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LIFTING UP THE HEARTS OF THE AUDIENCE 
 

Reading Patristic Festal Sermons on the Ascension 

In this thematic issue of Questions Liturgiques/Studies in Liturgy, the fo-
cus will be on patristic festal sermons on the Lord’s Ascension. Articles in 

this issue present and analyse sermons by Gregory of Nyssa, Pseudo-
Chrysostom (Nestorius?), Augustine, Diadochus of Photice, and Severus 

of Antioch. These five case-studies cover sermons from the end of the 

fourth century until the first half of the sixth or, put differently, they stretch 

from the earliest testimony of an independent Feast of the Lord’s Ascen-
sion until the period when this feast had become a well-established part of 

the Easter-cycle. 
The Lord’s Ascension was of course an important element in Christian 

theology from its early times, but the ritualization of this theologoumenon 

took quite some time and proceeded in several steps. First, commemora-
tion of the Ascension was a solemn point in the fifty-day post-paschal 
period. Only gradually did it become a completely independent feast day 

with its own particular content. This transition is hard to date with preci-
sion and differed geographically, but it seems not to have taken place be-
fore the final decades of the fourth century AD. Though there is some dis-
cussion about this, it seems that Gregory of Nyssa’s sermon on the Lord’s 

Ascension (to be dated in the 380’s) is the earliest testimony of an inde-
pendent feast day of the Ascension.  

It is no coincidence that Gregory’s text is a sermon. Homiletical texts 

are by far the richest source of information for liturgical praxis as well as 

for the process of attaching theological meaning to that praxis. It is also no 

coincidence that the rapid development of a liturgical calendar in the 

fourth century chronologically overlaps with the time in which the source 

of homiletical texts really starts to flow in abundance. While the hundreds 

of sermons extant cover the most diverse of topics, the festal sermon is 

certainly an important subgenre. Besides festal sermons on the feast days 

of martyrs and other saints, there are also dozens of extant sermons that 
were delivered on the occasions of Christmas, Epiphany, Easter, Ascen-



250 Johan Leemans 
 
sion, Pentecost and other major feast days. These sermons constitute a 

very diverse corpus that to date has been insufficiently studied. The re-
search project of which this little volume is the first result aims at attract-
ing more attention to these texts, with particular emphasis on the Greek 

festal sermons on Ascension and Pentecost until ca. 450 AD.  
From these parameters a geographically varied corpus of 33 Greek fes-

tal sermons on Ascension and Pentecost emerges. The corpus includes 

pieces by famous preachers such as Gregory of Nazianzus, Severian of 

Gabala, John Chrysostom, Proclus of Constantinople, and Basil of Seleu-
cia but also by lesser-known preachers such as Diadochus of Photice. The 

entire spectrum of Christian communities in the Eastern half of the Roman 

Empire is covered, including major cities (Antioch, Constantinople) and 

much smaller ones (Nyssa, Nazianzus). Limiting the corpus to the Feasts 

of Ascension and Pentecost not only lends it thematic unity, the delimita-
tion also makes comparison between sermons possible. Generally speak-
ing, a large variety is observable in the corpus; preachers treat the same 

subject, but each in a different manner, accenting different points, and 

articulating a diversity of theological meanings. At the same time motifs, 
stereotypical expressions, and recurrent biblical quotations can be traced 

and their use fleshed out.  
In addition to this variety of content, there is also a variety of methods 

by which to study these sermons. For example, with regard to festal ser-
mons on Ascension and Pentecost, the historian of liturgy may be inter-
ested to analyse the sermons as testimonies to the existence of a particular 

feast and to an understanding of the liturgical calendar, or to attempt to 

reconstruct the underlying nascent lectionary. The social historian may 

glean information about early Christian daily life, while the historian of 

theology or exegesis may trace the homiletical appropriation of theologi-
cal ideas or scriptural texts. The cultural historian may be interested in the 

paideia to which these sermons bear witness, and the historian of literature 

may be interested to study their use of rhetorical features, such as struc-
ture, style, images, and metaphors. Scholars very often take one of these 

approaches to the entire corpus of a single ancient author.  
All these approaches have their merits, yet it seems advisable to me to 

apply them not in isolation but together, that is, to employ wherever it is 

possible a composite approach or collection of approaches to the study of 

individual sermons. While one inevitably remains subject to the limita-
tions that any given sermon’s actual content imposes on the analysis, this 
more holistic approach offers the best chances for an in-depth understand-
ing of individual sermons. Indeed, it is my firm conviction that the way 

forward in sermon studies lies in focussing on individual texts. I see three 

reasons for this. First of all, most sermons were originally delivered as 

isolated texts in a very particular Sitz im Leben, with the homilist respond-
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ing to very concrete challenges. Only at a later stage were these individual 
homiletical texts selected, collected, and transmitted in series or collec-
tions. Secondly, many excellent studies drawing on homiletical material 
pursue research questions on the level of global synthesis but in so doing 

often do not rest, or do so insufficiently, on a detailed analysis of the indi-
vidual texts. While building on the research results of these studies, I think 

the time has come to turn this paradigm upside down and focus more on 

the in-depth analysis of individual texts. Thirdly, this approach will result 
in a more nuanced understanding of the sermons, an understanding that 
does greater justice to their original purpose, a purpose well captured in 

their description by Asterius of Amasea as “schoolrooms for our souls.”  
In this small volume the first fruits of our much larger project are of-

fered in the form of four contributions dealing with Greek sermons and 

one contribution dealing with a group of Latin sermons, all sermons on the 

Lord’s Ascension. First comes an article by Rich Bishop on Gregory of 

Nyssa’s Ascension sermon. The article offers an in-depth study of the ser-
mon, paying particular attention to its biblical and theological substrate. 
Then Hélène Grelier offers a detailed analysis of and commentary on a 

sermon of pseudo-Chrysostom. Johan Leemans presents an analysis of the 

Ascension sermon by Diadochus of Photice. Certainly these latter two 

texts have hardly been studied. The same may be said, to a lesser extent, 
about Gregory’s sermon in that sense that much of the discussion has re-
volved around dating, authorship, and the question as to whether this really 

is an Ascension sermon. These three texts document how three different 
preachers grappled with the meaning of the ascension and with communi-
cating that meaning to their audience. At the same time some recurring 

features are present, most notably a surprising preponderance of biblical 
material from the Old Testament, material that really colours the sermons 

and adds to their festive tone and theological content. After these three 

contributions on Greek festal sermons, a fourth is added about Latin mate-
rial. In this article Anthony Dupont discusses the Ascension sermons of 

Augustine of Hippo. Dupont demonstrates how the doctor gratiae consist-
ently manages to introduce the theme of grace into these sermons without 
doing an injustice to the feast day. Compared to the three Greek sermons, 
in which theological concerns (especially Christological ones) are admit-
tedly not absent, one gets the impression that such concerns come more to 

the fore in Augustine’s sermons on the same topic. A final contribution by 

Pauline Allen on Severus of Antioch documents a later stage in the devel-
opment of the patristic Ascension sermons. It provides a transition to the 

wealth of Byzantine festal sermons. 
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