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Summary

This study aims to address a gap in Second Temple scholarship by examining
how religious groups engage with the divine realm within this two-staged apocalypse,
as conveyed by implied authors alongside implied readers and hearers. Indeed, the
phenomenon of Isaiah’s ascent (i.e., Ascls 6:10-12) and his celestial journey (i.e., Ascls
7:2-11:35), respectively described and narrated in stage one, occurs during collective
prophetic liturgy and raises questions about the religious experiences of prophetic
groups related to the Ascension of Isaiah.

In examining the religious experience in the Ascension of Isaiah, a range of
interdisciplinary theories and methods employed by scholars exploring religious
experiences in ancient literature are applied. To date, only brief comments have been
made on the religious experience in this composition. While the task of addressing
religious experience faces many obstacles, there should be little doubt that this is a
topic shaping the Ascension of Isaiah, its readers and hearers, as well as the scribal
traditions that transmitted it. Indeed, expressions of religious experience permeate the
text. The findings of this study are significant for charting new pathways for
adjudicating signs of religious experience, as reflected in the Ascension of Isaiah. To
achieve this objective, this study is organised into six chapters, summarised as follows.

Chapters One and Two provide foundational insights for a thoughtful
assessment of the Ascension of Isaiah. Chapter One, supported by interdisciplinary

methods, posits hypotheses regarding religious experiences that may be induced by,



arise from, or be depicted in the text. It introduces the complex textual versions of the
Ascension of Isaiah and, while focusing on the leitmotif of the apocalypse,
demonstrates how religious experience is integral to its eschatological vision. The
pseudepigraphy employed in the text serves as a means by which the authors and the
community of prophets and interpreters self-identify and attribute their conceivable
visionary experiences to the ancient hero. Chapter Two examines the components of
ascent, heavenly cult, prophetic liturgy, and ecstatic prophecy in early Jewish and
Christian literature, envisioning how external forces compelled the community and
individuals of the apocalypse to experience the divine realm. This examination delves
deeper into what can be explored about the religious experience from the text as
drawn from the religious tradition of the period.

Chapters Three, Four, and Five examine signs of religious experience in the text.
Chapter Three considers excerpts describing the liturgical-prophetic ceremony whose
elements are rooted in the religious communitarian praxis of the period. The aim here
is to demonstrate that passages 6:1-7:1 and 11:36—-39 indicate liturgical events
celebrated by the communities and individuals in the past in communitas with
heavenly beings. It is argued that repetitive and performative practices of the liturgical-
prophetic ritual led the ancient authors as well as readers/listeners of the visionary
account of Isaiah to visionary experiences.

Chapter Four focuses on passages from the account of Isaiah’s revelation and
journey (7:2-11:35), which suggest otherworldly experiences as the product of
processes occurring in or reflected by the body and behaviour of the visionary. The goal
is to demonstrate that the narratives of Isaiah’s journey in the sixth and seventh

heaven (Chs. 8-9), when read and performed by a devotee, unveil processes activating



an alternate psychic state of the visionary. Attention is also given to the vivid and
concrete language of these narratives, which are performed as embodied by the
narratee and allow others to re-enact the narrator’s experience. One conclusion
reached is that the author of Ascls 6-11, through the literary resources of body
language and emotion words, designs religious experiences to be engendered by
readers and listeners of the composition.

Chapter Five explores the signs of ascents to heaven in passages in stage two
(i.e., 2:9-11, 3:19 and 4:13). Here, the continuity of the liturgical-prophetic ritual and
re-actualization of the narratives from Ascls 6-11 are demonstrated. In the entire
writing of the Ascension of Isaiah, by which is meant the composition created by the
second author who reused the visionary account of Isaiah, there are signs of repetitive
and performative religious practices of ascension to heaven attributed to Isaiah. The
second stage of the apocalypse is argued to be a reflex of the revelatory content of its
previous stage, re-adapted and re-actualised through the immersive reading of the
narratives from Ascls 6—11, which engendered further visionary experiences.

The research presented here addresses the central message of the Ascension of
Isaiah. This message is transmitted orally and, embedded into this book, which was
written in two stages, became the central thread uniting this composite work making it
coherent. This composition is about Isaiah, who, surrounded by a group of devotees
involved in a religious celebration, had a religious encounter. This central theme
expresses the sensibility of its authors and, consequently, was found appealing to those
who received it. As this study demonstrates, signs behind this message indicate a
genuine religious experience of its authors and their precursors. The magnificence of

Isaiah’s account goes beyond the marvellous story about the ascended and



transformed human being meeting the divine. This research exhibits how the visionary
account’s numinous narratives are a script for its performance which might have
stimulated devotees to re-enact the experience of Isaiah. This study seeks to
demonstrate just how central the motif of the human encounter with the divine,
attained through the liturgical-prophetic rituals in communitas, was for the authors of
the apocalypse, its readers and listeners. It also might nurture questions about how
vital the experiences of heavenly journeys and feelings of “oneness” with the divine

were for the early Christians.
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Chapter One: The Ascension of Isaiah

The Introductory Aspects

1.1 Thesis and Arguments

Scholarship on the Ascension of Isaiah emphasises the importance of
understanding its historical and literary aspects, as will be discussed below in this
Chapter (cf. § 1.4). While explorations of historical and literary topics have not been
exhausted, no scholar has considered how this composition may have been read
and/or experienced by early Christian communities, and how it can be interpreted now
from the phenomenological perspective of religious experience.

This study seeks to fill a gap in the Second Temple scholarship by providing a
deeper understanding of how religious groups are compelled to experience the divine
realm in the two-staged apocalypse of the Ascension of Isaiah. The point of departure
for the thesis is found in the Ascension of Isaiah 6:10-12, where the description of
Isaiah, the central character of the work, ascending to heaven is regarded as one of the
finest accounts of ecstasy in ancient Jewish and Christian literature. Because this

ecstatic phenomenon occurs during a collective prophetic liturgy, there is a growing



consensus among specialists that the text of the ascent in the Ascension of Isaiah refers
to the performances of the prophets themselves.!

To help us come closer to the religious experience of early Christian
communities, | aim to understand how a sage recounting a journey conveys his account
of the vision of the divine realm to listeners. Furthermore, | seek to comprehend how
the visionary’s report of participation in the heavenly cult of God influenced their
communities, often composed of groups of prophets, in shaping their own religious
experiences. The use of liturgy and prayer within the context of worship seems to have
played a significant role, while the performance of hymns and songs appears to have
invited and encouraged participation from others. Considering that a substantial
portion of the text reflects a communion with angels during worship, | intend to
explore the nature of these experiences and how they were nurtured.

The first-person singular pronoun in several passages is employed to report
heavenly cultic visions, and the frequent recitation of liturgical fragments during
earthly cultic events is noted. This suggests that these elements facilitated the

experience of communion between those engaged in the cult and the angels. | seek to

1 See especially Antonio Acerbi, L’/Ascensione di Isaia. Cristologia e profetismo in Siria nei primi decenni del
Il. Secolo. Studia Patristica Mediolanensia, 17 (Milano: Universita Cattolica del Sacro Cuore, 1989), 217—
253 and 269-282; Robert G. Hall, “The Ascension of Isaiah: Community Situation, Date, and Place in Early
Christianity”, JBL 109 (1990): 289—-306; Robert G. Hall, “Isaiah’s Ascent to See the Beloved: An Ancient
Jewish Source for the Ascension of Isaiah?,” JBL 113, no. 3 (1994): 463—384, here 469 and 472; Richard
Bauckham, The Climax of Prophecy: Studies on the Book of Revelation (Edinburg: T&T Clark, 1993), 87-89;
Enrico Norelli, LAscensione di Isaia. Studi su un apocrifo al crocevia dei cristianesimi, Origini / Nuova Serie
1 (Bologna: EDB, 1994), 167-173, 235-248 and 271-275; Enrico Norelli, Ascensio Isaiae. Commentarius.
Corpus Christianorum, Series Apocryphorum 8 (Turnhout: Brepols, 1995), 36—-66; Adriana Destro and
Mauro Pesce, “The Ascension of Isaiah and the Johannist Constellation,” in The Ascension of Isaiah, ed.
Jan N. Bremmer, Thomas R. Karmann, and Tobias Nicklas, Studies on Early Christian Apocrypha 11
(Leuven: Peeters, 2016), 199-234, here 216-217; Adriana Destro and Mauro Pesce, From Jesus to his First
Followers: Continuity and Discontinuity. Anthropological and Historical Perspectives (Leiden: Brill, 2017),
100-101. See also the section “Previous Scholarship” in this Chapter (1.4) below, note how this growing
conviction among specialists is embraced by this study to establish the methodology, in the section
“Addressing Religious Experience Phenomena” (1.5), and observe how it is examined in Chapter Three,
entitled “Visionary Experience in the Course of the Prophetic Cult on Earth and in Heaven.”



comprehend how this experience of communion can be interpreted in light of the
description of the sage’s ecstatic experience and how the communion between the
earthly community and celestial beings compels listeners and readers of the visionary
narratives to encounter the divine realm.

This study seeks to demonstrate that the Ascension of Isaiah contains signs of
religious experience phenomena which is (1) induced by the text, (2) lying behind or
producing a text, or (3) described by a text. This thesis is based on several hypotheses
argued in Chapters Three, Four and Five: first, Ascls 6—11 is the sign and image of
liturgical events undertaken by the community of early Christians. Passages 6:1-7:1
and 11:36-39 indicate that the members of the prophetic circle celebrate the liturgical-
prophetic events in communitas; second, the repetitive and performative celebrations
of the prophetic ritual in communitas compelled the ancient authors and the prophetic
circle behind the writing to the visionary experience and the encounter with the divine;
third, the author of Ascls 6—11, with deliberate use of the literary resources such as
body language and emotion words, designs religious experiences to be engendered by
readers and listeners of the composition; fourth, the Ascension of Isaiah, a document
which relaunches the visionary account of Isaiah 6—11, exhibits signs in Ascls 1-5 of
repetitive and performative religious practices of ascension to heaven by its author and
members of his community. Passages 2:9—-11, 3:19, and 4:13 indicate that the prophets
and interpreters re-experience the encounter with the divine from Ascls 6-11 and re-
actualise its meaning for the new reality.

The following sections of the Chapter offer a description of the text, its date of
composition, issues regarding various authors and pseudepigraphy, as well as the socio-

historical context and provenance. | also summarise the significant aspects of previous



treatments of the Ascension of Isaiah, emphasising the interests and concerns raised in
earlier scholarship. After providing a historical overview of the study of religious
experience, | present a methodology that allows us to perceive and observe signs of

religious experience in the text of this ancient work.

1.2 Text

As a composite writing consisting of two main parts, the Ascension of Isaiah
provides two stories designed for different purposes.?

Ascls 6-11 is a journey into the visionary account of Isaiah. It begins with a vivid
portrayal of the author’s prophetic school (6:1-7:1). “Forty prophets and sons of the
prophets” (6:3) gather in Jerusalem during the happier reign of king Hezekiah to
receive Isaiah’s vision of the coming of Christ (Ascls 7-11). Named prophets (6:9) and
their apprentices (6:3) are here envisaged, and they are distinguished from “the
officials, eunuchs and people” (6:3.7.14.17) who are outside. As a senior prophet,
Isaiah conducts the prophetic school organised similarly to one of the lower five levels
of heaven. They join their heavenly counterparts to worship exactly as the angels in the
heavens (6:2—7). The phenomenon of ecstatic ascension, when the body of Isaiah
remains on earth and his mind is taken to the heavens, takes place in the environment
of the prophetic liturgy. Isaiah ascends to the seventh heaven, where he attends the
heavenly cult conducted by two divine beings: the Holy Spirit, represented as an angel,

and the Beloved One / the Lord, who is pre-existing Christ characterised as superior to

2 Hall, “The Ascension of Isaiah”, 289-306; Richard Bauckham, The Fate of the Dead: Studies on the Jewish
& Christian Apocalypses, NovTSup 93 (Leiden: Brill, 1999), 363—369 (Ch. 14: “The Ascension of Isaiah:
Genre, Unity and Date”); Enrico Norelli, “L’Ascension d’Esaie est-elle vraiment un écrit unitaire ? Une
discussion avec Richard Bauckham,” Annali di Storia dell’Esegesi 32, no. 1 (2015): 11-37.



angels. The climax of the vision happens when Isaiah observes the future descent of
the Beloved One in the world below, where he assumes a human aspect. Isaiah sees
Christ’s crucifixion by the earthly powers subjected to the “God of this world” and,
afterwards, his descent into the kingdom of the dead. The Lord takes away the power
of the rebellious angels who claimed to be masters of the world and, finally, rises back
to the heavens to take his place on the throne at the right hand of God, while the Holy
Spirit sits at the left. After Isaiah gives an account of the vision, the prophetic assembly
continues worshipping.

Ascls 1-5, a masterpiece of apocalyptic literature, arouses the collective future
eschatological hope in believers who were rejected by ecclesiastical authorities and
harassed by false prophets. The author uses the traditional narrative model in which a
false prophet incites an evil king to persecute a true prophet. The legend about the
death of Isaiah, who would be sawed in two by the wicked king Manasseh, is
incorporated into this story. The fictional setting is a prediction of the apostasy of
Manasseh, the son of king Hezekiah, a friend of the prophet Isaiah who witnesses
Isaiah’s ecstatic experience described in Ascls 6-11. The story of Isaiah’s confrontation
with Hezekiah’s son and the false prophet Belchira results in Isaiah’s martyrdom (5:1—
16). Belchira’s anger is caused by the fact that, through Isaiah’s vision of the descent
and ascent of the Beloved recounted in Ascls 6-11, the prophet reveals that
Sammael/Beliar, who inspired Manasseh to reject this vision, is an impostor in this

world.



1.2.1 Date, Composition, and Eschatology

There is a growing consensus in the current scholarship on a two-stage
composition theory of the apocalypse. Studies by Antonio Acerbi, Mauro Pesce, Robert
G. Hall and Enrico Norrelli contribute to a unitary vision of the origins of the
apocalypse. According to this theory, the visionary narrative (Ascls 6-11) was initially
circulating orally, before being written in the late first century CE, as will be discussed
below in this Chapter (cf. § 1.3). Jonathan Knight and Hall argue that the third-person
narrative introduction (Ascls 6) may have been added to the first-person visionary
material.3 The narrative material (Ascls 1-5) was subsequently added to the visionary
account, and the entire composition (Ascls 1-11) was launched in the early second
century.? This relaunch, with added narrative material, was necessary to respond to the
deteriorating situation in Christian communities (3:21-31), reaffirming and revitalising
the posture developed in the visionary part.> Currently, Norelli and Richard Bauckham
are in dispute over the date of compositions. Bauckham suggests a provenance in 70—
80 CE for the entire piece,® while Norelli defends his hypothesis that a circle of

prophets relaunched the visionary part of the entire composition, establishing its final

3 Jonathan Knight, “The Origin and Significance of the Angelomorphic Christology in the Ascension of
Isaiah,” JTS 63 (2012): 66—105, here 70; Hall, “The Ascension of Isaiah”, 290.

4 Hall, “The Ascension of Isaiah”, 289-306; Enrico Norelli, Ascension du prophéte Isaie. Apocryphes:
Collection de poche de I'Association pour I'Etude de la Littérature Apocryphe Chrétienne (Turnhout:
Brepols, 1993), 74-78; Jonathan Knight, The Ascension of Isaiah. Guides to the Apocrypha and
Pseudepigrapha (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1995), 21-23, 25-26; Jonathan Knight, “The Political
Issue of the Ascension of Isaiah: A Response to Enrico Norelli,” JSSNT 35, no 4 (2013): 355—-379, here 357—
358; Michael A. Knibb, “Isaianic Traditions in the Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha,” in Writing and Reading
the Scroll of Isaiah Vol. Il, ed. Craig C. Broyles and Craig A. Evans (Leiden/New York: Brill 1997), 636—650.

> Acerbi, L’Ascensione di Isaia, 217-277.

® Richard Bauckham, The Fate of the Dead, 371-374; 381-390; Richard Bauckham, “How the Author of
the Ascension of Isaiah Created its Cosmological Version of the Story of Jesus,” in The Ascension of Isaiah,
ed. Jan N. Bremmer, Thomas R. Karmann, and Tobias Nicklas, Studies on Early Christian Apocrypha 11
(Leuven: Peeters, 2016), 24.



redaction for 100 CE.” This study aligns with the two-stage theory of the composition
and with the date of the final redaction of the apocalypse. To aid understanding,
hereafter, Ascls 611, as the visionary material of the Ascension of Isaiah, are
designated “Ascls Part One”, and Ascls 1-5, as the narrative material of the Ascension
of Isaiah, are designated “Ascls Part Two.”

The two-stage composition was created by different authors, as will be
discussed in the following subsection (1.2.2), featuring different protagonists. The
Ascension of Isaiah’s first-stage protagonists are prophets, including the prominent
prophet, Isaiah. In the traditional literary subject of the conflict between true and false
prophets, the author frames the confrontation between the prophetic group he
belongs to and their adversaries. He perceives his context as a scene of intense
contention between the group of prophets and false prophecy. There are several
references to the group of visionaries associated with Isaiah, “the prophets who were
with him” (3:1, 6-7; 5:13) in Ascls Part Two.® This group of prophets was marginalised
(3:27) by the corrupt ecclesiastical authorities, described as false prophets (3:21-31).
The author highlights attitudes of false prophecy: the abandonment of the prophecy of
the twelve apostles, internal divisions, corruption of the priests, withdrawal from
following prophecies of the individuals in the past, and rejection of the vision of Isaiah.
Thus, the story of Isaiah, who is persecuted and instigated by Belchira, establishes a

model of the community of prophets, which opposes the church of elders and pastors.

7 Enrico Norelli, “l’Ascension d’Esaie est-elle vraiment un écrit unitaire?", 11-13; Norelli, L’Ascensione di
Isaia, 59—67, 235-248; Norelli, Ascensio Isaiae (Commentarius), 30—66.

8 Among the prophets “who were with” Isaiah are those named, such as Jasub, Micah, Joel and Ananias
(2:9; cf. 4:1; 6:7,17; 7:1; 8:24; 11:16), as well as a larger group (2:9-10), who shared with Isaiah an ascetic
life in the wilderness (2:10-11).



Do authors of the two-stage apocalypse draw images of actual prophetic groups behind
the apocalypse?

Hall’s position is that there is a prophetic school gathering periodically from
various early Christian communities behind Ascls Part One and Ascl Part Two. The
prophetic guild appears in one section of Ascls Part One (6:4-17), where the author
announces the arrival of “forty prophets” from the surrounding country, and three
sections of Ascls Part Two (1:1-13; 2:7-11; 3:6-12), which echo Ascls 6. According to
Hall, Isaiah conducts the prophetic school by imparting prophetic activities that aim to
sharpen the prophetic practices of its adepts. The prophetic guild is organised similarly
to one of the lower five levels of heaven, and this organisation is reflected in the setting
of the prophets in the ceremony described in Ascls 6. This ceremony is structured
around the prophets, who play a central role. They engage in worship, involving the
angels in a manner that mirrors their own worship. The senior prophet’s ascent to the
seventh heaven is a significant event, building upon experiences of heavenly journeys
that are open to all members of the prophetic guild. In Hall’s opinion, the author of
Ascls Part One uses the description of the prophetic group in Ascls 6 to convey his view
of his own group. Similarly, the sections in Ascls Part Two, which echoes Ascls 6, also
reflect the Ascls Part Two author’s view of his own group. The second author, in
contrast to the ideal portrait painted by the first author, depicts the marginalisation

and reclusion of his prophetic group, which faces deterioration.’

9 Hall, “The Ascension of Isaiah”, 293—296.



As Hall’s perspective shows the majority consensus on this issue, this study
aligns with his position, particularly regarding the interpretation of the prophetic
characters in the text.

Given that two stories were designed for different purposes in the two-staged
apocalypse, questions about normative lines arise in the entire document.

The idea of an encounter with the divine, a transformative and life-altering
experience, is a central theme in the Ascension of Isaiah. This concept is seen
intrinsically and transmitted directly through the desire of the self-defined prophetic
community to defend and authenticate their belief in experiences of heavenly ascent
(2:9; 6:14). Moreover, the concept of meeting the divine also permeates stages of
apocalyptic eschatology found in the writing. This concept, which regulates the beliefs
and convictions of the community members, is not just a part of their life manifesto
but a cornerstone. This manifesto expresses a firm opinion that God keeps everything
in the universe under control now and in the future through Christ’s heavenly nature
and power, which defeats the rebel angels and effects redemption. How does this
reconstitution of the world benefit the human experience of this new world?

The group of prophets lives the restored world order as a realised eschatology,
and the details of this eschatology are transmitted through the vision received by their
leader who ascended to heaven. A part of this redemptive plan consists of remaining in
the Holy Spirit, which involves practices by prophets to receive revelations and transmit
them to believers. In the middle of the narrative defending the pillars of the realised
and future eschatology compared to “the teaching of the twelve apostles” (3:21), the
author mentions the prophets’ practices of receiving revelations “through the Holy

Spirit” (3:19), which are then transmitted to believers through “vigorous words” (3:27).



Participation in the realised eschatology allows believers to receive heavenly robes,
thrones, and crowns in the future. This remaining in the Holy Spirit is likely a response
to a decline which motivated a further relaunch of the normative line from the
visionary narrative set in a new context. Living within a realised eschatology does not
mean there will be no Parousia, but this event does not have primary importance in
the author’s view. The devastating distance, which is intrinsic to the very constitution
of the universe, with the diminution of glory in the direction of this world (7:26; 8:24),
is overcome through the redemptive mission entrusted to and undertaken by the Lord.
As a result of God’s redemptive intervention, the possibility of meeting the divine is re-
established. As such, this possibility is explored in the present religious experience of
the heavenly journey of Isaiah (6:14).

In summary, the reconstitution of the world order transmitted in Ascls Part One
is paired with a human experience of this new world order. The significant reduction of
the distance between the divine and human realms is explored through the prophetic
ritual in the liturgical assembly of the prophets. Because the Ascension of Isaiah is a
composite of two parts that are woven into a unified whole, Ascls Part Two continues
the normative line defined in the visionary narrative. The quintessence of this idea is
that, by the redemptive mission of the Beloved, the distance between the human and
divine realms is overtaken. The group of prophets lives the restored world order as a
realised eschatology, receives revelations and transmits them to believers.

The following subsection focuses on identifying the authors of the apocalypse.
This involves addressing the issue of pseudepigraphy. After reflecting on hints in
specific passages of the apocalypse regarding the authors and considering theories on

pseudepigraphy, the study ultimately underscores the group identity of the authors.
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These authors, who align themselves with Isaiah, their ancient hero, seek to

understand the heavenly realm.

1.2.2 Different Authors and Pseudepigraphy

The Ascension of Isaiah unveils the group of ancient Jews and Christians
associated with the writing and committed to its normative line, whose essential part is
to live the realised eschatology to be rewarded in the future. This commitment entails
the conviction of the communities and individuals in the past to have knowledge of the
revelation and their experiences of the divine realm. When the authors of the two-
stage apocalypse compose narratives that disclose their literary characters’ convictions
and commitments, they claim to possess an authoritative and independent way of the
central truth about the redemptive divine mission. While composing narratives and
accounts of visionaries experiencing the divine realm, they are also conversant, or even
experts, with visionary activity. However, the author of Ascls Part One and the author
of Ascls Part Two are concealed in the pseudepigraphy and set their visionary activities
in the context of the ancient Isaiainic visionary tradition. What can be said about the
identity of Isaiah in Ascls Part One and the identity of Isaiah in Ascls Part Two? Their
identity relates to the sources generating the redemptive message.

The redemptive message, resulting from visionary practices, is embraced by the
visionary circle. This circle is portrayed as the central and primary authority, integrated
into their respective peripheral communities: “...there were forty prophets and sons of
prophets they had come from the neighbouring villages (A9°AL:-£9° —’ama 'adayama),

the mountains (DAI°ALOC — wa 'ama ‘adabara), and the countryside (DA Ached —
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wa’ama ‘ahaqul) when they heard that Isaiah had come from Gilgal to Hezekiah” (6:3).%°
They continue the rites observed by Jewish circles and practice ascent into the
Merkavah (6:4—8). Their convictions and liturgical practices are so deeply embedded
that one has to be in close contact with them to truly understand these practices, as
noted in 6:14, Old-Slavonic translation: “And they all (Bscn — visi) thought (Nennipegay -
nepishtevakh) [‘E’: believed (®A7°0 — wa ‘amasala)] that Isaiah had been taken on high;
the prophets understood (pago\[mrkma - razumésha) that [he] was in a revelation (rako
B'k IABAENHH B - iako vii iavienii vé) ['E’: that holy Isaiah had been risen up (H+12°h —
zatanasa’a)].”’

The redemptive message, resulting from meditative practices, is received by a
circle of interpreters. This circle is represented in the writing by the figure of king
Hezekiah. Notably, Ascls Part One presents Hezekiah as one of the closest to Isaiah, his
privileged interlocutor, and the hearer of his vision’s story. He is even depicted as a
character assisted by the Holy Spirit (6:3.6; 7:1; 8:24; 11:16). In 11:39-40, he appears in
a certain way as the one who is responsible for the exegesis of the visionary content in
the context of the prophecies contained in scripture. He is not alone in this task but is
surrounded by three characters of the court, “Samnas the secretary, Jehoiakim, and

Asaph the historian” (6:17), whom the Holy Spirit also assists.!? Passages 6:17 and

10 While the issue of text versions is discussed in the following section (1.3), which also clarifies the
preferences and reasons for their use in this study, | anticipate incorporating terms from these versions
by including quotations supported by terms from the Ethiopic translation (‘E’) and the Old-Slavonic
translation (‘S’) of the Ascension of Isaiah in this paragraph. For references to the quotations, see note 60
below.

11 By prioritising the Slavonic translation over the Ethiopic, | emphasise the author’s intention to convey
that the ascension phenomenon attributed to Isaiah is comprehensible only to the prophets sitting next to
the visionary. | also refrain from discussing the textual issues in this passage, which have been addressed
by scholarship and summarised in Norelli, Ascensio Isaiae (Commentarius), 351-355.

12 The designation of their names appears to be inspired by the following: Samnas is associated with
Shebna (cf. 2 Kings 18:18; Isa 36:3), the king’s secretary who is described as a “scribe”; Jehoiakim is
identified with Eliakim (Isa 36:33.22; 2 Kings 18:18.26.37); the administrator who appears with Shebna
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11:39-40 suggest that the interpretation of prophecies and tasks related to writing and
editing are developed in a group of persons who work under someone’s leadership, as
will be noted in Chapter Five below (cf. § 5.1.2). They seem to be part of the group of
interpreters responsible for producing narratives in close cooperation with the
prophetic circle. They also participate in public performances such as worship and
liturgic celebrations, as the writing shows them as fellows sitting next to the
prophets.!3

Exegesis is not necessarily understood as finding meaning. From the point of
view of the linguistic and cognitive science of religion, interpretation is a cognitive
mechanism through which the hearer or reader is constantly creating meaning and
construing knowledge. A significant part of this process is memory functioning, which
involves actively looking in memory to find a suitable place for new data in the pre-
existing system of collected and stored knowledge.'* As suggested in 11:39-40, this
emphasis on memory for the constant creation of meaning and construing knowledge
seems to have endorsed the reflection on the normative document in light of other
prophecies and subsequent beliefs.

Given the above, two sources generating the redemptive message in Ascls Part

Two should be considered: (1) the circle of prophets who obtain the knowledge of the

and Yoah; Asaph is regarded as the author of Psalms, which received a Christological interpretation that
likely should have already been established; cf. also, Larry W. Hurtado, “Early Christological Interpretation
of the Messianic Psalms,” Salmanticense 64, no. 1 (2017): 73—-100.

13 Hezekiah's role in interpreting and transmitting prophecies, along with his involvement in regulating
the written text, is still better understood in Ascls 1-5.

4 IIkka Eljas Pyysidinen, How Religion Works. Towards a New Cognitive Science of Religion. Towards a New
Cognitive Science of Religion (Leiden / Boston, MA: Brill, 2001), 33—44; Ilkka Eljas Pyysidinen, “The
Cognitive Science of Religion,” in Evolution, Religion and Cognitive Science. Critical and Constructive
Essays, ed. Fraser Watts and Léon Turner (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014), 21-37, here 21-22; for
the human ability to integrate various information from long-term memory to form concepts, see Robyn
Carston, Thoughts and Utterances. The Pragmatics of Explicit Communication (Oxford: Oxford University,
2002), 321-333, esp. 322.
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message through revelation, and (2) the circle of interpreters who reach the
comprehension of the message through literary devices. It is hard to say if their
visionary and interpretative activities were coordinated. However, from the setting of
Ascls 6 and 11:39-40, some regulations, which enabled the believers to “understand”
(11:40) the redemptive message, can be envisaged. The combination of visionary and
exegetic activities, whose result is the revelatory message transmitted in Ascls Part
Two, is endorsed by the visionary and revelatory experience of the divine realm. Both
groups seem to claim that they have attained the divine realm and acquired knowledge
pertaining to the redemptive mission, although they employ different means to
achieve it.

In the pseudepigraphic scenario, when the author of the Ascls Part One and the
author of the Ascls Part Two differ but are concealed under the pseudonymous name
of Isaiah, the text unveils their connection to the circle of prophets and circle of
interpreters, despite the narratives not relying on biographical information about the
real author. For methodological purposes, | clarify that | use the term “implied author”
to describe the entity that guides the “implied reader/hearer” in the story and that
makes the narrative decisions.’® This study identifies the implied author as an entity

placed between the real author and the narrator. While the implied author is the

utterance placeholder for its meaning, the narrator brings forth the narrative report.1®

15 For a historiography of Wayne C. Booth’s concept of the implied author and its reception in the
academic study of literature, see Tom Kindt and Hans-Harald Mdller, The Implied Author, Narratologia:
Contributions to Narrative Theory 9 (Berlin/New York, NY: 2006). For narrative elements and the
distinction between the real and implied author of a narrative in Biblical Studies, see Elizabeth Struthers
Malbon, “Narrative Criticism: How Does the Story Mean?,” in Mark and Method: New Approaches in
Biblical Studies, ed. Janice Capel Anderson and Stephen Moore (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 1992),
23-49, esp. 26-36.

18 For the distinction between the implied author and the narrator, see Elizabeth Struthers Malbon,
“Characters in Mark’s Story: Changing Perspectives on the Narrative Process,” in Mark as Story:
Retrospect and Prospect, ed. Kelly R. Iverson and Christopher W. Skinner. Resources for Biblical Study 65
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The implied author can be portrayed based on convictions, commitments, and religious
claims observed in the narratives. While the actual author had a life, the implied
author lives on as the projection of the text. The implied reader/hearer or the narratee
is an entity placed to hear or read the narratives.

Because this study addresses a composite work, and the documents of this
work are still prefixed to preexisting ones, it is necessary to clarify that there is a
distinct and unique implied author, as well as a distinct and unique implied reader, for
each consecutive stage of the work, including the pre-existing documents that sourced
the work in its final version. The implied author is the idea of the author constructed by
the reader or listener of the document, corresponding to the stage of its composition
while they read or listen to the narrative.’

Each of the two authors of Ascls Part One and Ascls Part Two is aware of how
redemptive communication has been reached as much as the authenticity of the
message. He is the spokesperson for both circles that acquire the experience of the
divine realm. He demonstrates that the circle of prophets claims a normative role in
the community through the visionary experience. The author also shows that the circle
of interpreters reaches the revelatory experience by explaining how the divine
redemptive mission was revealed in already written and available prophetic material.
Consequently, they explore their visionary praxis based on their exegesis of scripture
and provide the material for the author to compose the normative and founding

document.

(Atlanta: SBL, 2011), 45-69, here 68; Tom Kindt and Hand-Harald Mdiller, The Implied Author. Concept
and Controversy. Narratologia: Contributions to Narrative Theory 9 (Berlin / New York: De Gruyter, 2006),
155-158.

7 H. Porter, Abbott, The Cambridge Introduction to Narrative. 2" ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2008),
235.
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Each of the two authors of the Ascls Part One and the Ascls Part Two applies
the recourse of pseudonymity by attributing the main character of his writing to the
portrayal of a hero from the past. The pseudonymous attribution to Isaiah from the
past characterises the apocalypse as pseudepigrapha. According to John J. Collins,
pseudonymous disguise was the norm among apocalyptic texts, rather than the
exception.!® David Aune argues that an author applies pseudepigraphy because either
the apocalyptic visionary may have visions from the figure to whom he attributes his
work, and/or the writer may have identified with the past and written as his
representative.'® Consequently, the revelation is bolstered by the authority of a hero
from the ancient past?® and legitimised through its extension to the ancient figure
appealed for.?!

Scholars observe that there is no single key to the issue of pseudepigraphy in
apocalyptic texts.?2 They argue that merely strengthening authority is one of the many
purposes of using pseudepigraphy in the composition of apocalypses. Some propose
that pseudepigraphy may lie at the core of religious experience. Michael E. Stone
argues that in the background of the pseudepigraphic apocalyptic literature lie the

authors’ claims, and probably also a belief, that the norms and teachings they

8 John J. Collins, “Inspiration or lllusion. Biblical Theology and the Book of Daniel,” Ex Auditu 6 (1990):
29-38, here 30.

19 David E. Aune, Prophecy in Early Christianity and the Ancient Mediterranean World. Grand Rapids, MN:
Eerdmans, 1983, 109-110.

20 John J. Collins, “The Jewish Apocalypses,” in Semeia 14: Apocalypse: Morphology of a Genre, ed. John J.
Collins (Missoula, MT: Scholars Press, 1979), 45.

21 Annette Yoshiko Reed, “Pseudepigraphy, Authorship, and the Reception of ‘the Bible’ in Late Antiquity,”
in The Reception and Interpretation of the Bible in Late Antiquity. Proceedings of the Montréal Colloquium
in Honour of Charles Kannengiesser, 11-13.10.2006, ed. Lorenzo DiTomaso and Lucian Turcescu
(Leiden/Boston, MA: Brill, 2008), 467—490, here 477—-478.

22 For various purposes of the pseudepigraphy used in antiquity, see John J. Collins, Apocalypse, Prophecy,
and Pseudepigraphy: On Jewish Apocalyptic Literature (Grand Rapids, MN: Eerdmans, 2015), 219-250;
and in the Second Temple period: Vicente Dobroruka, Second Temple-Pseudepigraphy. A Cross-cultural
Comparison of Apocalyptic Texts and Related Jewish Literature, Ekstasis 4 (Berlin / Boston, MA: De
Gruyter, 2013), 13-33.
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disseminated originated in the divine realm. He affirms the association between
religious experience and certain pseudepigraphic apocalypses, and suggests that
pseudepigraphy might serve as a means to validate actual experiences.?® Christopher
Rowland, drawing on the work of Johannes Lindblom, suggests that the root of the
apocalyptic pseudonymity is the psychology of visionary experience. He observes in
visionary literature of diverse origins the tendency of scribes and writers involved in
creating the text to be identified with their mythical heroes to the extent that they may
have thought they were indeed the latter.2* Col