconditions make possible the giving of the Spirit through the ritual act: (1) believers
had already received the word (v. 14a.); (2) they had been previously baptized in the name

of Jesus (v. 16b). Luke makes it clear that Peter and John arrived essentially to perform
the laying-on of hands for the purpose of conveying the Spirit (vv. 15, 17). By contrast,
Acts 19 narrates an event in the making. Here, the disciples of John the Baptist have yet
to hear the Gospel ('1\'.2,3). Paul thus prociaims the Gospel first (v. 4), and follows
through by baptizing them in the name of Jesus (v. :5). The laying-on of hands is
simultaneous with their being baptized (v. 6a). Unlike the Samaritan account, Luke does
mention that John's disciples both prophecy and speak with tongues (v. 6b). What is

implied in Samaria (S:18) is stated emphatically (l9:6b).

79Luke uses language reminiscent ofPentecost (2:41) to summarize the number
of those who believe. The use of a iJr ql( Wt;, (vaE[ combination to identify the number
of converts is a Lukan characteristic (cf 2:4; 4:4; 5:7, 36; 10'3; ] 3: 18,20: 19:34).
Whether the giving of the Spirit-is at the time ofbaptism (2:38-41; 9:17; 19:5-7), or
subsequent to haptism (8: 14-17) does not seem to be particularly important to Luke.

Analysis uf issues related to the syntax of the acverbial participle TIl<1TEuaavTEC;
(translated either "after believing" 01 "when believing") are beyond the scope of this

study. For a discussion of'Paul as an apostle see n. 64.
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always in a state of revision. Still, there are many strands of thought that surface

consistently in any serious discussion ofLuke's theology. Among these are two concepts

that relate. directly to how the ritual ought to be understood: (1) God's control of

redemptive history through a preordained plan, and (2) the place of the Spirit in the life

of the primitive church. In the analysis that follows, the ritual will first be described so as

to demonstrate its diversity and adaptability to reflect specific contextual issues.

Afterwards, the place of the ritual within a broader theological picture will be assessed.

To begin with, the rich diversity of the ritual argues against a simplistic or

generalization of its functions under two or three broad categories (e.g., commissioning

rite and healing ritual). The foregoing analysis suggests that there is no fixed or

institutionalized practice of the ritual as presented. Acts presents a time that is so

directed by pneumatic impulses that be ritual itself should be viewed as in a condition of

flux. It is shaped as much by a reservoir of Jewish and Greco-Roman traditions from

which the early church could draw, 2.S by the unique circumstances that brought about the

need for ritual development. The church had no predetermined standard, much less a

normative precedent. The ritual practice of hand imposition in Acts may outwardly look

like something out of the culture, but it was not. This ritual is presented at its formation;

it evolves before the reader. Sometimes it mimics the practices of Jesus, as in rites of

healing, but often it becomes a uniquely Christian practice complete with its own set of

ritual and theological underpinnings. In this, one should not forget that ultimately the

ritual is what it is within Luke's theological outlook. Two aspects challenge a fossilized

approach to the ritual=- its contextual complexity and its democratized practice.
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Laying-on of hands in Acts shows a functional compounding, a Lukan complexity

not always appreciated. In several cases, the ritual is clearly poly-vocalic from a

theological perspective. Note, for example, the ritual ceremony used to identify and

impart a measure of authority to the Seven (6:1-6), Ananias's hand imposition on Saul

(9: 12-17), and the laying-on of hands tv bestow the Spirit to the Samaritans (8: 14-17).

In these three examples, Luke allows the rituals to perform "double duty", so to speak,

but in varying ways. Thus, by the same ritual action the Seven are identified as

representatives by the church, and are made the objects of conferred authority by the

Twelve apostles. Here, identification and authorization should not be confused as the

same thing by categorizing this event as simply a commissioning ritual. Both concepts

are distinct from each other and pertinent to a segment of the group that performs the

ritual. In the ritual act, Luke holds �n tension two values that the early church honors,

identification in ministry, and the necessity of apostolic authority and witness to move the

gospel forward. In fact, apostolic authorization (which would be the most questionable)

is so implied in the text that when Stephen and Philip continue in their expanded roles,

intuitively one ascribes the imposition of hands in Acts 6 as the ground for their authority.

In Acts 9, Luke US0S the imposition of hands upon Saul to propose two functions,

one more settled than [he other. Thus, the ritual affirms Paul's healing through Ananias,

hut Luke also allows a perennial question to linger. Did this pious Jew also have an

active part in conferring the Holy Spirit to Saul? That this is an issue is easily seen in

scholarly research. One has good reason to ask if the author of Acts really knew Paul

and his uncompromising insistence regarding his caning and the lack of anyone's

involvement in It. On the other hand, it may be that Luke is allowing some historical
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ambiguity to stand about the scope of Ananias' s involvement in Paul's initial experience

on purpose. Now, Luke knows h18 subject well He knows that an ambiguity such as this

would be the stuff from which questions about Paul's credentials would surface in the

first place. Thus, Luke may be giving an account of Saul's healing, but also showing the

origins of an rssue wh.ch Paul would l-ave to contend with as is evidenced in his letters.

The third example, Peter and John's ministry on behalfof the Samaritans, is both

symbolic and dynamic. The ritual symbolizes non-repeatable aspects ofPentecost

(tongues as of fire), but it also confers the Spirit to the Samaritans. This example is

raised because interpreters often conclude that the ritual must be either symbolic or

dynamic, but never both. It must be remembered, however, that a ritual addresses at

least two realms. The phenomenal visual elements are directed primarily at the people

who are there seeing, but the divine is in focus es the customary elements of prayer and

fasting imply. It makes sense to think of the ritual functioning bi-directionally without

compromising either focus.

This dual use or function seems to be a unique Lukan structure. True, while

some ofthe functions seen ate well-established either in Judaism or in the Gentile world,

it is the combining of them within a single ritual event that is distinctive. This

compounding of ritual multiplies the theological possibilities. Like an image that reveals

either a vase or two faces facing each other, depending on one's focus, the ritual has a

range of complementary significance depending on its contextual variables. From a

historical perspective, it is likely that the ritual action is capable of sustaining various

levels of interpretation because the rituals themselves are presented as spontaneous acts.

There is no "ceremonial aura" surrounding them. Their significance is not codified within



165

Luke's narrative world. Because their theological significance is nowhere stated, and no

precedent for their use is given, one is left to make pneumatic type associations.

The second characteristic that argues against an institutionalized understanding of

the ritual is the egalitarian practice of the ritual.
80

Rather than its being performed by a

recognized body within the church, the ritual action seems to be open to all its

members.81 Thus, apostles as a group (6:6; 8: 17), or as individuals perform the ritual

(19:5; 28:8). Prophets and teachers perform the ritual (13:3). The collective local

church also has occasion to be included in the rite (6:6b; 13:3b). Finally, individual

disciples are also moved to perform the ritual action (8:7, 13; 9: 17). Clearly, the pioneer

nature of the church dictates that all believers become front-line executioners of God's

purposes. Luke's understanding of the sovereignty of the Spirit demands an environment

where all believers of Jesus become candidates for the prompting of the Spirit.

By way of summary, the foliowing functions are seen in Acts. First, the use of

laying-on of hands to heal is well attested and implied as an ongoing ministry in Acts. As

a tradition, it goes back to the Lord himself. When the apostles heal by hand-imposition,

g°In Luke the laying-on of Lands is solely the prerogative of the Lord. The

disciples are never shown exercising the ritual.

81Conzelmann, The Theology ofSaint Luke, 217-18, emphasizes the lack of

development ofministries reflected in the foundational period of the church, ministries
that were prooably in full bloom at the time of the writing ofActs. Conzelmann's point is
crucial. He asserts "There is no definite link in the transmission of office. All the

emphasis is on the special part played b�' those who function prominently in the
transmission of the Spirit, not ofparticular offices." George B. Caird, New Testament

Theology (New York: Penguin Books, 1963),224., also concludes, "As for the question
ofwho should administer baptism or the laying-on of hands, the New Testament is

completely indifferent. The one thing which may be ruled out is that either was a

monopoly of the apostolate." (ItalJCS mine).
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their practice mimics the healing acts of Jesus in the Gospel ofLuke. However, other

uses with no traditional foundation in Jesus include: (!) identifying the subjects as

members of the larger body, (2) conferring levels of authority to candidates, (3)

symbolizing tile separation of persons from the church: and (4) imparting the Holy Spirit

to believers. Though their diversity is apparent, does Luke offer a way to integrate them?

In Acts, the theme ofGod's providence over the death and resurrection of Jesus

gives a theological basis for understanding the significance of the ritual.
82

Luke does not

portray the death of Jesus as an accident of history. To the contrary, G. B. Caird notes:

The Christians were convinced that this death, together with the life that pre��ded it
and the resurrection which followed, were "the great dungs God has done."

George Eldon Ladd, commenting on Luke's theology, also notes, "Although Jesus was

killed by lawless people, his death happened according to the definite plan and

foreknowledge ofGod (2:23).,,84 Throughout Acts, Luke takes up the theme from

Jewish tradition that ail things are ultimately in God's sovereign control, and makes it a

82For a discussion of Luke's theology see J. Jervell, Luke and the People ofGod
(Minneapolis: Augsburg Press, 1978); R. Maddox, The Purpose ofLuke-Acts
(Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1982); Eduard Schweizer, Luke: A Challenge to Present

Theology (London: SPCK, 1982); S. G. Wilson, The Gentiles and the GentileMission in
Luke-Acts (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1973).

83Caird, New Testament Theology, 27.

84
George Eldon Ladd, A Theology of the New Testament (Grand Rapids: Wm. B.

Eerdmanns Publishers, 1974),366. Cf Acts ,1:28. C. H. Dodd, The Apostolic Preaching
and its Developments (New York: Harper & Row Publishers, 1936), 34, identifies this
aspect as integral to the earliest preaching of the Church. Says Dodd, "The great act of
God had already passed through the stages of the sending of the Messiah, His miraculous
works and authoritative teaching, Hi 5", death (according to the determinate counsel and

foreknowledge ofGod), His resurrection and His exaltation to the right hand ofGod."
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vital aspect in the life of the early church as well.85 Though never stated in so many

words, the early church grows with an implied understanding that a divine purpose

governs an the circumstances that are encountered. Thus, even when persecution comes,

the church sees its trials as within the framework of a divine plan that cannot be thwarted.

To be sure, Luke never makes people to be puppets of a rigorous divine determinism.

Adversaries from without (9:1-5; 8:18-24; 23:1-5; 28:17-29), and people from within the

church (5: 1-11; 15: 1-5, 22-2�) are seen as fully accountable for their actions. It is simply

that such a profound sense ofGod's superintendency brings with it a surprising benefit.

Hans Conzelmann understands this when he writes:

Because God alone ordains, the course of events is hidden from us, but on the other
hand for the very same reason we can be certain that the plan will be carried through.
We receive, not knowledge, but assurance, thro�&h the sending of the Spirit (v. 8)
and through fulfilling one's calling as a witness.

Thus, at an implied level, the ritual conveys assurance that God's hands are indeed at

work in the world God is at work through the Spirit, that is bestowed to give perfect

assurance (Rom. 3:15; 1 Cor. 3:16; Gal. 4:6; Eph. 1:13; 1 John 4:2-4).

As introduced above, Luke supports the belief in the governance ofGod by

incorporating the complementary idea that the Spirit ofGod was given to individual

believers and that God's Spirit permeated the life of the primitive church. Thus, what is

merely propositional (God over history) is reinforced with the experiential (God's Spirit

H\:::&ird, New Testament Theology, 69-73, shows the pre-existence of the belief
that the world is under the control ofGod in prophetic, wisdom, and apocalyptic Jewish
writings. See also Conzelmann, T71e Theology ofSaint Luke, 152.

fl6]b' 1
, 10.
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in the believer individually and corporately in the church). The impact of this experience

is crucial because Luke shows that through the Spirit the church grows numerically (2:4,

37-42; 8:26-40; 9:31; 10:44-48; 13:4··5; 16:6-]0; 19:1-7), and unites spiritually (10:9-48;

11: 11-18, 15:8-11; 20:28). Again, Ladd notes:

The baptism with the Spirit is the act of the Holy Spirit joining together into a

spiritual unity people of diverse racial extractions and diverse social backgrounds so

that they form the body ofChrist .-, the ekklesia.... The ekklesia is not to be viewed

simply as a human fellowship, bound together by common religious belief and
experience. 8� is this, but it is more than this: It is the creation ofGod through the
Holy Spirit.

The view of the Spirit's involvement in the creation of the church is powerfully

presented in the ritual act of hand-imposition. As stated earlier, the conferral of the Spirit

seems to be unique in literature of the time. Research of comparative sources revealed

no similar rituals, If this holds true, the use of laying-on of hands to confer the Spirit's

presence in a believer would certainly introduce an unprecedented usage. However, even

if similar rituals were shown to exist, the giving of a personal being through a person

communicates a distinct relational message nonetheless. In this vein, F. F. Bruce offers

an appealing interpretation as to why the conferral of the Holy Spirit was specifically

withheld from the Samaritans until the arrival ofPeter and John. To erase the long-held

dislike between Jews and Samaritans (In. 4:9), Bruce says that "some special evidence

may have been necessary to assure these Samaritans, so accustomed to being despised as

outsiders hy the people of Jerusalem, that they were fully incorporated into the new

8'"7I
Ladd, A Theology of the New Testament, 384.
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community of the people ofGod.,,88 Because God's sovereign action is perpetually

made evident through the work of the Spirit, the ritual action most certainly helped to

show the spiritual significance it embodied; God touches people of diverse cultures, and

unites the redeemed as members of the body ofChrist.

At the beginning the questicn is raised as to why the function of the ritual is

expanded in Acts. The answer lies lU the added role of disciples who evolve from being

"inert" to dynamic. apostles. So long as Jesus lived among his disciples, he was the center

of action. Everything that happens in the Gospel ofLuke is brought to pass by a power

and authority that is uniquely his. Although Jesus was under submission to his Father, he

acted with an independence that was born of a unique relationship. So identified is Jesus

with his Father that to anyone who sees him, "the work of Jesus seems identical with that

of the Father, therefore both can be designated as Lord and can be represented as the

..

f h 1. h
. . ,,89

mstrgator 0 t e events that t e commuruty now experiences.

Acts, however, presents the church and her leaners as recipients of the Spirit for

the empowerment of their work. As Hans Conzelmann shows, there is a difference

88Bruct:, 11,e Book ofActs, 182. 'While BflJCe'S position is tenable, it raises a

question about the lack ofthe ritual with Cornelius and his company (10:44-48) In light
of this it is this writer's opinion that the presence of the two Apostles in Samaria was
essential per se for the conferral of the Spirit. Note that on all occasions where the Spirit
is given to a group to demonstrate the advance of the Gospel to non-Jews apostles are

always present whether the ritual action is used or not. However, the communication of
a message of acceptance is intrinsic to the ritual action. Such a message would have been

felt on all occasions where the actiou transmitted the Holy Spirit, for apart from the
ethnic and racial differences that would have been healed the greater sense of the

acceptance of the Father would be communicated as well. Thus, ir: the ritual action, the
Spirit unites the one who laic hands with the one who was the object of the action.

89CoIL"':eimmm, 11,e T7wology ofSaint Luke. 184.
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between Jesus, W[O is the unique bearer of the Spirit, and believers who are filled with

the Spirit. Conzelmann makes this distinction clear:

Before his exaltation Christ is the only bearer of the Spirit, but in a special sense, for
he is not under the Spirit, as. we shall see. His endowment with the Spirit is
differentiated from the lat€ff outpouring upon the community by the very manner in
which the Spirit appears:

Both Conzelmann and B�I.ITett maintain that the twu manifestations of the Spirit are not

similar. Jesus, in effect, wears the Spirit as a sign to the powers and authorities of

darkness that he stands in a unique relationship to God. For the early church, however,

the experience of the Spirit is one of indwelling for the purpose ofgiving assurance,

acceptance, and guidance. The authority of the apostles is a conferred power that they

must always acknowledge by recognizing the true fountain of their decisions. Apostles

are not lise God, and Luke makes tills clear by reminding the reader that God, through

the Spirit, governs their actions within the kingcom.

The implications of the above for the expanded role of a ritual such as hand-

imposition are several. Generally speaking, whereas Jesus acts independently, the

apostles act in concert with the Holy Spirit, who is the vital agent in any demonstration of

power by the church. The constant mention of prayer associated with this ritual (e.g.,

Acts 6:6; 8: 15; 13:3; 28:8),. underscores their need of divine attendance. Secondly,

however, because the church is born of the Spirit at Pentecost, the needs of the disciples

were never those of a nascent church. Like all newborns, the church) by virtue of her

nature and mission, generated needs consistent with her expanding presence in the world.

901bid., 179. See also C. K. Barrett, The Holy Spirit and the Gospel Tradition
(London: SPCK, 1947), 101.



171

Thus, for instance, the disciples are never required to appoint people over the distribution

of food. Jesus has them serve in that capacity (Luke 9:10-17). Nor are the disciples ever

permanently sent away on mission from their small group. While they are sent out (Luke

9:1-6, 10; 10:1-20), they quickly return. Clearly, as the early church grows, it encounters

new and unprecedented problems that are addressed, in part, through ritual action.



CHAPTER FIVE

Laying-on ofRands in Luke and Acts: A Ritual Critical Study

Introduction

The previous two chapters of this study have been primarily focused on

theological inquiry. Like much of traditional theological research, the interpretive

observations have been largely based on the hypothesized redactional emphases of the

writer in the Gospel ofLuke And in Acts. While there has been an acknowledgment of

social factors which, in the narrative, contribute to bring the ritual performance about,

still, the social dimension has remained relatively free of formal critical analysis. Any

mention has been somewhat informal in nature.

Ritual criticism, which provides the focus of this chapter, seeks to integrate

traditional approaches of theological study with the very well developed sociological and

anthropological modes of analysis and interpretation.
1
However, there are some

challenges to making such an integration possible. While ritual critics study the

ritualization process primarily in the context of living and active religious life, biblical

theologians focus their attention on ancient texts. The subjects of study are radically

different in many respects. Social anthropologists observe living performance; biblical

theologians pour through sacred literature. The former study social interaction in the

IThe category "Ritual Studies" was coined in 1977 upon the first Consultation of
Ritual Studies at the annual American Academy ofReligion meeting. Ritology, as it is
also known, is thus a relatively new field of research in religious circles. See Ronald L.

Grimes, Beginnings in Ritual Studies (Columbia, S.c.: University of South Carolina
Press, 1995), xxv.

172



173

field, the latter literary analysis in the cloister. It is no mere academic question to ask

whether ritual research can yield positive results in the application of its methods to

biblical accounts of ritual. Are the tools of sociological analysis appropriate to interpret

ritual in the context of sacred literature? And, can traditional theological analysis coexist

with a new lexicography without feeling a threat to its dominance in the area ofbiblical

research? The following introduction to ritual, and the outline of Victor Turner's ritual

analysis will demonstrate the suitability of this interdisciplinary merger.

Religious Ritual and the Laying-on 0/Hands

Religious ritual dates back before the dawning of civilization. Archaeological

evidence reveals that prior to the inception of literacy or hieroglyphics, standardized

ritual actions were already well established.2 There is no doubt that ancient peoples,

sensing a need to communicate with forces they did not totally understand, appealed to

them with "body language," thus corrplementing their invocations with somatic

enactments. One may ask, "What kind of thinking lay behind these early expressions of

ritualized behavior?"

Modern research reveals that the evolution of ritual was shaped from the

beginning by beliefs which remained closely associated throughout its latter development.

There is no doubt that ritual initially grew out of people's desire to attain some thing or

condition which tor whatever reasons seemed beyond their immediate reach. S. G. F.

2Dictionary of the History a/Ideas, s.v. "Ritual in Religion," by S. G. F.

Brandon. Brandon notes that ritual actions have been identified in primitive cave

paintings dating to the Upper Paleolithic era (30,000-10,000 B.C.E.).
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Brandon has tra.ced the history of ritualized behavior.

3
He shows that its primordial

significance was that of imitative action through which such yearnings were expressed.

"For example," Brandon notes, "that the sprinkling ofwater on the ground would help

rain to fall," illustrates the basic idea. The principle behind imitative action was an

elemental belief that a corporal action would somehow produce a similar reaction.

Brandon believes that even as rituals evolved into very elaborate and complex

expressions, the imitative idea continued to underwrite the meaning of rites in general as

they spread throughout ancient Egypt, the Near East, and into the Greco-Roman world.4

While Brandon describes the origins of ritual, he only hints at a factor that may

have allowed both magical and religious practitioners to see its benefit in their respective

fields. There is a general agreement that magic and religion did not begin from one

fountain of tradition. In fact, these two approaches to life had significantly different

presuppositions from the start. Rituals, however, predate the emergence of either; and as

Brandon notes, "Fer a considerable period, ritua!s evolved without a corresponding

theology undergirding the action.,,5 The underlying assumption was that proper

performance alone produced the desired results.

3Ib'd .

I ., paSSIm.

4Tbid., ] 00. The embalming of pharaohs of the Fifth and Sixth Dynasties (ca.
2424-2300 B.C.E.) is a case in point. According to the Pyramid Texts ofEgypt, these
procedures were part of an elaborate funerary ritual. By the imitative action of

preserving a corpse from decomposition it was believed that the dead king would be
resurrected to new life through assimilation with Osiris. 'Whatever superstitious or
religious beliefs existed, if any existed, were non-articulate and only loosely implied. So
even the Egyptians who developed an elaborate ritology never labored to produce a

theology for how such actions were mimicked by their gods.

5Ibid., 101.



175
The non- ideological nature of ritual in its earliest expressions may well have made

it "legal tender" for both magical and religious traditions. Because the actions themselves

were common to human activity and no civilization had imprinted them indelibly with any

specific transcendental relationship, religious ar.d magical communities felt free to

incorporate them within the framework of their own world views. Brandon's recognition

of imitative action as the quintessence of ritual is significant. Not only is the imitative

element early> it became normative.6 But why? Simply because the imitation aspect of

ritual is thoroughly non-sectarian, it reveals a common human aspiration that cannot be

claimed by any particular religious tradition. Thus, just as religious traditions

appropriated and modified ritual elements into their cultus without sacrificing the

integrity of their beliefs, early Christianity also took up ritual aspects that were common

in the culture. The earlier history oj religions school did not fully appreciate this fact

when syncretistic associations were indiscriminately applied to the development of early

Christianity.

With the foregoing introductory considerations, the stage is set for discussing the

works ofVictor W. Turner, a pivotal figure who made the study of religious ritual his

life's work." It is hard to exaggerate the impact cfTumcr's views on the development of

6Ibid., 103, Brandon mentions later innovations in ritual {e.g., commemorative
ritual, substitutionary ritua.l). These later developments, however, did not replace the
imitative aspect but in some cases incorporated it as well.

7Victor W. Turner (1920-1983) devoted his professional life to the study of
religious behavior. He was an anthropologist associated with the Institute for Advanced

Study at Princeton, the University ofChicago, and the University ofVirginia. Turner

also supervised the Symbol, Myth, andRitual series for Cornell University Press. His
...vork is in the tradition of Claude Levi-Strauss who espoused a "structuralist" assumption
that there are fixed social laws that govern human thought and activity. Even though
groups may not have explicit knowledge of these structures, people and societies can no
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ritual studies. His views remain not only viable but inviolable, such that critics only

cautiously challenge his observations.8 Turner provides the base for interpreting hand

imposition in Luke's writings.

Victor W Turner andRitual Interpretation9
In 1969 Victor Turner published The Ritual Process: Structure andAnti-

Structure, a work that develops two characteristics features that are crucial to his analysis

of ritual performance in primitive cultures. These concepts, the recognition of

paradoxical social situations as the ground for ritual adaptation, and the evolution of

comunitas and liminality as conditions for addressing group crises, are of specific

relevance to this study.

more escape their influence than can a people peel away their skin. Turner began his field
research in the early fifties and eventually coalesced enough to advance generalized
observations of ritual description and function. His insights are drawn primarily from his
field work among the Ndembu people ofZambia in central Africa. For an analysis of
structuralism, see Claude Levi-Strauss, StructuralAnthropology, Claire Jacobson and
Brooke Grundfest Schoeps, trans. (New York: Basic Books, 1963).

8See William Doty's assessrnent ofVictor Turner's work in the field of ritual

interpretation. Mythography: The Study ofMyths andRituals (Tuscaloosa: University
ofAlabama, 1986),81-82.

9
VictorW TU111E:r's works include Schism and Continuity in an African Society

(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1957); Ndembu Divination: Its Symbolism
and Techniques, Paper NO.31 (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1961);
Chihamba the White Spirit, Paper No 33 (Manchester: Manchester University Press,
1962). In The Forest ofSymbols: Aspects ofNdembu Ritual (lthica, New York:
Cornell University Press, 1967), he devotes five chapters to theoretical questions about
symbolism, social structure, color classification, liminality, and the taxonomy versus

dynamics debate. In 1969 he published The Ritual Process: Structure andAnti
Structure (Chicago, TIl: Aldine Publishing Co., 1969), the Morgan Lectures which he

delivered at University ofRochester, April 5-14, 1966, and which reflect his most mature

thoughts on ritual theory.
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PQ7'Qdox and RitualAdaptation

The primary premise for Turner's methodology is his position that paradoxical

social situations are the ground that give rise to ritual development. For Turner, many

rituals come about as responses to a set of preexistent anomalous socia! facts. Thus,

because rituals are reactive, the proper recognition of the foundational crises are all

important.

The concept ofparadox in Turner's work needs greater clarification. Drawing

from the inherent meaning of the word as something that is incongruent, a contradiction,

or a dilemma, Turner understands social paradox as a condition that arises within the

community, and by so doing, challenges the traditional norms of the group. Paradox is

not a remote condition that the group muses over in some abstract fashion. Rather,

social paradox is always an imminent condition that stands as aprimafacie reality.

Given the existence of social paradox as Turner defines it, one can understand the

urgency which gives rise to ritual adaptation in a community. A condition of distress

severe enough to undermine the status quo creates the necessary context to release the

creative religious and spiritual forces of the community toward some resolution. In this

anxious process, as Turner notes, "structural contradictions, asymmetries, and anomalies

are overlaid by layers ofmyth, ritual, and symbol which stress the axiomatic value of key

structural principles with regard to the very situations where these appear to be most

inoperative."lO Thus, ritual adaptation relates directly to the offended aspect of

traditional social structure. Social anomalies of this type are real conditions that cannot

simply be removed or treated as inconsequential. Furthermore, so ineffective are the

10 .

Ibid., 47.
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normal processes of resolution that the community resorts to ritual adaptation in an

attempt to redefine the condition, and so allows life to continue.
11

Thus, ritual development as a reaction to social stress is a way to grapple with

unexpected and unforseen aspects oflife. Ritual is a way for the community to offer a

symbolic solution in the absence of ameliorating the condition altogether. The ritual

solutions can be quite novel. Groups. may choose ritual as a way to highlight cherished

values held by the community that allow the condition to be accepted. Whatever a

society chooses to adopt, says Turner, the purpose of these rites is to create a "detente,"

all
" p

owmg the cornmumty to endure the anomaly.
-

Communitas andLiminality

If paradox gives rise to ritual adaptation, communitas and liminality are internal

processes of the ritual actions itself, which allow it to develop with innovation and with

direct application to the social condition. The concept of Iiminality does not originate

----------

1]
Ibid. Turner gives the example of'twinship in Ndembu culture. For the

Ndembu, twins (multiple births) are paradoxical on two fronts. In a society that prohibits
the milking ofgoats lor human consumption it is difficult for a mother to supply adequate
nourishment by lactation. Multiple births are a real economic distress, particularly if one
of the infants needs to be nourished by another member of the group. More significantly,
however, the Nde.nbu believe that individuals are bum into a given slot in the family and
in the social order. Twinship is a direct challenge to social structuring. Turner elaborates
on the nature of the paradox created by multiple births. "Sibling order is another

important factor; older siblings exert certain rights over junior siblings and may in some

cases succeed to political oflice before them. Yet twinship presents the paradoxes that
what is physically double is structurally single and what is mystically one is empirically
two," See n.12 for three ritual adaptations employed.

12lbid. Turner shows that in the case of twinship, symbolic solutions range from
rituals that enact the processes of fusi :El. in nature (two becoming one), and bifurcation
(one becoming two), to the legitimacy ofplurality as society itself often expresses.
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with Turner. Using Arnold Van Gennep's The Rites ifPassage,

13
Turner understands

liminality as a phase during which "the state of the ritual subject becomes ambiguous."

Turner clarifies: "He passes through a realm or dimension that has none or few of the

attributes of the past or corning state, he is betwixt and between all familiar lines of

classification.,,14 Essential to the problem solving aspect is the suspension of traditional

ties to social order. A person is placed in "social limbo" where unorthodox remedies can

be explored. Note Turner's characterization of liminality:

Comrnunitas breaks in through the interstices of structure, in liminality; at the edge of
structure, in marginality; and from beneath structure, in inferiority. It is almost
everywhere held to be sacred or "holy," possibly because it transgresses or dissolves
the norms that govern structured and institutionalized r1gtionships and is

accompanied by experiences ofunprecedented potency.

It is clear that liminality, as Turner conceives of it, has an unpredictability about it.

Liminality demands and openness to all possible solutions Absent the restraint of

institutional order, liminal moments are free-flowing with uninhibited potential. For

Turner, rituals develop out of liminality; they are the product ofunfettered mind and

emotion laboring to ameliorate social stress.

Related to liminality, Turner advances the concept of comrnunitas, the corporate

expression of liminality If individualliminali.ty is to flourish, the social stratification that

13
Arnold Van Gennep, The Rites ofPassage (London: Routledge and Keegan

Paul Publishers, 1960). Van Gennep coined the term liminal from the Latin limen

signifying threshold, living in the outermost limits of the social system.

14Turner, in fact, identifies three transitional phases in rites of passage:

separation, limin or margin, and aggregation. For a detailed analysis ofliminality see

Appendix A in Victor Turner, and Edith Turner, Image andPilgrimage in Christian
Culture: AnthropologicalPerspectives (New York: Columbia University Press, 1978),
243-254.

15Turner, The Ritual Process, 128.
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is operative in the day-to-day affairs of the community must be suspended within the

context of the ritual action field. Underlying Turner's observations of communitas is the

society's belief that only liminality portrays true community because the barriers of

structure and status are ritually removed. In all of this, Turner underscores an important

idea related to ritual. Drawing [Tom Marrin Buber, Turner elaborates on the I-Thou

relationship.16 He further observes:

Instinctual energies are surely liberated by these processes, but I am now inclined to
think that communitas is not solely the product ofbiologically inherited drives
released from cultural constraint s. Rather it is the product of peculiarly human
faculties, which include rati9_l1l1ity, volition, and memory, and which develop with
experience of life in society.

Turner does not see communitas as some exercise in antinomian fancy. It is not simply

free association with no restraints. Rather, in the liminal sphere, it would seem that even

there, the powers of rationality, anri past experience (memory) give guidance and provide

boundaries to ritual development. In the end, however, while the group may find

appropriate responses, and even novel associations in its effort to integrate paradoxical

realities, still there are conditions so pronounced that the community may have to settle

either on a partial response or perhaps no response at all.
IS

-_._-----------

16Turnt:J" quoting Marrin Bubcr, The Ritual Process, 127, quotes, "Community is
the being no longer side l)y side but with one another of a multitude of persons. And this

multitude, though it moves toward one goal, yet experiences everywhere a turning to, a
dynamic facing of, the others, a flowing from I to Thou. Community is where community
happens."

17Ibid., 128.
18Ibid., 132. In chapter four of The Ritual Process, Turner gives further

definition to ideological ccmmunitas, a subcategory ofEminaI experience that "spells out
the optimal social condition under which existential conditions can be expected to
flourish." Chapter 5, "Humility and Hierarchy: The Liminality of Status Elevation and

Reversal," ] 68, Turner differentiates between the liminality of the strong and that of the
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Seven Properties ofRitual Symbols

For Turner, "The symbol is the smallest unit of ritual which still retains the

specific properties of ritual behavior; ir is the ultimate unit of specific structure in a ritual

context.,,19 Symbois can take the form of objects, activities, relationships, events,

gestures, and even spatial dimensions. A ritual enactment is composed of any number

and variety of such elements. In his work, Turner discovers that such symbols should not

be studied independently. Rather they should be studied in time sequence, in their

relation to other events in the ritual. He notes:

I came to see performances of ritual as distinct phases in the social processes whereby
groups became adjusted to internal changes and adapted to their external
environment. From this standpoint the ritual symbol becomes a factor in social
action, a positive force in any activity field. The symbols become associated with
human interests, purposes, ends, and means, whet�1f these are explicitly formulated
or have to be inferred from the observed behavior.

The flow ofmeaning within the symbolic structure of ritual is thus a key aspect

for Turner. He contends that the meaning of the symbols can be gathered and verified by

triangulation from three critical classes of data: (1) objective observations of ritual

enactment; (2) interpretations offered by specialists within the social order; (3) significant

contexts worked out by the anthropologist. The first two seem appropriate, self-evident

weak. He notes, "The liminality of those going up usually involves a putting down or

humbling of the novice as its principal cultural constituent; at the same time, the liminality
of the permanently structural inferior contains as its key social element a symbolic or
make-believe elevation of the ritual subjects to positions of eminent authority. The

stronger are made weaker; the weak act as though they were strong. The liminality of
the strong is socially unstructured or structured simply; that of the weak represents a

fantasy of structural superiority."

19Ibid., 19.

20Ibid., 20.
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and, perhaps, all that should be needed. Observing the ritual and inquiring from those to

whom the rite is an indigenous experience would seem the best way to arrive at a

satisfactory interpretation. But Turner points out that often ritual enactments have

elements that are not understood the same by all members of a social order. And even

more revealing, the interpretations of indigenous informants are often contradicted by the

way that people actually behave with reference to the symbol. Turner thus argues for an

ability to discriminate further and ask what the symbols mean to the various participants

and social observers of the ritual. The contexts worked out by the anthropologist is an

attempt to articulate why discrepancies and inconsistencies may exist in meaning by the

ritual participants and observants. Turner uses Carl Jung's understanding of a symbol as

"the best possible expression of a relatively unknown fact" to sustain his position that

symbols by their very nature invite contradictory interpretation based on the particular

location of the participants in the community. Turner notes:

His vision is circumscribed by his occupancy of a particular position, or even a set of

situationally conflicting positions, both in the persisting structure of his society, and
also in the rote structure of the given ritual Moreover the participant is likely to be

governed in his actions by a number of interests, purposes, and sentiments depe�?ent
upon his specific position, which impair his understanding of the total situation.

Ritual participants can read into a symbol a meaning they deem as axiomatic, which in

actuality may tum out to be a view that reflects their own interests. Turner believes that

only a trained interpreter who observes the ritual from an objective position can see the

real interconnections and conflicting dements of a ritual, and thus posit an interpretation

for aspects of the ritual ofwhich the social group in question may itself be unaware. To

aid the interpreter in analyzing symbolism with greater acuity Turner identified seven

7.1Ibid., 27.
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prope-rties inherent in ritual symbol, each ofwhich can yield valuable insight if properly

identified and understood. Their description follows.

One: Condensation, Unification, andPolarization ofMeaning

All symbols exhibit some or all of the following properties. Condensation is a

property that allows many things to be represented in a single ritual performance.

Unification is a property of symbols that allows for the interconnecting of seemingly

unrelated aspects through an appeal to analogous qualities or by some association in fact

or in thought. Symbols also exhibit the property ofPolarization ofMeaning. In this

case, the symbol itself gives indications as to whether it is to be interpreted by ideological

or sensory criteria. All three properties may exist in any given ritual enactment. The

symbols may also posses more than one of these properties. Analysis alone will

demonstrate which of these properties is predominant.
22

22W.A. Jayne, The Healing Gods ofAncient Civilizations (New York:

University Books, 1962),240-303, offers an example that manifests these three
categories from a healing ritual of Asklepios, a healing divinity from Greek antiquity.
Condensation is manifested by the evocation ofhealing legends associated with the

demigod, implications drawn from the locale of the shrines, the collaboration of various
divinities in the miracle, the balance of natural and divine powers invoked, cultural beliefs
that the gods communicated through dreams, and more suggested in the ritual
experience. Unification can also be seen at work. Though inconceivable to the modern

mind, ancient Greeks drew a direct correlation between the healing touch of a god and a

serpent or a dog's bite, Also, consider the logical uniting of healing with wholesome
environments. Polarization ofmeaning ;,s also evident. The sensory elements associated
with the Aesculapius hand imposition healing ritual (baths, fastings, purgations, blood
sacrifices, ointments, hand imposition, et al.) correlate physiologically to societal

representations ofwell-being (e.g., bathing symbolizes cleanliness which symbolizes
purity which symbolizes health). On the other hand, the ideological pole reinforces the

components ofa societies social order and structural belief system (e.g., the ancient
Greeks considered healers akin to the gods; the need for sacrifice associated with healing
suggests that the culture may have considered personal sin a factor in ill health).
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TWin: Dominant Versus Instrumental Symbols

Victor Turner recognizes two categories of symbols. The first, dominant

symbols, represent either eternal values and/or non-empirical beings. These symbolic

elements may govern the overall significance of the rite or they may simply apply to one

of its aspects. Tn all cases, however, cominant symbols remain constant in their meaning

throughout the society's rituals. Turner considers these to be relatively fixed points of

referenc e. Quote: "They may be regarded irrespective of their order of appearance in a

given ritual as ends �1 themselves, as representative of axiomatic values .,,23 As such,

Turner sees these symbols as objects for morphological analysis; they are to be

understood intrinsically, in terms of their inherent structure and meaning and apart from

how they function within the ritual.

The second kind, instrumental symbols, are to be interpreted in terms of their

relative role in the ritual context. Again he clarifies, " ... each ritual has its own

teleology. It has its explicitly expressed goals, and instrumental symbols may be regarded

as means of attaining those go:�Js.,,24 Instrumental symbols are thus multi-vocalic.

Within culturally recognized parameters, Turner maintains, 'The symbols utilized are

classified according 10 the goal structure of the specific simation.,,25 He observes no

. . . .

I f" 1
' 26

Icultural stricture that grves a particutar e ement 0 ntua one permanent meamng. n

23Tumer, The Forest ofSymbols, 32.

24Ibid.

251, n Rit l P .11
. umer, .... Ile 1 l.a racess,.' , ..

26Ibid. His example of the ritual usage of the color combination red/white among
the Ndembu is illustrative. He notes, "Rathel', there are different planes of classification
which transect one another, and ofwhich the constituent binary pairs (or triadic rubrics)
are only temporarily connected: e.g., in one situation the distinction red/white may be
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somewhat unexpected fashion, the multi-vocality of certain symbolic aspects of rituals

actually allows them tc function as connectors, as symbols that lace separate planes of

classification within a ritual enactment.

For Turner, the multi-vocal character of certain symbols carries major

implications. That symbolic elements can convey different meanings within one ritual

performance is particularly telling when one understands the connection that exists

between ritualized actions and real life situations. For Turner, interacting with the people

who live within the symbolic universe of a ritual system will always provide the internal

logic that makes sense out of ritual behaviors and actions that seem inconsistent. Cultural

knowledge is needed to understand the sociological mechanisms that allow such

metamorphic transmigrations ofmeaning. The principle ofmulti-vocality in symbols

relates directly to the complexities of life. People are never one dimensional, they can at

times live in contradiction. The multi-vocality of symbols indicates that "such properties

are wrapped up in a material integument shaped by their life experience.
,,27

Three: Provinces ofExplanation

The temporal changes in social relationships are the focus of this property.

Turner believes that symbols often instigate social action, thus, they are not merely

reflective but equally catalytic. He speaks of them as "forces," inclining persons or

groups to action. As such, it behooves the anthropologist to take note of the various

ways in which social behavior is directed toward and by the symbolic element. Often this

homologous with male/female, in another with female/male, and in yet another with
meat/flower without sexual connotation."

27
Ibid., 42.
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behavior can become stereotyped in relation to specific ritual elements. The fact of social

activity is n constant, that when noticed, can yield the existence of attitudes not overtly

sanctioned in the group.

Four: Interpretation ofObservedEmotions

Turner encourages the analysis of concomitant emotional expression. As he sees

it, emotional expenditure is a way for human passion and frailty to re-energize dominant

norms and symbols. Turner maintain; that the energy required to reassert dominant

values is "borrowed" from the miming ofwell-known emotions. Tbus friendship, love,

hate, joy, sorrow, contentment, and fear are commonly expressed in most ritualized

actions. For Turner emotions affirm the dominant symbols of tribal cohesion.

Five: Situational Suppression ofConflict

Turner also contends that in any given ritual there is both an act of elevation and

one of suppression. Rituals validate dominant and enduring values. In so doing,

however, they sometimes suppress norms and values, which a minority sector of the

society may also deerr, significant. "Turner stresses that an interpreter will do well to be

sensitive to this development He notes
"

... the suppression from speech ofwhat might

be termed 'the behavioral meaning' of certain dominant symbols is highly relevant.,,28

This is simply a recognition that in any social structure there can be no monolithic assent

to a set of agreed-upon values. It is not that some values are overlooked. Turner says:

Thus, since different norms govern different aspects or sectors of social behavior,
and, more importantly .. since the sectors overlap and interpenetrate in reality, causing
norm conflict, the validity of several major norms has to be reaffirmed in isolation

--------------------

23""'d "9101 .,.) .
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from others and oUlsillf9the contexts in which struggles and conflicts arise in
connection with them.

Thus, rituals are themselves material evidence for the ongoing struggle within a society of

its internal conflicts over issues of values, norms, and expected behaviors. They attest to

the primacy of some ideals over that of others. Turner does concede that suppressed

norms are given veiled representation in the symbolic pattern. This aspect functions

somewhat like a recognition one would extend to a vanquished but formidable foe.

Six: Modes ofInference in Interpretation

Inference is a large part of ritual analysis. Turner stresses that it is only by having

an in-depth understanding of the total symbolic system that prcper inferences can be

drawn. In this effort, an understanding of action field and cultural contexts, and how they

complement each other, can prove useful. Action field context refers to the real-time

actions, symbols, and gestures that occur within the constraints of a ritual. Cultural

context refers to symbols that are regarded as clusters of abstract meaning in the broader

society. Often an investigator can literally "double-check" his/her impressions by being

aware of these repositories ofmeaning. Thus, Turner insists that proper analysis is

capable of detecting the complex relationships that exist between what is overt and what

has been suppressed, between the manifest and the latent.

Seven: Relativity of "Depth"

Turner challenges the notion of"leve!s of analysis" last. Though he held to

similar ideas earlier, he now maintains that to think in "levels" of analysis conveys the

2.9Th·d 41').• 1., .
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inference of depth, which he finds misleading. When one thinks in terms of depth of

analysis, the concept itself predisposes the investigator into thinking in hierarchical terms;

certain insights being more profound while others have a superficial meaning. Instead,

Turner stresses that any method used is merely a way to study a ritual process, which is

inherently dynamic. "Static analysis," he says, "would here presuppose a corpse, and, as

Jung says, 'a symbol is alive. ",30 In a field contex1., that is, with all the attendant aspects

in play, the meaning of a symbol or a whole complex of symbols in a ritual enactment

"appears as the resultant ofmany tendencies converging towards one another from

different areas ofbiophysical and social existence. The symbol is an independent force

that is itself a product ofmany opposed forces. ,,31 Turner's point is important. None of

the methodological issues can produce a "deeper interpretation" simply because of the

nature of the object under investigation. To the degree that a ritual reflects societal

conditions, the conditions are received by individual observers who interact for their own

ends with the meaning of that symbol Any postulate of "depth" is negated by the bias

inferred. Who is to say what meanings are "deeper" for any given participant?

implicationsfor RitualAnalysis In Luke andAci's

Can Turner's theory of ritual development prove valuable toward the analysis of

ritual action in Luke and Acts? MOl\: so, even if some ofTurner's properties of ritual

should be discernable in the accounts of hand imposition, would these in and of

themselves justify the use of his approach? It is essential, in this writer's opinion, that

30Ibid., 44.
311bid., 45.
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Turner's theory of ritual origin and development should pro'le to be satisfactory in

synthesizing the evidence comprehensively. The reason for this is simply that the

presupposition that rituals come about as liminal answers to paradox in the life of the

community is potentially capable of questioning long held views about the development

of early church life. If this is to happen, the challenge to the stock assumptions about the

origins ofChristian ritual must be predicated on the basis of a social theory that gives an

alternative but adequate answer to cuestions raised by the ritual phenomena as a whole.

Social Paradox, Anomaly andLuke's Use of the Hand Imposition Ritual

Analysis of the concept of social paradox or anomaly cannot be underestimated.

At the risk of seeming to speak from both sides of the mouth, paradox is not necessarily a

fatal development. While it does challenge the structure of a given community, the

anomaly need not be a catastrophic threat. Still, paradox is not msignificant. The issues

that bring about this kind of action are powerful enough that the community is compelled

to seek a resolution, thus harnessing cognitive and creative powers to find answers, or at

least tolerable conditions. In analyzing this issue, several questions are important. Does

the evidence in Luke's writings: (1) reveal Of imply a set of pre-existing conditions that

are irreconcilable or at odds with the community's structure, (2) does the evidence

demonstrate a concern within the community to address the anomaly, and (3) does the

evidence demonstrate some correlation between the condition and the ritual

development? The following discussion addresses this question.
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Analyzing the history of Judaism is b-eyond the scope; of this study_32 Suffice it to

say that many fine sources exist winch detail what Joseph Tyson has characterized as,

"Judea's turbulent history:,33 The issue of the trials experienced by the various

expressions of Judaism both in Palestine and in the Gentile culture is pertinent here.

Tyson, along witl. others, recognizes that Christianity itselfwas shaped by many of the

same tensions.34 In a similar vein to conditions that influenced middle Judaism as

Gabriele Boccaccini )'8S defined the phenomenon, the early church, likewise, experienced

stressful conditions. In fact, a case can be made that Christianity's embrace ofGentiles

probably created relationships that led to a unique kind oftension_35 Jurgen Becker thus

32
As noted in chap. two (pp. 98-101), Gabriele Boccaccini, Middle Judaism:

Jewish Thought, 300 B.C.E. to 200 CE: (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1991), 14,
understands Christianity to be every bit as a legitimate Jewish offspring as the Rabbinism
of the same period. Boccaccini notes: "Christianity and Rabbinism are the two most

successful Judaisms ofmodem times." The analysis which follows does not dispute this
position. In fact, the point being made is strengthened by the heightened recognition of
Christianity's stronger link to a common root ir. the historic Jewish faith. CertairJy, given
this integral connection, its move away from otner :ewish expressions had to be more
traumatic.

33Jose;:>h B. Tyson, The New Testament andEarly Christianity (New York:
Macmillan Publishing Co., 1984),63. See also Richard A. Horsley, and John A. Hanson,
Bandits, Prophets, andMessiah 's: PopularMovements at the Time ofJesus (San
Francisco: Harper & Row Publishers: 1985), "A. Typology of Popular Movements and
their Imolications, 244-59.

34Ibid. See also F. C. -Grant, Early Christianity and Society (New York: Harper
& Row Publishers, ]'9'1'/), W�10 analyzes economic, social and political aspects that
impacted Christianity.

35See John E. Stambaugh and David L. Balch, "Christianity in the Cities of the
Roman Empirc,"in Wayne A. Meeks ed. The New Testament in Its SocialEnvironment

(philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1986),140. Stambaugh and Balch point out aspects of
Gentile horne-life which were underlying tensions in early house churches. Note: "These
house churches were �he basic cells of the growing church, at a time when significant
social tensions surrounded the household in Ronan society (chapter 5). It is not
surprising, then, that much early Christian ethical exhortation is addressed to
household s." Boccaccini,Middle Judaism, 16, also acknowledges the momentous
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describes the job that lay ahead, once Christianity, initially a "type of Judaism" moved

away from its unrejected Jewish heritage:

To the extent that it was successful, the church had to clarify its relationships to the
law and the synagogue in a definitive way. To remain attached to the synagogue, as
was the case in Damascus, meant to force Gentile Christians to observe a minimum of
the purity regulations contained in the law (e.g., Lev. 17-18). But even then the

relationship with the synagogue would tum into a permanent state of conflict. From
Damascus Paul was somewhat familiar with these problems. There can be no doubt
about the new solution Antioch adopted: the name Christianoi (Acts 11 :26; see
chapter 3,d) is an unmistakable indication that the church detached itself from the

synagogue. With this step it had freed itself from the obligation to observe Jewish

purity laws and the circumcision commandment but had also placed itself outside
Judaism and its affiliation with the people of salvation. Until then this connection had
not been severed by any Christian group within the synagogue. This solution,
however, provided the freedom to proclaim the Gospel directly to the Gentiles and to

shape the life of the church on the basis of the Gospel alone. But the new problems
were serious enough: How should one work out the relationship to those Jewish
Christian communities that remained within the synagogue? How, without
circumcision, could one describe one's spiritual decent from Judaism, especially since
Jesus and the apostles wer�tews? Antioch's step was a very risky venture into
rough, uncharted territory!

It seems clear that early Christianity was an emerging Jewish belief system that struggled

to find its identity. Boccaccini in fact affirms "Christianity and Rabbinism each had much

to gain by disinheriting the other and 0y cutting off as soon as possible an unpleasant

relationstjp.,,37 At some point Christian Judaism saw fit to jettison the rituals of non-

messianic Judaism (e.g., circumcision) became of its distinctive reading of the scriptures

ofIsrael. As a general rule, the church, by virtue cfits resurrection faith, found previous

changes that developed once Christianity "forsook the practice of the law and became

mostly a Gentile movement." See also Boccaccinis reference to S.J.D. Cohen, 16, n.18.

36Jiirgen Beker, ed. Christian Beginnings: Word and Communityfrom Jesus to

Post-Apostolic Times, A. S. Kidder, and R. Krauss, trans. (Louisville, Ky.:
Westminster/John Knox Press, 1993), l·n-4S.

37
Boccaccini, Middle Judaism, 16.
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practices incongruous with its message. Previously sanctioned behaviors became

paradoxical. So, tor member s of the church who saw circumcisicn as the visible bond

with the people ofGod, how was the trauma of its "obsolescence" ameliorated? Becker

goes on to suggest that the ritual was replaced by the church's emphasis on "election

through the gospel, baptism in the name of JesU3, the gift of the Spirit, unity with Christ,

brotherly love, and the common hope of the imminent return of the Lord.,,38 It is telling

that the rejection of such a paradigmatic rite as circumcision would necessitate such a

multifaceted response. Becker notes the articulation of core beliefs. (election), the

introduction of a distinctly Christian ritual (Christian baptism and conferral of the Holy

Spirit), and the reassuring balm ofbrotherly embrace and eschatological hope. What

Beker, in fact, demonstrates is the substantial power of religious survival at work. Here

the actions of the community reveal the gravity of the anomaly and their active role in

reintegrating the frayed strands of the community in light ofa post-"Jewish" existence.

While a general case can be made, do the rituals of hand imposition show that

they are responses to paradoxical conditions? The healing ritual serves as a test case.

Question 1: Is there a set ofpre-existing conditions that are irreconcilable with

the community's structure? A clear case can be seen from the hen ling practices of Jesus

and the apostles. First, It ca.'). certainly be argued that experientially, disease is anomalous

to life in view ofnormal hopes and desires. Disease almost always leads to questions

about its injustice, particularly when the ill are children, or people who represent those

whom God cares for (Luke 6:20-21; 18: 15-17). More to the point, however, for Luke,

disease is almost always demonic and oppressive; it is never represented as mild or
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treatable (e.g., Luke 4:32; 5:40-41;7:21-23; 8:26-36; 13: 16; Acts 5: 12-16; 19: 11-12).

Illness described in Luke is extreme and life-threatening, or at least life-debilitating (Luke

6:9; 7: 11-16; Acts 3:2-8; 8:4-8; 14:8-10). Thus the paradoxical aspect of disease in

Luke's v.ritings is that those who are characterized with a sickness are generally noble

and truly worthy of compassion (e.g., Luke 5:38-39; Acts 9:32-35,36-43; 28:7-10). The

sick are never characterized as deserving ofmaladies or as people who are suffering the

consequences of personal or ancestral iniquity.

Question 2: Is there a concern within the community to address the anomaly?

Note that the attitude of the sick in Luke is not generally one of stoic resignation. To the

contrary, the extreme measures to which people go to find healing suggests an implied

reluctance to give in to the condition. The sick, particularly in the Gospel, are

characterized as searchers after healing (e.g , Luke 5: 12··14). Thus, there is a drive not

only from the sick, out alsc fro:n those dose to the sick who wish to gee their loved ones

healed (e.g., Luke 5: 18-20; 7: 1-5; Acts 5: 14-16). Not surprisingly, whenever the sick are

mentioned as a group, or a sick person is pointed out individually, generally a ritual cure

follows. The acknowledgment of sickness is never mentioned without also a healing.

Furthermore, in the healing action as demonstrated in chapter three, the act of healing

carries theological associations that suggest the inauguration of the favorable year of the

Lord. The healing action previews the eventual eradication of disease. There is thus

every indication that both from the sick as from the. ritual performer the resolution to the

anomaly is aggressively pursued .

. Questton 3: is there some correlation between the condition and the ritual

development? HI�re the evidence is unmistakable, rhe point need not oe belabored. In
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the Gospel ofLuke, as shown, hand imposition is used exclusively to heal. The Book of

Acts is somewhat different. While there are no direct references which show the

Jerusalem apostles healing through hand imposition it is reasonable to assume that the

healing ritual was an on-going activity. Apart from the apostles, Ananias and Paul both

use the ritual to heal. Thus the three questions are addressed appropriately by the ritual

development.

Healing rituals aside, the remaining ritual functions also exhibit conditions that

give validity to Turner's approach. The evidence in Acts 6 is compelling. The preexisting

and intolerable paradox is the ill treatment ofHellenist widows. This is particularly an

acute crisis, if, as the passage implies, adequate care is provided for Palestinian widows

of the believing community. Surely this imbalance runs counter to all the values held by

the church and her Lord. Secondly, Acts 6: 1-6 is, in effect, an account that describes

how the community addresses the crisis. The amelioration of the stressful condition is

akin to something Jesus would have done. The apostles draw from their own experiences

with the Master (Luke 9: 10-17). The response, however, is not a carbon copy of the

feeding of the multitudes. The response is novel; both the twelve apostles and the

community at large see an opportunity to combine their efforts to bring about a

resolution. For the community the identification o:'� a select seven from their own

provides an opportunity to show that it is taking care of its house. From this perspective

it is also logical to see the apostles participate in the creation and execution of a ritual

ceremony.

The laying-on of hands to confer the Holy Spirit also contains facets adequately

expla.ined by Turner's sociological theory. This study has argued that the imposition of
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hands to confer a personal presence is unique to the church. While the ritual was used to

convey the blessings of a divinity or a healing power, or in various other ways as the

second chapter shows, the New Testament in general proposes the actual and total

transmittal ofGod's Spirit to the ritual recipient. Luke follows in this vein by showing

the Jerusalem apostles and Paul as intentional in this as the fundamental purpose of the

ritual action. Thus the giving of the Spirit is not coincidental but rather pivotal to the

success of the ntual action.

The giving of the Spirit begs the question as to why such an event should have

developed in the first place. Unfortunately, space limitations permit only a rough outline.

First, the stressful condition which gives rise to the ritual action is the absence of Jesus

from the community of believers. John's Gospel demonstrates the anxiety created by the

realization that the disciples would soon be losing their Lord (John 13 .31-17:27). John,

however, also develops the concept of the enduring presence of Jesus with his

disciples.39 In Luke's gospel the removal of Jesus from the disciples is particularly

traumatic.40 Jesus is never depicted as some temporary leader who shows the way only

to step aside eventually and allow his followers to move ahead and reach "ioftier

heights." The disciples without Jesus are truly a pathetic IDt. The paradox is simply that

Christianity without Christ is absurd and unthinkable!

The Book ofActs goes a long wa.y towards narrating how the crisis is resolved.

Luke begins with the assumption that the giving of the Spirit ofGod would precede any

39
George Eldon Ladd, A Theology of the New Testament, Revised Edition

(Grand Rapids: Wm .. B. Eerdrnans, 1993),330-33, defines the relationship that exists
between Jesus and the Spirit as another paraclete (6A,,0·v rrap<lKAY]ToV).

40L k "','-' '9 2' I 43u e ... .J: '-t; 't: -
.
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mission by the apostles. It is clear that while the disciples are "Spiritless," their posture is

one of expectation.
41

Only when the Spirit comes upon those in the upper room does

the group begin its mission. Many scholars have seen the subsequent ritual actions in

Acts 8 and 19 as corollaries to the A.�t" :2 event. The Pentecost event rectifies the

paradox, the subsequent conferrals of the Spirit through ritual action function

dynamically in transmitting the Spirit, but they also echo hack to Pentecost. Through the

ritual, the presence of Jesus through the Spirit is made real to believers again. Such a

presence is not like the one enjoyed before the crucifixion, but it is no less real. Divine

action and ritual have been marshaled to impress on the people the restored nearness of

their Lord.42

The giving of the Spirit through ritual action conveys forcefully the benevolence

ofGod who provides lavishly the needs of those who believe. Laying-on of hands has a

symbolic side to it that implies the attendance ofGod over human affairs. Present in

almost aJI situations, is an unstated consensus that somehow God's presence is being

represented in the action. This aspect is so self-evidently true, to question it flies in the

face of trans-cultural practices and long-standing beliefs.43 Regardless of the specific

function, almost always the hands of the practitioner are a human representation of the

power invoked. In the New Testament, whenever the hands are used in a ritualized

fashion, they always symbolize the power ofGod, or more generally, the presence of God

41See Luke 24:49

42The remaining ritual function (symbolizing tongues as offire) is an aspect of
this ritual event. This symbolic aspect is more appropriately treated under the properties
of symboi, specifically that of Unificcaion. and Dominant Vs. Instrumental Symbols.

43See Encyclopaedia ofReligion andEthics, s.v. "Hand," by 1. A. MacCulloch.
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the Father with His peopJe.44 Thus, the ritual action used to transfer the Holy Spirit

portrays God as the giver of this gift.

A further word about liminality and communitas is now in order. Turner also

understands these concepts as reflective of a social condition, so far out on the margin

that it defies institutionalized structure, and yet it paves the way for a new structure. As

Turner defines this social state, Jesus clearly embodies liminal life. Note Turner's

understanding ofliminality:

Typical ofmost liminal states is a quality ofatemporality. We are presented, in such
rites with a moment in and out of time, and in and out of secular social structure,
which reveals, however fleetingly. .. some re-cognition of a generalized social bond
that has ceased t9t.�e and has simultaneously yet to be fragmented into a multiplicity
of structural ties.

Elsewhere Turner notes, "Liminality is thus a period of structural impoverishment and

symbolic enrichment.,,46 The associations ofTurner's characterizations with the life of

Jesus is striking. Viewed as a whole, there is little doubt that the life of Jesus is

developed as paradigmatically liminal. There is an "atemporality" about his life in the

sense that "the kingdom ofGod," wh.ch be proclaims and which he inaugurates, is unlike

any existing social structure. And yet he proclaims that the Kingdom will have concrete

world implications.I" To the degree that Jesus is liminal the social bonds are severed;

there is a rejection of the dominant values of the world in which he lives. However, he

does not discount social interaction per se, but proposes an alternative (albeit mystic and

44""dJ.ul .

45Turner, The Ritual Process, 96.
46r" 'd01.

47CfLuke9:1-6; 10:9-11; lL�-4,20; '12:22-34; 19:11;2131;22:18.
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enigmatic), he looks forward to a future reintegration through redeemed social structure

and community.

The achievement of the latter (reintegration into community) is made possible

through what Turner calls the profuseness cf"symbolic enrichment" during liminal

episodes. This is important, for it is the contention of this study that it is the church, in

the ultimate analysis, which is charged with the task of deciphering (fragmenting) the

implications of the paradigmatic life of Jesus. There is never a complete blueprint given

to his disciples. There is, however, a wealth of symbolism, ritual action, and behavior, all

ofwhich gives direction for the character of the kingdom as embodied in the church. If

this analysis is sound, the disciples, by virtue of their commitment to Jesus, also share in

his liminality and become a communitas society in the making. In Acts, the early church

reflects the nature of a body living and evolving in liminal terrain. The various

impromptu meetings and "official councils" held (1:12-14; 2:1-4; 4:23-33; 8:14; 10:26-

30; 11:1-18; 15:6-29; 20:17-38) to address theological issues suggest that the church had

yet to coalesce into a body with fixed institutions and traditions. The pneumatic led

developments of people such as Barnabas, Stephen, Philip, Paul and his company, and

others, demonstrates that the church's position has not yet solidified. To the contrary,

the term "unhindered" (OK(J.)j\lhw<;) on which note the Book ofActs ends, quite

adequately characterizes the nature ofecclesiological developments in Acts. Plainly

stated, while the Gospel ofLuke portrays Jesus as a. liminal figure, Acts projects the

church as a communitas group moving in the direction of structure. To the degree that

this is an ongoing process, the vanous rituals are the product of such growing pains.
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Properties ofRitual andLaying-on ofHands in Luke's Writings

Having addressed the suitability ofVictor Turner's presupposition as generally

applicable to ritual development in Luke's witness of the hand imposition ritual, the

various properties of ritual and how they operate and correlate in the ritual process

follows. Generally, it should be realized that the properties of any given ritual action will

be governed by the internal and contextual constraints of the action. More realistically,

the ability to interpret the rituals convincingly hinges on the amount and quality of

evidence Luke has giver. in his writings. Consequently, a ritual such as laying-on of

hands to heal can be more completely understood, since Luke has provided a greater

amount of relevant source data from which to draw. On the other hand, a ritual function

such as the giving of the Holy Spirit, which has significantly less attestation (only in

Acts), cannot be as conclusive a picture. Finally the symbolic ritual of separation of Saul

and Barnabas (Acts 13: 1-3) is given if. such a cursory way, many of its details are

effectively beyond recovery. Thus this study does not assume that ,11 the ritual functions

can be interpreted with the same degree of confidence. 'When greater numbers of people

perform the function, the level of confidence in the interpretive process increases.

Conversely, in the absence of corroborating or mitigating ancillary accounts, any

observations of a given ritual will need to be more tentative, Thus, the following analysis

is governed by such foregoing considerations.

In the following pages the hand imposition rituals in Luke's writings are analyzed

from three distinct aspects universal to all rituals: (1) Ritual properties and action fields;

(2) ritual properties and symbols and; {J) ritual properties and outcome. As will be

demonstrated, the first is a discussion about tile context of ritual. Tie second category



200

investigates intrinsic aspects of ritual in their dynamic interconnectedness. The third issue

explores the beneficial effects of ritual to the community.

Action Fieldand Laying-on ofHands in Luke's Writings

All the accounts of laying-on of hands in Luke and Acts are set in a ritual context,

an action field. The mere description cfthe event will of necessity convey information

about the field. With respect to Jesus' two healing rituals, the action fields in Luke's

Gospel are internally consistent. Both in the generalized account (Luke 4), as in the

specific example (Luke 13), the healing rituals take place on the Sabbath (4:31-40;

13: 10), while Jesus is teaching (4:31, Kat �v OlOG01<WV mhouc;; 13:6-9, 10, �v oE

OloaOKWV iv �lZX TWV auvaywywv), and initially, in or near a local synagogue (4:31,

Capernaum; 13: 10, Samaria?).48 The Sabbath, synagogue attendance, and rabbinical

teaching are, of course, three facets of Jewish religiosity intricately linked. What else

happened on a Sabbath? The action field is clearly and intentionally a religious one. Can

one simply suppose that the healing events were meant to be taken solely on a secular

level? It seems not.49 Set in the context ofIsraei's distinctive focus, it would seem that

Jesus healed at a time when he would find "Israel" united in worship.
50

The ritual events

48
As noted earlier in chap. three, !1. 6, Luke 5: 13 is an exception. While the text

deviates from the predominant pattern, the theological construct of the writer is not
compromised.

49There is no intent to propose that healing only took place on the Sabbath.
Jesus did heal at other times (e.g., 5:17-26; 6:17-19; 7:1-6; 8:40-56; 9:37-43; 18:35-43).
The absence of the Sabbath motifwith its attendant aspects as defined, would seem to

dictate a different action field. Unfortunately an analysis of these accounts lies outside
the scope of this study.

50There are two Sabbath healing accounts in which he does not use hand

imposition but which include the same aspects identified above (cf 4:31-37; 6:6-11).
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were geared to present Judaism a dramatic alternative to the traditional occurrences of

the day of rest.
51

Following this presupposition the ritual actions are held in the open

with his disciples, multitudes of the sick and their helpers, and adversaries (13: 17, ol

dvriKt:l!lcYOl).

Continuing with healing rituals, Acts shows an expanded pattern. Different from

the n::!.ITOW window of Sabbath observance, the Jerusalem church worships daily (Acts

2:46-47; 5:42; 20:7; cf. I Cor. 16:1). This being the case, healing events happen at any

time (Acts 5: 12-16; cf. J: 1-11; 19:8-]2). Apart from the days in which ritual actions

took place, however, both the religious motif continued as did their public performance.

As with Jesus, the healing rituals were also open to public viewing such that crowds

along with their siek and antagonistic elements continued to be present (cf 5:12-18;).

Acts also shows, however, that as the church moved forward beyond the borders of

Judea, Gentiles in general became observers (14:1-7; 28:8-9) and also "would be"

imitators (8:9-2(); 19:1 ]··17) who attempted to mimic the ritual actions.52

However see Luke 14: 1-6, a Sabbath healing that takes place in the home of a Pharisee
rather than the !oeal synagogue. Note however, a similar teaching tradition to that found
ill the healing of the woman side for eighteen years (13:15; cf. 14:5).

51The tact that these healing events. take place in the context of teaching may be

significant. Sec Robert H. Stein, The Method andMessage ojJesus' Teaching
(Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1978),4, who sees a strong correlation between
the people's designation of Jesus as a prophet who spoke with authority and his ministry
of signs and wonders.

52;!\Jlamas' healing ofPaul through tl-e laying-or of hands (Acts 9: 17-20) may
have happened in the presence of disciples in Damascus (9: 19). Also, religious
overtones are evident, thus, Luke mention's Saul's time of prayer and tasting. Moreover,
immediately after the reception of the Spirit, which happens concurrently with the

healing, Saul is baptized. Concerning the healing ofPublius' father (Acts 28:7-9) the
action field is not given in the backdrop of a "Jewish" or Christian religious context.
STili, an argument Gall be made that dements of divine attendance are perceived (viz. v. 6,
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As mentioned earlier, the Book ofActs expands the ritual functions thus making

the action fields more varied. The action field for the conferring of the Holy Spirit is

significantly different. There are two accounts that relate this ritual (Acts 8:14-17;

19: 1-9). Although the Samaritan event happens first chronologically, it is evident that the

conversion of the disciples of John is fuller in its detail. However, there are no significant

inconsistencies between the two accounts. Together they corroborate the following

aspects: (1) both the Samaritans and John's disciples received the proclamation of the

gospel as a precondition (8:14a; cf 19:4-5a), (2) both of the groups are baptized in the

name of Jesus as a precondition (8: 1 Sb; cf 19: 5),53 (3) both groups receive the hand

ritual by way of an apostle, and (4) both groups experience the manifestation of

glossolalia subsequent to the hand imposition ritual (implied in 8:18-19, cf 19:6).54 The

Samaritan event reveals the presence of Simon witnessing the event. Also, the Ephesians

account reveals questions that were posed to the ritual candidates (19:2-3), something

that may, or may not, have been done in Samaria. Generally speaking, the action field for

this event was set on any given day of the week, and also:. most likely done in a very

Paul seen as a god; '1. 9, multiple healing events, echoing Luke 4:40).

53Wpjle some propose that in Acts 19:5 the giving of the Spirit was concurrent
with the act ofbaptism, the text is ambiguous. Note also that in Jesus' baptism (Luke
3 :21) his baptism is not given with any detail, but more importantly, is tied to all the

baptisms given on that day and set as a past event prior to the giving of the Spirit. On

�amlaeEVTO<; KULlTpom:uxoIlEVOu, see John NoUand, Luke 1-9:20 (Dallas, Tex.:
Word Publishers, 1989), 160.

54The presence ofglossolalia is reasonable to infer (See chap. four, pp. 153-61).
The added detail :n Acts 19 may be dr.e, in part, to the fact that this is Paul's ministry in
the giving of the Spirit. Luke intends the account to parallel, in a general way, the
ministry and authority ofPeter who also was instrumental in conferring the Spirit with the
attendant glossolalia (8:18-19, 10:44-48; cf 19:6).
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public manner. The fact that Simon was a witness to the actions suggests that others may

have been present as well. Keep in mind that the paradigmatic event to which both of

these occurrences point was the outpouring of the Spirit at Pentecost, an event with

public manifestations.T' However, unlike the healing ritual, which often happened in the

context of a community ofbelievers, these actions are taken at the frontier of the

church's expansion. The church as au established body is not present. Thus in Acts 8: 14

the Jerusalem church hears of the Samaritan's conversion post facto, and in Acts 19:8-10

it is the ritual action itself that leads to establishing the church in lower Asia Minor.

The action fields for the identification and empowering of the Seven (6: 1-6) and

the separation of Saul and Barnabas (13: 1-3) are of a different category altogether.

Unlike the previous cases, which deal with people who are initially unbelievers and

necessarily set in the open, these are wholly internal ritual actions. The action fields are

limited to groups within the churches in question, as is the dynamic exchange between the

participants, Whereas in the public riruals the church is presented in a unified light over

and against the backdrop of external forces, within its membership xhere is revealed a

significant differentiation. Thus in the Jerusalem church the sub-groups include the

Apostles, Hellenistic widows, Hebrew widows, the broader church body, and a select

group of seven to minister to the chF�ch56 Similarly, Acts 13: 1-3 reflects a modified set

of circumstances. Set completely within the Antioch congregation, the number of groups

5511 IS worth noting that both at Pentecost (2: 12), as well as Samaria (8: 19),
outsiders misinterpret the events. Only through apostolic intervention (e.g., 2: 14-36;
8'20-25) is the event set in a proper perspective.

56There is no suggestion that deacons ( 01 OtaKOVOI ) as an established official

body wore created at this time. For purposes of this study the group should be seen as

functioning sc long as the need for which it was created continued to exist.
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identified is three: (he leadership of the church, the church in general, and similarly, the

separation of a select two (Saul and Barnabas) to fulfill a mission divinely perceived. In

both ritual events the action is undertaken to specify a number from within a larger body

and so to establish their special place in the growth of the church (e.g., 6:7; 13:48-49; et

al.). The action fields as heretofore described suggest a richness of social, communal,

and political interconnections, not to mention some intrigue as well. Following the

logical break between public and private rituals, the puhlic ritual actions will first be

addressed.

There must be a reason why talk of religion, like politics, is never easy. The

healing actions of Jesus, like those of his followers after him, were destined to create

controversy. First, public rituals would, under any set of conditions, invite an

unregulated amount of reaction. While much of it would be favorable and welcomed,

some of it would likely be critical and, perhaps, down right vicious. The laying-on of

hands to heal the sick reveals such a range of reaction. The action field in these rituals

reveals a maelstrom of emotion and concern. In fact, there is a sense in which every

participant and observant to the performance experiences a crisis unique to hislher

location. The following observations, while not exhaustive, are suggestive.

171e ritualperformer. There is certainly (.: level of anxiety that goes with putting

one's reputation en the line! To present ones self as a healer invites the invective of the

incredulous. Doubtless, ritual action aimed at dramatic and immediate results leaves little

cover in the absence of a successful attempt (viz., seven sons of Sceva). On the other

hand, should the ritual performance prevail m its intent, the performer is assured the

relentless onslaught of the desperate. Jesus is continuously pressured from both forces.
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The sick. In Luke, as in the New Testament, all the sick are characterized in the

most desperate of states Desperation and total disillusionment pervade the life and

outlook of the sick Moreover, there are indications that both legitimate doctors as well

as shysters and quacks are willmg to exploit the poo[.57 Only a person who has

experienced such a collapse of life could begin 10 give this aspect its due weight. For the

sick the crisis is extreme on both a physical and a psychic level. How much faith can one

muster in the face of continual disappointments?

The friends and relatives of the sick. It seems clear that the sick are not always

alone. In many cases the sick can count on friends and relatives to seek a healing on their

behalf These people bring with them many of the hopes and aspirations of the sick as

well. As relatives and friends they are motivated by compassion. Some are creatively

aggressive in seeking an audience. Some are daring in their advocacy for their friends

and loved ones. The fact that these people are characterized as traveing long distances

to seek out Jesus and th-e apostles reveals the intimacy of the connection they feel toward

the sick person. These trips were probably not easy, even in the most favorable of

conditions.
58

Beyond the: physical ami logistical challenges ofambulation, however, a

greater crisis for the friends is that 0: wising false hope thus causing further pain.

The crowds. This group ofpeople represent the totality of all possible attitudes,

motivations and interests. These range from th-e most altruistic and sacrificial to the

57
The Anchor Bible Dictionary, s. v. "Medicine and Healing,".by H. Clark Kee.

53.
I h '"..l ffici I if

.

d lik Ir ie means to transport a aicrcappeo person e- cient y, 1 It existe was e y
out of reach for many of the poor whom Jesus healed. In a broader 'vein, infrastructure,
sensitive to the needs of the disabled, was not in existence.



206

merely curious, to the indifferent. While the ritual action might have tugged at the heart

string of one who realizes an opportunity for a loved one left at home, another person

could just as quickly have found the event an occasion to curse God who allowed a friend

to die without having had an opportunity to be healed such as these people. The

connections are countless, and necessarily so. The crowds represent a micro-cosmic

context, a world of all possible situations, conditions, and attitudes with which the Jesus

or the apostle will have to contend. The ritual performer can not assume that all the

situations encountered will be standardized or that one reaction will prevail.

The adversaries. This group is often characterized as antagonistic towards the

healers. Because those who discount the actions of Jesus and his apostles are religious

leaders, their objections grow in part from the direct challenge to their image among the

masses (Luke 20:1-8,19-20; 23:50-51; cf John 1l:45-53; Acts 4:15-17; 5:12-18). For

the opponents, the crisis is primarily a loss ofprestige among the people. Keep in mind

that in Luke's narrative world, the healing events carry religious implications. The

religious figures could certainly read between the lines. Do the miracles elevate the

spiritual claims of the healer at the expense of placing the traditional answers provided by

the religious elite into question?59 Though impossible to state categorically, the actions

ofJesus and the apostles could have 'ed to an existential crisis in some of the opponents.

59This point of contention is apparent in John 5 '1-18. While the Jews believed
that God had ceased from creation of the world, they believed God continued to work
both in the life of the godless and the righteous. The affront to the opponents was not
the view that God was at rest, but that God would violate the Sabbath particularly by
working through Jesus. See RudolfBultmann, The Gospel ofJohn, trans. G. R. Beasley
Murray (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1971),242,43. Sec also George R. Beasley
Murray, John (Waco, Tx.: Word Publishers, 1987), 74, 75. See also Luke 13: 1-17.
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People will often lash out at those who expose the weakness of their views. It is

reasonable to interpret the magnitude of the belligerence toward the ritual performer

(e.g., Luke 5:21-30; 5: I-It; It :37-54) as an indication of the internal crisis of the

religious figure over questions of his selfworth as a leader of Israel. At this point the

study of private; church rituals follows which reveals different but equally intriguing ritual

contexts.

The Apostles as ritualperfonners. Here, the ritual actions do not lead to

dramatic visual outcomes. Thus, the saving offace, which would come into play in

public situations, is not an issue. Rather, their primary concern is to maintain the integrity

of the local church. In the action there is a desire to address the challenges the church is

facing.

The church cooperating in ritual action. Whatever actions the church performs,

it is clear that they are instigated by the direction of the church leadership. Thus, the

church, as a body, does not dictate nor originate; he ritual or its development.

Nevertheless, through the ministry of prayer, members of the local body are brought into

partnership with the leaders and are made an integral dement. What issues are critical in

this? It would seem that throughout the crisis and the development of the ritual the

members look to be honestly heard.

The creation offunctional bodies through ritual. This aspect is a unique

development in Acts. III both cases (the appointment of the seven, 6:1-6; the separation

of Saul and Barnabas to missionary service, J 3: 1-3) the ritual includes the identification

of a select group, which is singled out and, in effect, becomes a new sub-group through
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the ritual performance. It is in the ritual that the group is officially identified and

consecrated to its specific ministry. Thus, the ritual action would be of special

significance to these initiates. Such individuals would feel the weight of divine

appointment on their lives. Equally important, they would sense the trust that the

community is placing upon them. The fact that the ritual itselfleads to the creation of a

new category cannot be stressed enough. In Acts 6 the ritual shifts the focus from the

crisis to the solution to the crisis. Acts 13 does not present an acute condition such as

the immediate need ofwidows. Still, there is a crisis. While the Antiochian leaders are

numbered (13: 1b), their spiritual qualifications are not mentioned as is the case with the

appointment of Judas' replacement and the identification of the seven deacons (cf. Acts

2:21-22; 6:3). Thus, do the five leaders have the spiritual sensitivity to understand what

is being asked of them, and can they arrive at a consensus about God's will?

The understanding of the action field is essential, but it is not the ultimate step.

Actually, it only prepares the interpreter to know what issues the various groups and

individuals bring to the ritual. It is these issues that dictate how the symbolism of the

ritual is interpreted.

Symbols andLaying-on ofHands in Luke's Writings

According to Turner, everything related to a ritual has a potential symbolic

meaning. As noted, symbols are not just objects or actions alone, temporal and spatial

elements also convey meaning. The fact that Luke's writings are not living performances

limits the number (If symbolic aspects somewhat. Nevertheless, some features are clear.

The following is suggestive.
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The hands. In Luke's characterization it is clear that the hands of the practitioner

are a primary symbolic element.
60

So powerful are their symbolism that they are more

than simply a conduit or transmission device. Rather, as Turner notes about such

dominant symbols, "they are usually saturated with emotional quality, they encapsulate

the major properties of the total ritual process which brings about its transmutation.,,61

The hands are dominant rather than instrumental; they symbolize the attendance ofGod

upon the action.62 The hands are also economic; they condense and unify the many

emotional and experiential connections that people would have had in relation to God.63

Thus, just what possible connections people would have sensed as they experienced the

ritual performance is impossible to quantify. The ritual performer had a keen sense that

the powers of heaven were being invoked. The sick, if conscious, rehearsed the range of

prior experience remembering the elevation and dashing of hope. The friends of the sick,

however, come across as more sensitive to the implications of the ritual events. They

approach the healer with definite expectations. Lastly, the adversaries are not totally

without a point of reference from which to gauge the actions they see. For Jewish

antagonists, the placement of the hands is reserved for the priestly class in their Levitical

---_ •._--

60E 1 l' ·.fR liei dE hi "R d"__ncyctopec ta OJ e tgton anc tnics, s.v, ianc,

6:tTurner, The Forest ofSymbols, 30.
62Jbid., 31. Turner notes that dominant symbols "are closely associated with non

empirical beings."

63This would have been true of JeV'iS and Gentiles. It is worth remembering that
as chapter 1 has shown, virtually all of the Hellenistic and Greco-Roman culture had a

long history with hand imposition rituals. In almost all cases there is the implied message
that a divinity or higher power was being invoked.
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functions, or for the learned rabbi in installing his apprentice.64 Seeing Jesus, a peasant

from Nazareth, or worse, ignorant Galileans performing such actions was an affront to

everything they held sacred!

The ritual sequence. In 100Ying at this feature, it should be said that overall the

ritual performances do not describe long, drawn out ceremonies. Quite the opposite, the

healing ritual actions have a pneumatic immediacy about them.65 There is indication, for

example, that once the decision to heal is taken, there is nothing in the way of pomp or

ceremony, or of an ornamental nature to slow things down. Interestingly, these public

rituals are only rarely preceded by a time of prayer.
66

The fact that these rituals are

public may have some bearing. The shortness of the sequence probably argues against

interpreting these ritual performances simply as magical rites. As Luke has chosen to

characterize the rituals, the implied message is that God is the origin of the vital action.

Luke does not want to risk associating these actions with a "hocus pocus" spectacle

meant to glorify the ritual performer (e.g., Acts 8:9_11).67 By limiting human

participation, and indeed, by making whatever human involvement in the ritual act is

64See discussion in chap. OIle on Arnold Ehrhardt's, "Jewish and Christian

Ordination," pp. 12-14.

65�ote Luke's use of the adverb ;-rapo)(r.'1fjIlCl (immediately, at once) in many of
the healing actions of Jesus (e.g., Luke 1:64; 4.39; 5:25; 8:44, 47,55; 13:13; 18:43) and
the apostles (e.g., Acts 3:7; 9:18; 13:11) It is worth noting that Acts 28:8-9, which

gives the healing ofPubIius' father, does not lise the word.

66Jesus does spend considerable time in prayer after an evening of healing the
sick (e.g., Luke 4:42; cf. Mark 1'35) but this is private, not a part of the actual ritual

sequence. Paul, does pray as part of the ritual healing ofPubIius' father (Acts 28:8).
67
It has been shown in chapter three how Luke effectively eliminates the action in

relationship to the healing of'Jairus' daughter (Luke 3:40-42; cf Mark 5:21-22), probably
out of a concern for net being associated with the magical currents of the day.
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necessary, there to serve in [he most minimal fashion, the people who are witnesses to the

event art! drawn to God, the real source of the action68

The conferral of the Spirit does show a more extensive ritual sequence. Acts 8: 15

demonstrates that prayer was an initial element of the action, and 19:2 suggests that some

interrogation may have been part of the process as well. However, like the healing

rituals, this action also climaxes with a dramatic manifestation ofglossolalia and

prophecy (19:6).

The question of the heart connections between the observers and the ritual

performers is governed by what Turner calls the teleology of the ritual action. "Each

ritual has its own teleology," says Turner, "it has its explicitly expressed goals.,,69 It

should be noted that in these public ritual actions, the various ritual actions or the process

are not really the rocus. ThE; ritual moves forward quickly to its aim and fulfillment

( TfA':>C; ), its dramatic outcome. If a healing is not secured, or if the signs of the

outpouring of the Spirit are lacking, what would be the purpose of the ritual. Is the ritual

still persuasive as merely a symbolic action? Clearly not. Thus Luke moves participants

and ooservers to the climactic end. The vitual action itself is minimized in its importance.

Conversely, by seeing the undeniable manifestations, the ritual performers are exonerated.

In either case the ritual recedes to the background and the human aspect is brought front

68The healing rituals in Luke and Acts allow the possibility of interpreting all the

accounts collectively, but why? Because the ritual is monolithically one of healing, all
attendant aspects can be interpreted through a unified ritual paradigm. In all the cases in

Luke, a number ofpredictable factors such as the presence of disease, expressions of
desperation, the ritual action itself, concomitant expr essions ofjoy, reactions by
surrounding observers, and more, an: evident. The very predictability and similarity of
these factors suggest an obvious relationship between aJ] the accounts.

69Turner, The Forest ofSymbols. 32.
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and center. Thus the sick see the integrity of Jesus or his apostles. Equally, the friends

of the sick are validated in their belief that these Christians are honorable and not

charlatans. Concerning those who oppose the actions, there is little that can change their

mind. Still, the ritual also addresses their attitudes. The ritual outcome in this case

serves as a challenge to opposing values held. As already noted, these rituals attest to the

primacy of Jesus' and the church's ideals over that of their opponents. The tensions

remain, but such are the facts of life.

The private rituals ofActs 6 and l3 show a different purpose. First, unlike the

public rituals, there is no dramatic manifestation ofGod's power; no one is healed, no

one manifests a profuseness of ecstatic utterances. These rituals are not meant to

confront the mass of humanity. Rather, these rituals, as previously noted, are meant for

"in-house" maintenance; they engage the believing community. To the degree that the

community is brought together, the process is as important as the results which ensue.

Because the sovereignty ofGod is assumed for the life of the church, the dominant

symbolism of the hands and the implications of these continue. The God who reaches out

to the world is also the One who shepherds the flock.

A look at Acts 6 bears out the added importance of the process. The

identification and establishment of the Seven presupposes a hurtful condition that needs

resolution. From the outset, not only do the apostles invite the church into the process,

but the church enters into the agreement willingly?O There is thus established a

community process aimed at alleviating the crisis. Once the seven candidates have been

70See Acts 6:2, "The twelve summoned the body of the disciples," and v. 5, "and
what they said pleased the whole multitude."
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selected by the church, an action which demonstrates the trust that the apostles have in

the church, the whole community comes together again. As previously noted, both the

apostles and the church come together in the actual ritual action. The action itself is

simple and direct; there is prayer along with the imposition of hands. Here, prayer is

more centrai to (he purposes of the ritual. Through it the leadership and the church are

united in the solution. Clearly, the process underscores the real importance of the

individual groups. No group is ignored or simply given "lip service." There is, in the

ritual process, a mutual validation of the l-'Thou interconnection. The process ensures

the dignity of an the parties involved.

Outcome! andLaying-on ofHands in Luke's Writings

The rituals of hand imposition in Luke and Acts: demonstrate a range of

effectiveness. While some arc overwhelmingly successful in addressing the crises that

bring about their development, others are less so. Nevertheless, ncne of them fail to

achieve some benefits to the parties involved. A summary of their effectiveness follows.

Healing rituals. Ofall the ritual functions this one is the IYlOSt apparent and

immediate. In all the examples of Jesus' and the apostles' healing initiatives the desired

outcome happens within seconds; the person is rendered whole. Beyond the immediate

healing, however, are other outcomes anticipated? For Luke the ritual action is not just

undertaken tv rectify illness, important as that would be to the individuals healed. To get

at its greater effectiveness, however, it is necessary to revisit Jesus:' paradigmatic

statement. Luke 4: 18-19 reads:

The Spirit of tne Lord is. upon me, because he has anointed me to preach good
news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim reiease to the captives and
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recovery of sight to the blind, 10 set at liberty those who are oppressed, to
proclaim the acceptable year of the Lord.

The theologicai significance of this quotation, which has been dealt with in chapter 2, will

not be rehearsed again. At this point it is necessary to look at it from a sociological

perspective and ask the questions: Is there a perception in the community that the

healing outcomes relate to physical benefits alone? Or, does the effectiveness of the

ritual action signal a broader benefit? Raising these questions is legitimate in light of the

stated goals of Jesus who sets out to fulfill his mission. The healing actions do confirm

the positive encroachment of the kingdom.

There is evidence that the substance of post healing utterances reveals an

expanded understanding of the implications ofhealing miracles. In direct connection with

hand imposition healing rituals Luke 4:41 notes: "And demons also came out ofmany,

crying 'You are the Son of God!'" Luke goes on to relate that the demons "knew that he

was the Christ." The point here is that, whether one chooses to believe in the demonic,

or reads the utterance on a purely human level, the statements themselves reveal the

recognition of an implied message: The healing has happened; ergo, the Christ has come.

On a sociological level, the utterance i-s a powerful conciliatory statement within the

context of entrenched despair. The acclamation says something about a community that,

while ravaged by maJevolency, is still able to affirm the triumph of good over evil. Thus

the ritual does not only effect physiological benefit, it also engenders hope.71

----------------.-----

71
Similar sentiments are expressed in Luke 13: 16 where Jesus interprets his

healing actions as reflecting an assault on the power of Satan over people. Note also
Acts 5: 16 and 19: 11-12, passages which show in a general way the contention that

healing miracles secured through various means were not just seen as the restoration of

physiological health but also as successful assaults on the kingdom of darkness.
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Bestowing the Holy Spirit. The efficacy of this ritual action is what it implies

about those who are given the Spirit. On both occasions (Acts 8, 19) the ritual action

transmits the Spirit ofGod upon the ritual recipients. As noted in chapter 3, the crisis

abated is the crisis of an orphaned believer. In a glorious outpouring the initiate is

overwhelmed with the gifts of the age to come, never to he an orphan again.72 Thus the

ritual moves toward a climactic show of extravagance by the Father to the new believer.

Sociologically, through this initiation the person is brought fully and without reservations

into the community of faith. Peter's eventual realization of this at the conversion of

Cornelius, while not directly connected to the actions in question, is still apropos. He

concedes, "Truly I perceive that God shows no partiality," and later before the church at

Jerusalem he says, "who was I that I could withstand God?" As Turner contends, such a

symbolic manifestation as this can only stand for the unity and continuity of the society it

fosters. Lt shows that the initiates are components ofa "spatiotemporal continuum.,,73

The outcome of rhe ritual is to show the approval ofGod (e.g., Acts 11: 17-18).

Meetingministry needs. Of all the ritual actions given in Luke's literature, the

identification of the seven "table servers" in Acts 6 is probably the most Turnerian.74

The crisis that creates the opportunity for ritual development is stated (v.l), the process

72See Gcrd Theissen, "The Restlessness of the Spirit: A SCIT.10n for Pentecost

(Acts 2: 1-] J)," in The Open Door: Variations on Biblical Themes, trans. John Bowden
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1991), 125-130, who explores this dimension.

73Turner, The Forest ofSymbols, 21.
74
Acts 13: 1-3, which relates the separation ritual of Saul and Barnabas has some

affinities to this ritual action. The outcome, however, is a successful one; the two leaders

are separated through ritual action and sent to their mission.
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that leads to resolution is described (vv.2-G), and a positive outcome is recorded (v.7).

This ritual action, however, ends 'with less than an appropriate outcome. Acts 6:7 shows

that the church prospered in general 1erms as its unity was reaffirmed through the ritual.

There is also a clear statement that its ministry to the community and specifically to the

priests was significantly powerful, but, what about the poor Hellenistic widows?

Surprisingly, the actual crisis that brought about the ritual intervention is not mentioned.

The account begs the question as to whether the needs of the Hellenistic widows were

met. From a sociological perspective, the lack of a clear answer, coupled with known

historical developments suggests that the outcome may not have been totally satisfactory.

If one remembers that tensions continued between Hellenistic believers and the Jewish

authorities, such that open and overt hostilities developed (8:1-3, 11:9-10), there is every

reason to believe that poor Hellenistic widows became casualties of the crises_75 Perhaps

in the short term some reJiefwas made available, but again, in light of the Jerusalem

church's chronic economic problems (e.g., Acts 11 :27-30; Rom. 15 :25-28; 1 Cor. 16: 1-4;

2 Cor. 8-9; Gal. 2: 1 0), it is likely that sustained subsistence was never attained. Thus, the

ritual action shows a genuine concern to address the problem. However, does the lack of

a clear outcome reflect an implied failure? Sometimes, says Turner, it is only possible to

acknowledge the condition, not accepting it as normative of the community's structure,

yet live with the stress of its stubborn continuation.

-----�

751. Howard Marshall, Acts (Grand Rapids: Wm. B Eerdmans Publishers, 1980),
175-76, develops the thesis that Saul's early work among Hellenists in Jerusalem (9:28-
29) helped to alienate the Hellenistic Jewish community from the church. If this group
also had a system of social welfare for the needy there is a possibility that converted
Christian widows would have easily been dropped from the subsistence rolls.
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Conclusion

The interpretation of hand imposition in Luke's writings has proceeded along

functional lines. The two previous chapters have identified five substantive ways in

which the ritual action was employed.76 DUt! to the amount of available information, it is

impossible to deal with all of them comprehensively. The function of healing, however, is

significantly more attested. This fact helped to paint a more complete picture of this ritual

action. By viewing the healing rituals collectively, there is added a degree of depth.

Finally, though some may see traces of a "theological" influence in the analysis,

several factors should be weighed. The first is the obvious connection that ritual action in

Luke is religious in its essence. While there may be ritualization of a secular order

recorded, laying-on of hands by any standard is net secular. It is thus impractical to

study this ritual action without having to resort 10 the religious underpinnings of the rite.

Second, it is the contention of this study that what often passes as "theological" may be

more accurately understood through sociological criteria. By looking at the text solely

through ':h�ologic",l constructs the human dimension is forced into all unnatural mold.

Actually, countless scholars make observations of a sociological nature. These are better

understood when a theory of socia! behavior is employed to synthesize the facts.

7UThe five functions are healing (Luke 4, �" 13; Acts 9, 28) identification (Acts
6), commissioning (Acts c:), conferring the Holy Spirit (Acts 8, 19), and symbolic of
separation (Acts 13). TI�e Acts 8 passage was also identified as symbolic of the "tongues
as of fire" present at Pentecost (see ehA, pp 9-14). This aspect, however, is implied in

the actual conferral of the Holy Spirit, which happened simultaneously. There is a

common understanding that the ritual action i::;, in part, always symbolic. In every case

identified above it can be argued that the hands on the head of the subject are symbolic of
an action being performed by God. In Acts there is a deal' and sustained understanding
that the Apostles act as prompted by divine impulses. They are never the source of the

power or benefit being transmitted.



CHAPTER SIX

Towards A Ritual Critical Assessment of
Laying-on ofRands in Luke and Acts

Introduction

From the outset, the purpose of this dissertation has been to discover how the

ritual of laying-on of hands as seen in Luke and Acts would likely have been understood

by someone living in the first century C. E. This study has made it clear that because the

action is essentially a ritual, both the realms of theology and cultural anthropology should

be marshaled to arrive at a satisfactory answer. While the latter pursuit allows one to

gain an understanding of the theological interests of the author in targeting the book to

his auditors/readers, ritual analysis is more immediate in its focus; it interprets the crisis

setting of the action itself It is the conclusion of this research that an auditor/reader

looked for both fields of knowledge, whether he or she consciously knew it or not. That

both aspects of information are needed to arrive Got a satisfying understanding is, in this

writer's view, beyond question.

At this point the question as to how a first century- auditor/reader would have

understood the ritual action in Luke's literature should be raised again. The answer, not

surprisingly, can only be found by first knowing something about the auditor/reader. It is

important to know the social context of the person and what he/she brings to the hearing

as a familiarity with the ritual action.

218
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A Profile of the Auditor/Recder in Luke andActs

Questions about the likely auditor/reader ofLuke and Acts are settled for the

most part. Clues given in Luke's writings have allowed biblical scholars to construct a

character sketch that is generally agreed upon.' To be clear, while there is some direct

information in Luke that identifies a certain Theophilus, scholars also draw from

inferential material to posit a broader target group. The following analysis is not so much

concerned with settling the question as to whether Theophilus was a person, or if the

term is emblematic of a particular group. Here, the study is primarily interested in

building a reasonable character profile ofLuke's target audience?

Literary Characteristics ofLuke andActs

Beginning this analysis with the broadest parameters, Luke's auditors/readers

were most certainly Gentiles. Luke's use of classical Greek style in the prologue to the

Gospel (1: 1-4), plus its use throughout Acts suggests that his readers were Greek

I
A recent study, however challenges the broadly held view that the Gospels were

written for specific audiences (e.g., John for a Johannine community, Mark for a Roman
readership, et al.). Richard Bauckham, ed., The Gospels/or all Christians: Reexamining
the Gospel Audiences (Grand Rapids Wm. B. Eerdmanns, 1998), 9-48, argues that all
the Gospels were intended for general dissemination among the early Christian
community. Bauckhalll considers the Gospels to be "cpcn texts" in the sense that they
were written with a diversity of readers in mind thus demanding more latitude.

2This study is aware that there are a number of auditors, stated and implied in any

literary production. This study seeks to recreate the likely auditor/reader to whom Luke
envisions writing. There is no attempt to identify and/or develop implied readers within
the narrative world created by the writer. Tills study focuses on ascertaining the likely
character profile of actual people rather than literary constructs, as important as these
might be in literary studies.
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speakers.f Also, the omission of Semitic words (e.g., abba, Boanerges, ephaphtha,

hosanna, et al.), coupled with the Septuagintal influence over Luke's use of the Old

Testament also suggests the readers were Gentile.4 Furthermore, Luke's exclusive use of

the term savior (crOTEP, e.g., Luke 1:69; 2:11; Acts 3:13-15), suggests that his target

group had a knowledge ofHellenistic divine figures. Stephen L. Harris notes:

Luke's term the Greek soter was used widely in the Greco-Roman world and was

applied to gods, demigods, and human rulers alike. Hellenistic peoples commonly
worshiped savior deities in numerous mystery cults and hailed emperors by the title
"god and savior" for the materi�l benefits, such as health, peace, or prosperity, that
they conferred upon the public.

Luke's Prologue: Luke 1:1-4

This passage, more than any other, reveals invaluable information in the

construction of a auditor/reader profile. Luke is the only Gospel writer to call his reader

3
Carroll Stuhlmueller, "The Gospel According to Luke," The Jerome Biblical

Commentary, Raymond E. Brown ed. (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice Hall, 1968),
116, points out that Luke has the most polished Greek style of the Synoptics and also the

largest Greek vocabulary of the tour Gospels.

4The working assumption thatLuke used Mark as a primary source (chap. three,
p.l08 n. 7) leads to the conclusion that Luke omitted Semitisms found in Mark (cf. Mark
14:36//Luke 22:42; Mark 3: 17//Luke 6:14; Mark 11:9-10//Luke 19:38). Stuhlmueller,
"The Gospel According to Luke," 116, also notes that Luke prefers the Greek epistata
where Mark uses the Hebrew rabbi (e.g., Luke 9:33//Mark 9:5). Concerning Luke's use

of the Old Testament, the "fulfillment formula" used approximately 12 times by Matthew
is used twice in Mark (14:49; 15:28). In Luke, Jesus mentions the fulfilling of scripture
three times (4:21; 21:22; 24:44). Lukan citations (direct and indirect) to the Old
Testament (ca., 160 in Luke; 220 in Acts) are taken either from the Septuagint directly or
reflect art imitation of Septuagintallanguage. For a detailed analysis of this feature see

Alfred Plummer, The GospelAccording to St. Luke, The International Critical
Commentary 5th ed. (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1981), Iii-Ixxiii.

5
Stephen L. Harris, The New Testament: A Student's Introduction (Mountain

View, Cal.: Mayfield Publishing Company, 1988), 120.
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by name (v 3). The fact that Theophilus, meaning "lover ofGod," has been interpreted

in a number ofways, however, leads '�o the conclusion that one can not be too dogmatic

about a concrete identification. Ralph Martin provides an excellent summary of the five

most prominent approaches to the identification of this figure.6 Martin summarizes the

five positions under a representative scholar, or group of scholars, as follows: (1) H. J.

Cadbury who sees Theophilus as an influential non-Christian but the Gospel addressed to

the educated class in general; (2) B. H. Streeter who considers the name an invention

meant to cloak the identity ofTitus Flavius Clemens; (3) F. F. Bruce who sees

Theophilus as a representative middle class citizen ofRome; (4) J. H Crehan, A

Wikenhauser, B. Rcicke, and A Plummer who believe the recipient was a recent convert

or at least a catechumen; and (5) E. Ellis, I. H. Marshall, and E. Haenchen who, while

uncertain as to whether Theophilus was a Christian, believe he was certainly Luke's

patron who defrayed the cost ofpublishing the Gospel. A thorough analysis of the

strengths and weaknesses of the various positions is beyond the scope of this paper.

Nevertheless, several reasonable judgements can be made by taking this group as a

whole. For one, views], 2, and 5 presuppose that this individual held a high social

ranking in Roman society. Also, views 2,4, and 5 postulate that Theophilus was likely a

Christian or at least a sympathizer. Finally, white only Bruce (view 3) argues specifically

for Theophilus as representative of a group, Wikenhauser, Reicke, and Plummer (view 4)

6See Ralph P. Martin, New Testament Foundations: A Guidefor Christian
Students, vol 1 (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 1975),244-45.
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also believe the number of recipients was greater than one individual? On balance,

modern scholarship seems tc favor the view which sees Theophilus as a real person

(Streeter included),8 and probably a person of some stature in Roman society." Thus, it

is reasonable to propose, as some do, that such an individual would certainly have had the

financial means to commission, or 8.t least pay for part of the writing of this Gospel. It is

plausible to maintain that Luke had on e such individual as the primary reader of his work.

Nevertheless, an extended readership cannot be totally discounted. If the Gospel was

read by only one individual, why was it included in the canon? Such readers, then, if

characterized as extensions of all that "Theophilus" embodies would be people who had

some education, were in the middle to upper crust ofRoman society, and probably had

7Ibid.,244. According to Martin, however, Crehan holds that the Gospel of
Luke was meant for one individual.

8In this vein Richard N. Longenecker, Acts, The Expositor Bible Commentary
(Grand Rapids: Zondervan Publishers, 1995),49, cautions against Origen and others after
him "that Theophilus is a symbolic name for either an anonymous person or a class of

people. The name occurs as a proper name at least three centuries before Luke, and the
practice of dedicating books to distinguished persons was common in his day."

9This assumption is based on the use of the term KpaTlOIE in reference to

Theophilus (Luke 1 :3). G. Braumann, "KpaTo,;, " in the New InternationalDictionary
ofNew Testament Theology, notes that the term generally carries the implied sense of

"strength" or "might." Thus, of Jesus it is said, To 8£ lTal8fov l1u�avt:v xol
EKpaTalOOTo TrvElJpaTl, and the child grew and became strong in spirit (Luke 1 :80). In

its adjectival form the term can also carry the idea of "excellence" or "honorable." Thus,
Luke uses the term in its formal sense of "most excellent" as when the chief captain sends

an official communique to Felix the governor of Judea (Acts 23 :26), or when Paul
personally addresses Felix, and later, Festus in his defense (Acts 24:3; 26:25). Braumann

notes that in this term's connection to the Latin egregius, it was applied to members of

the equestrian order in Roman society. In support of the position that Theophilus is a

person ofRoman nobility it is worth noting that, while Peter speaks of the xpcrmov
"mighty" hand ofGod (1 Peter 5:6), nowhere in the New Testament is the term used to

praise believers, or to build their self esteem,
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some level of commitment to the Christian faith.
10

Felicitously, a lack of consensus on

who Theophilus is does not derail this study.

70 CiE, and Luke's Auditors andProvenance

There is a broad consensus in the scholarly world that Luke wrote his Gospel and

the sequel Acts after the destruction of Jerusalem in 70 C.E.
11
If this assessment is valid,

two issues related to the auditor/reader profile are impacted by this position. First, the

position that the auditor/reader/s were likely Gentile is strengthened. A composition date

after 70 C.E. makes it less probable that Jewish Christians ofPalestinian orientation

would have been the primary recipients.
12

This does not deny the possibility that Jewish

10But note, the concept of Christian humility espoused throughout the New
Testament would seem to argue against encouraging the use of "exalted" terminology
among fellow believers, unless it is applied to a believer as a formality demanded by
societal protocol The exaltation of the believer is regularly cast into the realm of the

eschatological as something that God alone will bestow upon the faithful (e.g., Matt. 5:5;
1 Cor. 4:5-6; 1 Peter 5:6; James 4: 10). Abo, Paul specifically berates those who
consider themselves already strong and distinguished (1Cor. 4: 10).

1 1
Werner G. Kummel, Introduction to the New Testament, trans. Howard Clark

Kee, Rev. ed. (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1973), 150, concludes that while the date after
70 C.E. is firm, the material itself offers no clues for how late it could have been written.
Kummel opts for a period ofbetween 70-90 C E. However, some still posit a
composition date in the early to middle sixties. See Donald Guthrie, N«-'W Testament
Introduction (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 1990), 130.

p
"See Philip Schaff History of the Christian Church, vol. 1 (Grand Rapids: Wm.

B. Erdmaus, 191 ::!), 402-<H, who contends that the destruction of Jerusalem effectively
terminated any responsibility which the apostolic church may have felt toward Judaism at

an earlier date. To the contrary Schaff notes, "It was the greatest calamity of Judaism
and a great benefit to Christianity; a refutation of the one, a vindication and emancipation
of the other. [t not only gave a mighty impulse to faith, but at the same time formed a

proper epoch in history of the relations between the two religious bodies. It separated
them forever." Concerning the flight of the Jerusalem church to Pella and its decreased

presence in Jerusalem during this time frame, see Justo L. Gonzalez, The St01Y of
Christianity, vol. 1 (New York: Harper & Row, 1984),21-22.
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Christians could continue to be addIesserl13 Jfany Jewish Christians were recipients,

however, they were likely Hellenistic in their orientation. Keep in mind that without a

Palestinian Church to write to, Luke's Gospel would have been intended for a general

dissemination, thus taking into account broader interests. Second, a provenance outside

ofPalestine seems more likely after 70 C .E. Late traditions make Achaia, Rome, and

even Alexandria possible provenances.
14

While scholars find such traditions

unconvincing, still they bolster the view that Luke is concerned with Gentile interests.
15

Favorable Characterization of the Roman Authorities in Acts

The overall favorable characterization of the Roman authorities in Acts has been

well documented.
16

Note however, that IfLuke is writing, as some maintain, primarily

to provide an apology for Paul in anticipation of a legal proceeding, it is almost

13Karl P. Donfried, "Attempts at Understanding the Purpose ofLuke-Acts:
Christology and the Salvation of the Gentiles," Christological Perspectives: Essays in
Honor- ofHarveyMc/irthur, R. F. Burkey, S. A. Edwards, ed. (New York: Pilgrim
Books, 1982), 112-22, posits a Jewish Christian audience.

14F. Godet, A Commentary on the Gospel ofLuke, trans. E. W. Shalders

(Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1870),28-29, cites Jerome who says that Luke wrote the

Gospel in Achaia or Bceotia. On the other hand, the Peschito, notes Godet, maintains the
Gospel was published in Greek in Alexandria the Great. Kummel, Introduction to the
New Testamer.t, 151, identifies Caesarea, Achaia, the Decapolis, Asia Minor, and Rome
as possible locations of composition He opts for none of them but notes that in total

they affirm the VIew that Luke wrote from outside Palestine.

15Note for example the dating of Jesus' birth by the mention ofQuirinius, a
Gentile Syrian governor (Luke 2: 1-2), or the anecdotal mention ofGallio as the

proconcul of Achaia (Acts 18: 12), references that would be of interest primarily to
Gentile readers.

16See P. W. Walaski, And So We Came to Rome: The PoliticalPerspective ofSt.
Luke (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983); F. F. Bruce, "Paul's Apologetic
and the Purpose ofActs," Bulletin of the John Rylands University Library 69 (1986-87):
379-93.
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impossible to characterize the intended auditors/readers as Christian converts. Such a

view fails to account for the aspects in the writing that have no clear or direct apologetic

value for Paul's immediate predicament (e.g., Acts 1-8). Nevertheless, the favorable

relationship that is exhibited between Roman officials and Paul cannot be denied.

Robert Stein identifies four approaches
17
to the question ofLuke's purposes: (1)

to help convince his readers of the truthfulness ofwhat they had been taught; (2) to

clarify the Christian self-understanding to his readers; (3) to clarify Jesus' teachings

concerning the end times; (4) to assure his readers that Rome was not a real threat.

Taken together, a purpose primarily for believers is virtually undeniable. Clearly, Luke is

writing about aspects ofChristianity that would have been relevant to people well on the

way to beliefin Christ, ifnot there already (as implied in purposes 1,2, and 3). Also,

purpose four, as will be shown, can reasonably coexist in connection with the first three.

Stein's second purpose is developed by Raymond Brown who maintains that Acts

. .

G '1 Chri
.

f" If'
.. ,,18 Bwas written to give enu e stuns a sense 0 se -appreciation. rown notes:

Luke has buill into his sketch of a divinely prepared continuity some elements that

could give Gentile Christians a sense of pride. In a world where many Greco-Romans

despised religions from the East as superstit ious sects" it1 'ras important for Christians
to know that (heir religion had a distinguished pedigree.

Brown sees the Christian's pedigree as two-fold First the church's connection to God's

historic purposes through the continu.ng work of the Spirit (mentioned 70 times in Luke)

17J am indebted to Robert H. Stein, Luke, ThE: New American Commentary vol.
24 (Nashville, Tenn.: Broadmann Pr�ss,19S-2), 26-27, who summarizes the various

approaches to the question ofLuke's purposes.

18Raymon.::l E. Brown, "The Pauline Heritage in Luke/Acts: The Church and the

Spirit," The Churches the Apostles Left Behind (New York: Paulist Press, 1984),61-74.

19["'d 6Q01., _.
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is developed. Second, however, Luke also goes to great pains to show both in the life of

Jesus and in the early church a continual intersection with people in positions ofRoman

power. Browns sees Luke as writing in a way that shows Christianity connected

integrally to heaven and somewhat indirectly to earth. Brown concludes:

To have had a significant past helps to give confidence about the future; and Luke
supplied Christianity with a history that gave it confidence. If the Paul ofActs says
that he is "a citizen of no mean city," the Christians :iYho read Acts came away with a

pride that they were adherents to no mean religion.
2

Brown's perspective fits well with the following scenario. IfLuke has believers

primarily in mind, the incorporation ofRoman tolerance, particularly in the latter chapters

ofActs, functions as an encouragement in two ways to sympathetic Gentiles. On the one

hand, Luke makes Christianity more appealing to recent and would-be Roman converts

by showing that the Empire repeatedly exonerated Paul and his group from all

accusations leveled against them. On the other hand, and perhaps more profoundly,

however, Luke communicated more than merely Rome's tolerance. The Book ofActs

instills a sense of self- worth through the knowledge that Christianity is taken seriously in

the corridors ofworldly power. Also, if Luke wrote from Achaia, or Asia Minor, or

Rome, Paul's favorable treatment by Roman authorities would invite converted or

sympathetic Gentile Roman readers all them more to follow in faith. And, if there were

also Jewish readers, a stcry that showed Rome's favorable attitude toward Christianity

would go a long way to relieving their fears, particularly in light ofRome's crackdown of

the then recent Jewish zealot movement in Palestine.

20Ibid.
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An evaluation of the evidence :mgges':s the follcwing profile: (1) the auditor/

readers were predominantly and culrurally Gentile, and if Jewish, Hellenistic in their

orientation; (2) the auditor/reader" were better educated, thus more knowledgeable about

the religious beliefs of the Hellenistic world; (3) the auditor/readers were converts to

Christianity or at least were considering adopting the Christian faith (Luke 1 :4).

The Auditor/Reader andHand Imposition in Luke andActs

How would a first century auditor haw understood the ritual of hand imposition

in Luke and Acts? In her fine article, God-fearers and the Cult of theMostHigh God,

Irina Levinskaya traces the paucity of the adjective UljJlOTOC; (most high) to characterize

gods among pagan sources coupled with its profuseness in Jewish literature to

characterize the God of Israel. Levinskaya uses her findings to posit a theory for a

Gentile God-tearer's understanding of the concept as seen in Acts 16:16_18.21

Levinskaya builds her argument on epigraphic evidence and geographical distribution as

reflective of probable thought patterns in Asia Minor The following thoughts are

governed by a similar approach, but in reverse. The literary evidence aa shown in chapter

two of this research demonstrates forcefully that the practice of ritual hand imposition

was restricted to cultic patterns and to convey a blessing in Jewish circles. Hellenist

Gentiles on the other hand, used the ritual action in a greater number ofways as the

comparative literature demonstrates. Thus ..
coes the evidence of the concept of hand

imposition influence the interpretation of how the ritual was understood?

21Irina Levinskaya, "God-Fearers and the Cult of the Most High God," The Book
ofActs in its First Century Setting: Diaspora Setting vel. 5 (Grand Rapids: Wm. B.

Eerd.mans Publishers, 1996), 83-103.



228

There is every reason to believe that a Gentile would have initially seen the action

as a common practice but the practitioner as somewhat odd. To the degree that the ritual

took on established mechanical patterns, there was always the possibility that it might

initially be seen as the practice of every day healers and magicians. However, the sight of

Jews performing the ritual would have been novel, causing some people to pause.

Diaspore. Judaism, it should be remembered, offered an alternative life-style, so appealing

to a significant segment of the Gentile population that many became God-fearers, while

others, full proselytes to the faith of Israel.
22

Conversely, there is little evidence that

Hellenistic religions ever significantly caused large numbers of Jews to convert or even to

sway Judaism in the direction of adopting magical or religious practices through some

sort of syncretistic mechanism. While some Jews did convert, a great majority kept

staunchly to their traditions. And here, Levinskaya demonstrates that Jewish influence in

the Greco-Roman world was, in fact, well known to the Roman authorities. Any

departure would have caught the eye ofpeople with discernment. Under the postulate of

the hypothetical auditor/reader construct, the following seems likely. Certainly, God-

fearers, and any who had any degree of interest in Judaism would have noticed a radical

difference. What would they see but a Jew who ventures dangerously close to practices

generally used (and abused) in the pagan culture. If some of the auditors were Hellenistic

Jews, it goes without saying that they would have noted a "deviation" immediately.

Again, this conclusion is predicated en the evidence that the practitioners of the ritual

action in Luke and Acts were primarily Jewish. For the mass ofGentile humanity, which

22Levinskaya develops the idea that a clear sense of Jewish identity was prevalent
throughout the Diaspora, specifically after the fateful events of 66-70 C.E. Ibid., chapter
1, "Diaspora Jews in the Book ofActs," 1-17.
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perhaps did 1I0t enjoy an awareness of all things Jewish, their perceptions would have

initially been formed by their general knowledge of common cultural practices, at least

until the message which accompanied the ritual was heard.

The aspect of the corresponding vocal message is significant to a precise

understanding. The specific Christian language associated with the ritual doubtless

signaled a distinctiveness. Healing rituals in the pagan culture were almost always

accompanied by magical incantations or prayers to the various gods. Moreover, rituals of

any kind were rarely performed without related verbal formulas. In this respect, Christian

ritual action was no different. Christian hand imposition was often accompanied by

prayer, and the name of Je-sus seems to have been used specifically in healing contexts

(e.g., Acts 3:6, ]6; 4:10-12,30; 8:5-6; 19:11-13). The combining ofJewish practitioners

with a distinctive Christological mess age would have created enough of a variance from

the expected pattern for Gentiles or Jews simply to assume it was a pagan rite.

In the healing instances of the ritual action the Christian practitioner probably

recognized the possibility ofbeing seen as a magical ritualist, or in the less sophisticated

regions of the Empire, even as a diviruty_23 The interpretation of the Lukan changes to

Mark concerning the intercalated account of the healing of the WO!1�an with a hemorrhage

and the raising of Jarius' daughter (Luke 8:40-56) implies an awareness in Luke that just

23Joseph B. Tyson, The New Testament andEarly Christianity (New York:
Macmillan Publishers, 1984), 112-13, demonstrates the decline of confidence in
Hellenistic religion coupled with an increased interest in magic by which people sought to
find ways to alter their situations. The healing of the lame man at Lystra (Acts 14:8-18)
while not using the laying-on of hands nevertheless illustrates the potential for
misinterpretation when healing miracles were performed.
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such a potentia' problem existed.24 Two things need to be underscored. First, this study

maintains that at no time was hand imposition the sole conduit for conveying healing.

Healing took place in a number ofways, sometimes involving the direct instrumentality of

the healer, while at other times occurring through other means. Second, both in the

ministry of Jesus and with the early church the healing action often led to conversions.

Clearly kerygmatic proclamation attended most if not all healing events.25

What was true for the healing ritual is even more dramatically seen in the action

of conveying the Holy Spirit. Joseph Tyson discusses the prevalent belief in Hellenism of

the existence ofdemigods, divinities, and demonic forces that "lurked in the air," so to

speak. Was there any possibility that these popular beliefs could factor into the

perception of conveying the Spirit through ritual action? Since there is no indication that

a similar ritual was practiced in paganism, this event would have been novel as well.

Hand imposition rituals were used in Hellenistic cultures to identify, cast out

malevolence, and bless; but there is co evidence that they were used to infuse a personal

presence. To be clear, the infusion of the Spirit would have been implied in the action

rather than visibly manifested. There was, however, the chance opportunity for

glossolalia also to company the ritual action, and this extraordinary manifestation had the

potential of focusing the observer OIl the event.
26

The paradigmatic events ofActs 2 are

not free ofunresolved hermeneutical questions The apparent manifestation of known

24
See chapter three, 112-115.

')<::LJ

As noted in chapter four, pp. 139-42, Paul's healing ofPub lius's father seems
to be an exception.

26John G. Machen, The Origins ofPaul's Religion (Grand Rapids: Wm. B.

Eerdrnans, 1947),213-14, discusses the phenomena of "divine fren....ry" in pagan religion.
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ethnic dialects is complicated by the accusation of sume 01' the bystanders suggesting a

drunken carriage on the part of the loquacious believers (Y. 13). This supposition is

27
somewhat supported by Paul. On the other hand, Luke suggests that the people's

.

b f l'
. 28

All'
.

assessment IS om 0 a ma ICIOUS sarcasm. things considered, to the degree that

people v.ould have heard Jews speaking a numher of known languages that were not

native to their experience, it is likely that the whole event would have: been startling and

open to rr.isinterpretation, In contexts where glossolalia would have been limited to a

single language the accusation of drunkenness (or madness) would have been lessened_29

One should remember that Luke's primary auditor, as defined in the profile, however,

does no'( corne to this hearing without some Christian foundation. This person, whether

Gentlle or Jew may have received the Spirit through ritual action, or at least been

instructed about such matters (Luke 1 :4). Non-believers undouhtedly misunderstood.

Whereas the impartation of the Spirit was unprecedented, and no manifestly visual signs

corroborated the infusion, what would be the logical course but to draw the wrong

271 Corinthians 14.:23 notes tl-at the uninstructed ( iOlwTll� >, or unbeliever
( an «rro; ) could naturally corne to such a conclusion on the mass manifestation of

glossolalia

28C. K. Berrett, Acts (EdinbuJ'gh. T. & T. Clark, 1994), 125, sees the assessment

of the people as a mockery rather than some neutral observation.

'HI
--

The ACTS 2 account of the manifestation ofglossolalia is unique in that multiple
languages and dialects (vv. 9-11) were spoken simultaneously in the context of a city
teeming with theindigenous population and the- influx of thousands of pilgrims, all of
which undoubted'y compounded the initial confusion. See Joachim Jeremias, Jerusalem
in the Time ofJesus, trans. S, H. Cave and C. H. Cave. (London/Philadelphia: Fortress
Press, 1969), 83, H. 24, who estimates the crowd at 55,000-95,000 people. Subsequent
accounts of the manifestation ofglossolalia happen under more limited circumstances

(e.g., to a small group in a horne, 10:45-46; to twelve individuals, 19:1-7). Also, Paul
certainly believes that the limited use erglossolalia, if accompanied by prophecy reduces
confusion and edifies (1 Cor. 14:5, 12-15,22-33).
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inference? In any event, the ritual action was accompanied by preaching, again insuring

that people would understand the action appropriately.
30

As a general rule Christianity carved a distinctive niche for itself in a world

inundated by a mixture of philosophical, mythical, and religious beliefs. Many scholars

have detailed the extent to which the Hellenistic era caught up in its "crisis ofmeaning"

mixed and matched religious and philosophical systems in a failing effort to articulate

enduring values. In the end, there was no "grandicse philosophy" that ruled the day.31
Of significance in this matter, John G. Machen also maintains that the early church was

far from syncretistic in defining its message. He notes:

The Church did not long remain obscure; even early in the second century, according
to the testimony ofPliny, it was causing heathen temples to be deserted. What is
more likely than that in an age of syncretism the adherents of pagan religion should
borrow weapons from so successful a rival? It must be remembered that the

paganism of the Hellenistic age had elevated syncretism to a system; it had absolutely
no objection of principle against receiving elements from every source. In the
Christian church, on the other hand, there was a strong objection to such procedure;
Christianity from the beginning was like Judaism in being exclusive. It regarded with
the utmost abhorrence anything that was tainted by a pagan origin. This abhorrence,
at least in the early period, more than overbalanced the fact that the Christians for the
most part had formerly been pagans, so that it might be thought natural for them to

retain somethi� of pagan belief Conversion involved a passionate renunciation of
former beliefs.

30lnitial glossolalia in Acts 2 is not allowed to stand on its own. Note the

following: (1) manifestations ofglossolalia (2: 1-6); (2) initial misinterpretation by the
bystanders (2:7-13); (3) Peter's initiai corrective admonition (2: 14- j 5); (4) Peter's
kerygrnatic proclamation (2:16-36). Cf 8:25 and 19:4-6; where proclamation
accompanies manifestations ofglossa/alia Note 1 Cor. 14:27-28 where glossolalia in

public worship, not accompanied by clear instruction, is discouraged.
31

See my unpublished essay, "The Philosophy of Stoicism in the Greco-Roman

World," (paper submitted as partial requirement for course: Contemporary Philosophical
Problems, Baylor University, July, 1993).

32Machen, Ihe Origins ofPaul's Religion. 238.
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Machen's research raises a puzzling question. IfChristianity had simply borrowed its

beliefs from popular religions, one wonders why the Greco-Roman world would regard

the Christian Gospel as foolish, incredible, and deserving of persecution. Continual

assaults, albeit local,33 argue against the Gospel's having been seen as a benign religion.

While there was no Empire wide program to eliminate believers, in many places

Christians WeI e convenient scape-goats. Thus Tertullian notes:

If the Tiber rises to 1 he walls, if the Nile does not rise to the fields, if the sky stands

still, if the earth moves, �there is famine, if there is pestilence, the cry goes up,
'Christians to the lions.'

The convenient persecution ofChristians implies at the very least that they were

viewed as different than other religious traditions. The fact is, Christianity was so

exclusive that it soon stood out from its Jewish siblings as wen as from the other religions

of the world. To a large degree, its distinctiveness was its message through which its

ritual practices, forensically similar to practices in the cuiture, would have been rightly

appreciated. To the Jews. the Gospel was a stumbling block; and to the Greeks, it was

folly (1 Cor. 1 :12-25).

Theologically, the evidence for hand imposition in Acts supports a view that the

church did not buy into a ritual pattern with a pre-determined or known outcome. If any

33See D. S. Potter, "Persecution oflhe Early Church," in T1,e Anchor Bible

Dictionary, ViDO maintains that in lIw first dree centuries C. E. "most outbreaks of

persecution did not begin with the imperial authorities. They began as local programs

inspired by a feeling on the part of the inhabitants of individual cities." This position is

supported by New Testament evidence which shows that instances of persecution arose

as immediate reactions instigated by the local Jewish or Gentile offended parties (e.g.,
Acts 4:18-22; 5'17-32; 6:12-13; 12'1; 14:1-7, 19; 16:16-22; 17:5-9, 12-14; 1 Thess.

2: 14; 2 Cor. 11:24-26). See also Tyson, char. �2, "Persecution and the Rise ofEarly
Catholic Christianity," The New Testament andEarly Christianity, 390-402.

34Tcrtliltia:::., Apologeticum 40.1
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thing argues against the notion that the church simply used the templates of earlier faiths,

their pneumatic reliance on the Holy Spirit tells :1 different story. The early church's

reliance on the moving of the Spirit insured that the church would often be caught less

than prepared. It is clear, for instance, that the Jerusalem community did not anticipate

the conversion of Samaritans. There is no organized campaign to incorporate Samaritan

converts; the conversions come about as a result of local persecution, something over

which they had no control. And what about the Cornelius encounter? Peter's subsequent

report to the Jerusalem congregation about the conversion of the Gentile and his

household (Acts 11:1-18) shows that Jerusalem believers had to be convinced that indeed

the Lord had granted to the Gentiles "repentance unto life. ,,35 At Antioch, again, the

leadership is specifically directed to set apart Saul and Barnabas. Acts 13:2 makes it

clear that the whole event is precipitated by the initiative ofGod's Spirit. Had it not been

for its prompting, Saul and Barnabas would have continued their ministry at Antioch.

Given the amount ofwork that has been done in this study, one could conclude

that this ritual was all-important in the life of the community, and indeed it was vital in

very specific situations. It must be explicitly stated, however, that this ritual action was

not the backbone of any theo!ogical scheme that Luke chose to develop. The ritual

action itself is not what is important. True, it does communicate vital truth, but it is not

the sole Gleans of communicating such a truth.

If the laying-on of hands speaks ofGod's superintendence over the affairs of the

church, so does his unmediated intervention. Clear!y, the immediacy of the Spirit is what

35The same can be said for the conversion ofCornelius and his household.

However, there the ritual use of hand imposition is not mentioned.
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gives direction and shape to the actions of the early church. If this fact is acknowledged,

the actions themselves become subservient to Luke's greater theological perspectives.

The ritual is one ofmany ways in which the church recognizes the attendance ofGod.

The ritual itself, however, if allowed to hold the exclusive center stage, can risk becoming

a mechanical or a magical. rite. This is why, Luke demonstrates that the same outcomes

took place without the ritual action (e.g., the manifestation ofglossolalia without hand

imposition, Acts 10:44-46). The ritual action is never a prerequisite to God's initiative.

Conclusion

This study has shown the value of incorporating ritual criticism to interpret the

evidence for laying-on of hands in Luke and Acts. By doing so, a significant

hermeneutical key is advanced; the dual action, as used by Jesus and the apostles, should

be re-defined as the product of immediate and vexing conditions that needed addressing.

What was foremost in the mind of the church was to find a way to address the condition

in a way that reflected their core beliefs honestly. The introduction of ritual is

spontaneous and directly relevant to the condition that creates the need in the first place.

This view challenges the notion that the ritual was simply something borrowed as

though this ritual action was a "univetsal" or "one size fits all" dud taken directly from

early Christianity's ties to the Israelite faith that nurtured the various "Judaisrns" of the

first century. Gabrielle Boccaccini helps to put into perspective the forces that ironically,

would make it possible for early Christianity to assume such exclusivity:

The ancient people oflsrael created an extremely dynamic religion, whose enormous

potentialities could and can generate divergent systems of thought. Among the many

possible Judaisms, Christianity is one of those which has been realized in history. It
did happen at the beginning of the Common Era that a particular multinational
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Judaism called Christianity- which through its faith in Jesus as the Messiah gave �
different meaning to obeying the law- became highly successful among Gentiles.

6

IfBoccaccini is correct, early Christianity inherited from its maternal roots a dynamism

that would, in time, drive it to seek ideological emancipation; or as Boccaccini puts it "a

sort ofdamnatio memoriae of their own roots.,,37 Early Christianity, in fact, could little

afford to assume the indiscriminate adoption of the traditions of its heritage. Such an act

would have insured the eventual absorption of the nascent faith into one of the other

strains of Jewish thought, or perhaps it would have evolved along other lines into

something which would differ radically from the Christianity which did develop. The

creative and dynamic forces of the mother faith (Ancient Israelite) insured that her

offspring (early Christianity) would show great independence and originality. Early

Christianity shows great originality in its use of the hand imposition ritual.

IfChristianity could not risk being seen as "Jewish" it could also not risk being

identified as a "pagan" faith either. While it is certainly true that in form, ritual hand

imposition could not help but resemble similar practices in the Pagan culture, it was,

again, significantly different in key respects. Jews' performing healing through hand

imposition was distinct. The impartation of the Holy Spirit was distinct. The inclusion of

the Christian message, particularly as it evolved in Ac1B, made it distinctly Christian.

The observations outlined above help to clarify how a first century auditor/reader

likely understood the ritual action. "-,ike the ritual itself. the auditor/reader is also not a

36Gabriele Boccaccini, Middle Judaism: Jewish Thought, 300 B.C.E. to 200 ci:

(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1991), 17.

37
Ibid., translated "damnation of its memory"; meaning a kind of repudiation of

its heritage, parentage, background, ancestry.
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generic figure. Such a person could !10t help but filter his/her experiences through their

upbringing in a particular culture and by hislher religious convictions. Just as the ritual

took its formative meaning in the context of immediate issues, so the auditor/reader

applied his/her immediate Knowledge, for that is all they possessed. Only in time could a

proper and "orthodox" significance be understood to th-e ritual action. Significance, as

defined in this research, is something that can only evolve through the synthesis of all

meaningful experiences. Since Christianity was a new religion, and since its message was

so unlike any other, could anything but an initial misunderstanding happen? A

misunderstanding, not in the sense that an authoritative significance had been articulated

and anything different would be heresy, but a misunderstanding in the sense that a direct

correlation with the long-standing practices of Judaism or Gentile religions would fail to

notice the nascent and innocent flowering 0: a faith maturing before their very eyes.

In conclusion, Luke makes a statement that may bring clarity. Luke 1 :3-4 says:

It seemed good to me also, having followed all things closely fOT some time past, to
'write an orderly account for you, most excellent Theophilus, that you may know the
truth concerning the things ofwhichyou have been informed. (Italics mine)

Luke assr.rnes that his readers have some knowledge of the faith. He, however, feels that

their understanding is less than complete, He. writes to provide depth ofunderstanding.

To see the ritual action simply as a modification of similar rituals practiced in Jewish or

pagan circles robs the early church of its unique ictentity and overlooks how great a pan

the repudiation of Jewish and pagan elements played in its formative time. The truth as

concerns the ritual action of hand imposition is not found in Judaism, in paganism, or in

some combination of the two. The laying-on of hands in Luke and Acts is uniquely

Christian and can only be properly understood through Luke's Ch...ristological framework.
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