INTRODUCTION TO THE JOHANNINE WRITINGS

I. INTRODUCTION TO THE GOSPEL ACCORDING TO JOHN


The Gospel and Letters of John are called "Johannine writings" since they are attributed to the same community or school. Also included in this set is the book of Revelation or the Apocalypse of John, despite the fact that it belongs to an entirely different literary genre than either the Gospel or the Letters. Even though the Johannine Gospel and Letters also belong to different literary genres, they have a connecting thread that puts us in contact with a broad world of Christian thought and praxis around the end of the 1st century and they mark the highest and most mature point of Christological reflection up to that time. Since they, in turn, represent the Johannine community, they have a uniform thrust of thought and expression, and an easily identifiable theology. The chronological order of the writings seems to be: first the Gospel, then the Letters, in their present sequence.


When the NT canon received this work under the title of the "Gospel According to John" or "Gospel of John," no one could suspect how much fascination that this writing would exercise in the history of Christianity. On the fringe of orthodoxy, this work used a language close to that of the Gnosticism of the time, ran largely outside the traditional parameters of the gospel genre, and presented an image of Jesus of Nazareth verging on Docetism. Despite the reticence that it evoked at first, the God's providence proved more powerful in "canonizing" the Fourth Gospel as one of the highest points of theological reflection in the first-century Church.


This work has always aroused the curiosity of scholars, so much so, that the bibliography on it has constantly grown, far surpassing that dedicated to any other book of the NT. In the measure that methods have alternated in the service of the Fourth Gospel, this work has kept unveiling traces of its mystery, but contemporarily it keeps showing a surprising complexity, since its simple language contains a series of difficulties that keep discussion open. For the same reason, the Fourth Gospel resists being pigeonholed in the traditional literary categories, because in its final redaction it contains distinct and at times conflicting theological perspectives, it uses materials taken from tradition in a free and original manner, it indiscriminately brings into play such varied resources as theological meditation, historical drama and rabbinical discussion, it replaces the beloved parable of the synoptic world with Hellenistic allegory, displaces the theme of the Kingdom, which is central for the first evangelists, replacing it with a daring self-revelation of Jesus who, as eschatological Revealer, takes up the great theological images of the OT and presses them into service to manifest their novel truth. This autonomy of the Fourth Gospel from the synoptic Gospels has moved us to devote a separate cycle to it in our Word-Mission Project and to treat it together with the other works of the same Johannine cycle, namely the Letters and Apocalypse of John.


Obviously, when compared with the synoptics, the Fourth Gospel represents a new world. It is no longer a matter of walking with Jesus along the dusty roads of Palestine, rejoicing or suffering with the Savior's deeds and words, but rather one of contemplating the risen and glorious Christ who from the beginning of the Gospel invites us to enter into communion with him and to look with new eyes as all things --history humankind and time-- are transfigured and take on the character of figure, symbol and epiphany. The Fourth Gospel has rightly been called the "spiritual gospel," not because it wants to evade history in all its density --indeed, it is the gospel that most intensely points out the problems that the community had to face in its time--, but because it has been able to enter into the depths of the mystery of Jesus Christ and communicate it to us in a new and clear language.

1.1. History of the Johannine Community

When we speak of the Johannine Community we mean the diverse groups of Christians whose faith was reflected in the Fourth Gospel. Possibly, this community was born north of Palestine, in Syria, far from official Judaism and indeed in contact with heterodox Judaism and influences of the Greek world, more precisely with certain Gnostic currents. In close relationship with the redactional process of the Fourth Gospel, we can sketch a brief and hypothetical history of the Johannine Community, following the insights of Fr. Raymond E. Brown:


a) The Johannine tradition had its roots in Palestinian Judaism and included disciples of John the Baptist, as is clear from Jn 1:35-51. Among these first disciples we must include the one who would later be the "Beloved Disciple." The expectations of this first group involved a hope for a Davidic Messiah.


b) The community was joined by a group of Jews with an "anti-temple" bias (2-3) and by a group of Samaritans (4). This second group had messianic hopes of a type that was more Mosaic than Davidic, and a higher theology, which would eventually issue in the idea of the pre-existence of Jesus. At this point in time, the leadership skills of the Beloved Disciple were of key importance.


c) At this time, too, the Beloved Disciple put together materials gathered during stage b), and began a first version of the gospel. The social setting was now the Diaspora.


d) In this phase the community had to face several difficulties from the world of unbelievers, from Jews, from the disciples of John the Baptist, from secret Christians and from Jewish Christians of inadequate faith. These tensions are reflected in the gospel, which takes on a new look at this time.


e) A final redactor, in close communion with the author, or together with him, undertook the revision of the whole work and gave it its definitive shape.


In this hypothesis, which reasonably takes into account the long duration of the redactional process of the Fourth Gospel, we encounter the Johannine Community which, along with a reflection on its own identity, kept evolving its Christian faith starting from a theology that was initially primitive and overly tied to OT motifs, until it at length achieved a daring formulation of the pre-existence and exaltation of Jesus. We should not forget that it was a Jewish Christian community. Although the God of Jesus is Yahweh and the OT messianic titles are applied to Jesus, it is important to stress that Jn corrects this older vision with images taken from apocalyptic literature (Son of man, judge, envoy) or with concepts drawn from Wisdom literature (Logos), so as to yield a novel vision of Jesus, of worship and of the Law. This community lived in contrast with the synagogue, but was open to Jewish groups and accepted the messianic vocabulary (savior of the world, he who is to come, Truth), and a dualist scheme for presenting salvation (truth-lie, light-darkness, above-below, etc.). All of this rich cultural material in the Fourth Gospel is unified and organized around the presentation of Jesus, who is central to the work.

1.2. The Fourth Gospel at the historical-religious crossroads of its time

The question which spontaneously arises is: What is the world, the mentality and the philosophy of life that forms the background of the Fourth Gospel? There are diverse opinions.

1.2.1. Gnosticism

Gnosticism was a philosophical-religious current that sought human salvation through revealed knowledge. Bultmann, stirred by the publication of Mandaean writings carried out by Lidsbarski, insisted on the influence of Mandaean gnosis on the Fourth Gospel: "The fundamental genius of Jn comes from gnosis." For this author, the structuring element of the Fourth Gospel would be  a source of Gnostic discourses similar to the "Odes of Solomon" or to the "Gospel of Truth." Besides this, the discoveries at Nag Hammadi brought to light some Coptic Gnostic writings that reveal a great nearness to the literary and theological world of the Fourth Gospel. All of this led Käsemann to think that our gospel arose in a marginal community of a Gnostic type or, as he says: "a conventicle of gnosticizing tendencies that developed a naive docetism." According to this view Jesus would be a God who walked the earth without taking too seriously the mystery of the incarnation. Despite the fact that these expressions are rather exaggerated, it cannot be denied that the Fourth Gospel is rather near this view.

1.2.2. Qumran

At the beginning of the discovery and publication of the writings of Qumran many thought that this was the hermeneutic key to the Johannine works and explanation of their style and vocabulary. The idiomatic and cultural points of contact seemed decisive in revealing the cradle of Johannine dualism. But now the "Qumran fever" has considerably abated. The Essenian Community and the Johannine Community share the cultural substrate of their epoch, but this is not enough to deduce a Johannine dependence, nor is Qumran presented any more ad a great help for understanding the language and mentality of the Fourth Gospel and its history.

1.2.3. The Fourth Gospel, a typically Jewish work

Mainly French investigators (Braun, Boismard, and La Potterie) have highlighted this aspect of the Johannine work. The presence of OT traditions reworked by John, the use of typology and midrash, and the influence of Wisdom literature, have led them to recognize in the Fourth Gospel a work strongly rooted in Judaism, or better, and expression of the noblest of Judaism converted to the newness of Jesus of Nazareth. For this reason, Cothenet tells us that the soil that nourished the Fourth Gospel was Judaism, although it may have been of a marginal type. In the Fourth Gospel, which makes a profuse use of OT images, we note a special interest in Jewish feasts, Jewish customs and problems relating to the Sabbath.

1.2.4. Hellenistic influence

The English, and among them Dodd, have tried to situate the Fourth Gospel in contact with the influence of Hellenism of a Platonic or Platonist stamp. Dodd believed that he discovered in John a mentality "that sees in the sensible world a copy of the invisible realities."  For him there are parallels between the Fourth Gospel and Hermetic literature (The Dialogues of Hermes Trismegistus), which Dodd calls the higher religion of Hellenism." Nevertheless, Dodd recognizes that behind the Fourth Gospel lies an ancient tradition, independent of the synoptics, which is typically Jewish.

1.3. Geographical framework of the Fourth Gospel

One may think of Syria as the fatherland of the Fourth Gospel. Only in this setting can one understand the relationships of the work with gnosis, heterodox Judaism and Samaritanism.

2. PRESENTATION OF THE FOURTH GOSPEL


How does the Fourth Gospel look to us? We can say that this work has the strongest personality of the NT writings. Let us look at some of its characteristics.

2.1. Language

When we enter the realm of the Gospel of John we come predisposed to encounter a writing of high theology --which it certainly is-- and this makes us presuppose that Johannine language should be intricate and subtle. However we soon find that the language of John is simple and rather unvaried (some 1011 different words), made up of short phrases (the longest is Jn 13:1). The Gospel of John is less concrete and picturesque than that of Mark and less literary than that of Luke. The original language of the Fourth Gospel was common Greek (koinê), popular and direct, the heir of many earlier Greek dialects and spoken during NT times. In sum, the language of John is simple and, from a literary viewpoint, rather poor. Despite this apparent limitation, the Fourth Gospel has the charm of a work long reflected upon and loved, and its language does little more than draw near, slowly but deeply, to the object of its reflection: the person of Jesus.


It is a language that differs sharply from that of the synoptics, since it lacks their vividness and concreteness, but the Fourth Gospel gains in depth and elegance. Sometimes the Aramaic substrate shines forth in words translated directly into Greek, such as Rabbi, Rabbouni, Messias, Kephas, Siloam, Bethesda, Gabbatha, Golgotha. Its favorite words are: love, truth, know, life, world, testify, testimony, remain, send, keep, manifest, light, Father, Jews, I AM. There are expressions that approach the Essenian world, such as "to do the truth," "to bear witness to the truth," "to walk in darkness," "the light of life," "the spirit of truth," "the wrath of God rests upon him," "the son of perdition." As a counterpart to this, the words most typical of the synoptic world are practically absent from the Fourth Gospel, such as evangelize, gospel, reign, force, call, purify, proclaim, conversion, parable. The vocabulary of the Fourth Gospel reveals the emphases of Johannine theology: Jesus does not proclaim the Kingdom but speaks of himself; the miracles are not primarily gestures of power or mercy but signs that manifest the identity of Jesus; there are no calls to conversion but all are invited to believe in Jesus.

2.2. Style. Literary devices

The style of John is so typical that it is impossible to confuse any phrase of it with the synoptics. The synoptic miracles now become "signs" of a revealing character and of an eminently Christological content (seven signs); the Jesus of John is less of a wonder worker; in the Fourth Gospel there are far fewer "extraordinary gestures" of Jesus than in the synoptics. John is capable of creating true dramas, such as the dialogue with the Samaritan woman, the cure of the man born blind, the raising of Lazarus and above all, the Roman trial. John uses Semitic parallelism, chiasms and inclusions. Worth noting are double-meaning expressions: egeíren (to raise or to resurrect); ánothen (over again or from above); pneuma (wind or spirit); hypsoun (to lift up or to crucify or to glorify); stréphein (to turn about or to be converted). In this connection, John exploits the use of equivocation and misunderstanding: the words of Jesus are understood on an earthly plane which then provides Jesus with an opportunity to explain them on a heavenly plane. The use of irony is classic in the Fourth Gospel. To give but one case: the Jews who ask for the death of Jesus do not want to enter the Praetorium for fear of becoming unclean and of thus being excluded from celebrating Passover (they cling to the Passover rite, but seek the death of the true Lamb!). There are some expressions that only appear in the Fourth Gospel: "Amen, amen I say to you..."; "he answered and said..."; "to believe in" (eis); "to bear witness about"; "on my own," etc.

2.3. Distribution of the material

Following the classical division of the Fourth Gospel, we can distribute the work's content into four parts of unequal length:


a) Prologue: 2:1-18. This is a solemn, hieratic hymn dedicated to the person of Christ, the eternal Word of God, the pre-existent Word which plays an important role in the creation of the cosmos and who, setting aside the glory that belongs to him alongside the Father, assumes our flesh and accepts our history with all its risks and consequences. John tells us that it is precisely in the humanity of Jesus that we see the glory of God.


b) The Book of Signs: 1:19-12:50. Jesus manifests himself to the world by means of deeds and words that accredit him as the Envoy of the Father and the eschatological Revealer. This part narrates seven signs of Jesus that allow us to divide it into seven sections.


c) The Book of Glory: 13:1-20:31. Jesus manifests himself to his own in a special way and culminates his life with his glorious passion. This part begins with the Last Supper and Farewell of Jesus and ends with the Resurrection seen as the return of Jesus to the Father.


d) Epilogue: 21:1-25. Added later by a disciple of the author, it constitutes a second ending to the Gospel. It instructs us on the task of the Church after the departure of Jesus.

2.4. Aim and Addressees

The author tell us the aim of his work in 20:31: "These things have been written so that you may come to believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, and that through believing you may have life in his name." But who are the original addressees?


a) Some authors would suggest that the Fourth Gospel was addressed to the Hellenic world which it wanted to convince through an attractive presentation of Christ as Logos, the unique and perfect mediator and revealer.


b) Others stress the "missionary" character of the work and understand it as a proposal of faith addressed to the Jewish world. The Fourth Gospel goes so far as to say that "salvation is from the Jews" (4:22). But in view of the vocabulary referring to Judaism, the Fourth Gospel points rather to a break between the Johannine Community and Judaism, even referring to expulsion from the synagogue (ch. 9), a fact which only occurred beginning around the 90s. As a background for this episode we would single out the crisis aroused among Jewish Christians by the enforcement of the Birkat ha-Minîm ("benediction against the heretics" -- really, a curse on the deviators), formulated around 85, which Christians could not say without cursing themselves or omite without admitting that they were Christians.. For John Judaism becomes a paradigm for a world hostile to God and to his eschatological Revealer. Besides this, the moral determinism of the Fourth Gospel, which makes Jesus say "I do not pray for the world" (17:9), would be in contradiction to a missionary thrust for the work.


c) More likely, it was a writing aimed at strengthening the faith of the Johannine Community itself which was having its difficulties toward the end of the first century. In fact we note in the Fourth Gospel a relatively important polemic against the Baptists who held that John the Baptist (JBap) was the Messiah, a polemic which was observed in Ephesus (cf. Acts 18:25; 19:2-4), where tradition has held that the redaction of the Fourth Gospel took place. The evangelist is concerned with re-positioning the Precursor and giving him an honorable but secondary place in the history of the NT. Moreover, we can also note a struggle against Docetism, which denied the reality of the incarnation with its consequences for the human experience of Jesus of Nazareth. For the Gnostics, salvation was attributed to the knowledge (gnosis) that comes from the revelation of divine secrets, which was the most important thing for them Hence one observes in them a contempt for the human body, from which the soul should strive to be detached. They also regarded martyrdom as a debacle, because what interested them was knowledge without any necessary connection with concrete life. Thus they held that Jesus could not have a human body and could not suffer, let alone die. The Fourth Gospel struggles against all of this, sometimes even using the very language of its adversaries.

2.5. A Gospel for hard times

In close connection with what we have said above, we can say that the Fourth Gospel is a writing for times of struggle and controversy. We have already mentioned the break with official Judaism, which shines through throughout the work, above all in chapter 9, in connection with the man born blind. All of this ambiance of hostility undoubtedly has as its background the measures taken by against Christians in the assembly of Jamnia, toward the end of the first century. We can also point to the polemic with the Baptists, disciples of JBap who reacted against the parallel ministry of Jesus (3:26). The author of the Fourth Gospel is at pains to reconstruct the figure and work of the Precursor by putting him in service of the person of Jesus (cf. 1:6-8, 15, 19-34; 3:22-36) and telling us that the first disciples of Jesus came from the school of JBap (1:37).

2.6. The author of the Fourth Gospel

Since the end of the second century this work has been attributed to John, the son of Zebedee, brother of James and member of the group of the Twelve; but this thesis is no longer tenable. We can say that although this supposed apostolic kinship might add a special prestige to the Fourth Gospel, the value of its doctrine, its inspiration and canonicity do not depend on its apostolic character. The tradition of the Fourth Gospel dates back to the 70s, from which time various redactions of the Gospel keep following until the end of the first century, and all of them under the name of John, in keeping with the device of pseudonymity which was already common in biblical writings. In fact, the Gospel, which represents the high-water mark of Christological reflection in the NT, reveals a level of culture which exceeds that of a Galilean fisherman and better befits the theology of a whole school reflecting on and updating the deeds of Jesus with a great sense of fidelity to the origins (19:35) and a great sensibility in suiting its kerygma to new times and circumstances.

3. UNITY AND COMPOSITION OF THE FOURTH GOSPEL


This might be a good time to recall that the gospels are not properly speaking biographies of Jesus in which events keep succeeding one another in strict fidelity to a chronological account. The gospels are rather confessions of a keen faith in which meaning surpasses event and theology transfigures history. This last item is far more pronounced in John than in the synoptics, since the author himself alerts us to the partial and selective nature of his exposition (20:30; 21:25).


The Johannine work reveals a great number of redactional cracks and strata that clearly show a long process of redaction carried out not just by one person but by a whole theological school. However, it is very hard to determine the number of stages in the history of its redaction, because we only have the text of John with which to reconstruct its different literary levels. There are various theories on this redactional process, but as yet no consensus is possible. Here are a few of the more notorious problems: We note, for example, after the Prologue, the lack of a definite plan and a lack of chronological indications to facilitate the detection of its sequence. The discourses, which occupy a great deal of space, are enigmatic oracles that come from the heavenly world on the lips of an already glorified Christ. There are unfinished texts and notable interruptions. Long gone is the time when David Strauss could compare the text of John to the seamless robe mentioned in the Passion narrative (19:23). Today the fissures in the text of John fairly leap off the page and are recognized by all. But, where did the Johannine school get all its material?

3.1. The sources of the Fourth Gospel


Among the classic sources suggested for John are the synoptic gospels, although the author has made a very restricted and modified use of them, so much so that it is impossible to speak of dependence properly so called. John has his own narrative scheme and he approaches the synoptic world only on a few unavoidable occasions, such as the final events in the life of Jesus and  in a few less lengthy passages such as the cleansing of the Temple, the cure of the royal official of Capernaum. the multiplication of loaves, etc.


The Fourth Gospel has some points of similarity with the Gospel of Mk, but the treatment of traditional elements has been severely transformed in service of a higher theology. Thus Jn is close to Mk in the sequence of the account of the multiplication of loaves and the events that follow it: walking on water, return to the western shore, the confession of Peter, the passion prediction (Jn 6; Mk 6:34-8:29), likenesses which could be explained by recourse to a common tradition of the Church. There are also affinities in the account of the anointing at Bethany, although in Mk this anointing is of Jesus' head. There are also affinities in the Passion Narrative, but only in the overall shape, not in theology, because in Jn, the Passion of Jesus is transformed into a royal ceremony that terminates in the enthronement of Jesus on the cross


There are no important parallels with Mt.


With Lk, however there are a number of themes in common: the messianic question of JBap, the miraculous catch of fish, the presence of the Mother of Jesus, the sisters Mary and Martha, Judas (not the Iscariot), Annas, the importance of the Temple. According to both Gospels, Jesus travels several times to the Holy City, Judas' betrayal is the work of Satan, Pilate recognizes Jesus' innocence three times, the scourging takes place before the death sentence. Both Gospels lack the anesthetic drink offered to Jesus at Calvary, the taunts at the foot of the cross, the appearances of Jesus in Jerusalem. We could say that Jn draws all of these themes from presynoptic Palestinian oral tradition of the time and transfigures them in keeping with the theology of exaltation.


Besides this, in Jn we miss a number of themes that are known by the synoptics, such as the infancy narratives, the preaching of repentance before the coming of the Kingdom, the sermon on the mount, the parable discourse, the Lord's Prayer, the Transfiguration, the institution of the Eucharist, the expulsion of demons. For its part, Jn offers themes unknown in the synoptic tradition, such as Nicodemus, the Samaritan Woman, the man born blind, the paralytic at the pool, the raising of Lazarus, the allegories of the shepherd and the vine. The Jesus of the Fourth Gospel is surprisingly on the move, so that one has to think of three years of ministry instead of the one of the synoptics.


From these data we can gather an extraordinary independence of Jn regarding the synoptics, a fact that some have interpreted it as a desire on the part of Jn to complement, supplant or correct his predecessors.

3.1. Some hypotheses

To explain these parallels, several authors have felt that they could isolate some documents that the author of the Fourth Gospel may have used in compiling his work. Bultmann proposed his hypothesis of the sources. He held that the Johannine Gospel was made up of five sections combined in the following manner:


a) The narrative sections of Jn 1-12 came from a "collection of signs" which originally ended with 20:31. From this source John selected his seven signs;


b) The signs were then illustrated with "revelatory discourses" similar to Mandean gnosis. Within this section was the Johannine Prologue;


c) Then came the Passion Narrative and the Resurrection Appearances;

d) The work of the evangelist was to adapt the traditional elements to his own original theological view of the Traditional materials, giving them the stamp of his own theology'


e) The work of the "ecclesiastical redactor" was to introduce new themes such as the parousia, the sacraments and final eschatology.


This hypothesis has some interesting insights, but it goes to far in dissociating sign and discourse, which are always intimately related in John.

3.2. Process of redaction

As we have said, in the Fourth Gospel one can readily note a slowly evolving redactional process, which becomes notably more complex until it reaches the stage that we see in its final version. The Greek language of Jn is not uniform, but presents differences from chapter to chapter (for reasons of vocabulary and style, chapter 21 demands a different author). There are words in the Prologue that are never used again in the Gospel: plêrôma (fulness), charis (grace), logos (Word). There are numerous geographical and chronological leaps that militate against the unity of the account. There are contradictions and defective seams that reveal the different redactional strata. Some examples can help us see the problem more closely:


- The Prologue is interrupted by two interpolations about JBap (1:6-8, 15).


- After the sign of Cana (2:1-12) Jesus works other miracles, but in 4:54 we read of the "second sign" (the healing of the royal official's boy) that Jesus worked.


- In 3:22 we are told that Jesus was baptizing, but in 4:2 it is clarified that its was rather the disciples who were doing this.


- The dialogue with Nicodemus is interrupted by a passage relating to JBap (3:22-30) and continues in 3:31-36. 


- Many codices omit verse 5:3b and all of verse 4, which indicated that it did not belong to the original.


- In one and the same discourse there is mention of the realized eschatology proper of Jn (5:19-25), as well as of final eschatology (5:26-30) that represents a contrasting thought.


- The narrative thread would read better if we ordered the chapters differently, namely 4, 6, 5, 7.


- The passage on the woman caught in adultery is better suited to Lk than Jn.


- In 12:44-50 we are told that Jesus worked signs in public, despite the fact that in 12:36 we were told that Jesus had gone into hiding.


- In 14:31 Jesus gives the order to rise and leave the upper room, but the farewell discourse continues (ch. 15-17). The order is only complied with in 18:1.


- In 16:5 Jesus complains that the disciples do not ask where he is going, but they have already asked this twice (13:36; 14:5).


In 20:30-31 the redactor offers a clear conclusion to the work, but continues in chapter 21, which, by reason of its different style, seems to be an appendix added later.


All of this tells us that the Fourth Gospel is not a work by just one person or of just one period. In effect, in 2:21 and in 12:16 we can clearly sense the distance between the time of Jesus and the time of the Church's understanding. The case of the man born blind is paradigmatic in this sense: an event from the time of the redactor, around the end of the 1st century, is set in the time of Jesus, with all the attendant anachronism.


Is this disorder due to an accidental displacement of pages, as some have said? Is it the result of successive redactions until the final redactor put an end to the process?


Segalla offers us an opinion that seems reasonable. According to him the Fourth Gospel has several strata:


a) At the origin of it all lies the historical testimony of the Beloved Disciple, which forms a particular tradition on the words and works of Jesus;


b) At a second phase someone, perhaps the Disciple himself, deepened this historical tradition and gave it a greater Christological and soteriological thrust;


c) When the community grew, other preachers wrote more elaborate memoirs about the themes or cycles of which traces still remain in the Fourth Gospel. At this time the community had its own liturgy, practiced baptism, forgave sins, sang hymns in honor of Christ (the Prologue would be one of these hymns);


d) At a certain moment these oral and written traditions took the shape of a gospel, that is, a continuous and interpretative narrative of the activity of Jesus from the beginning to the Passover;


e) The death of the apostle-witness "whom Jesus loved" created a crisis in the community, which believed that its venerable old leader would remain alive until the Parousia (cf. 21:21-23). A redactor, a disciple of the apostle, made a second edition of the gospel and respectfully incorporated into it traditions that were not originally in it. Chapter 21 reveals the hand of a redactor who had a certain Johannine air about him, but differed considerably from the rest of the work.

4. TRADITION AND REDACTION OF THE FOURTH GOSPEL


Although it is generally accepted that John used an independent source from which he drew the traditional themes that he later developed according to his own theology, it is very hard to distinguish the line of demarcation between the traditoinal element and the typically Johannine reflection. Both strata were closely bound together. Let us look at a few examples:


For example, the synoptic miracles, to which we alluded above, have received a totally new treatment in John: now they are signs. They are not born of the piety of Jesus or worked in order to testify to the presence of the Kingdom. Rather, they are a manifestation of glory of Jesus for those who are disposed to penetrate the mystery of Jesus and see in his action the powerful hand of God in the midst of human beings. Through these signs, humans perceive the glory (God's presence and action) in Jesus, the only one who can work such signs due to his intimate oneness with the Father.


The dialogues are a special literary genre. They are used in simple form by the synoptics, but they are a typically well-developed device in the Fourth Gospel: with Nicodemus (2:23-3:20), with the Samaritan woman (4:1-30), with the people of Capernaum (6:25-59), with the Jews (7 - 8; 10:22-40), in connection with the man born blind (9:1-41), with the sisters of Lazarus (11:17-44) and with the disciples (13:1-16:33). Some of these discourses are connected to special signs, others are not. We must bear in mind that these Johannine dialogues come in two kinds: dialogues properly so-called, and controversies. The first, which take place in a relaxed and friendly atmosphere, are doctrinal expositions aimed at presenting the mystery of Jesus. They normally end with some allusion to faith and to eternal life. In contrast, the controversies, which are more conflict-ridden and impassioned, are centered on the Jerusalem Temple, in connection with Jewish Feasts.


One aspect that we will study later on, and in which we can see clearly the redactional work of John, is his treatment of the Passion of Jesus. For the Fourth Gospel, the death of Jesus is his exaltation, glorification and passage to the Father. The arrest in Gethsemane is transformed into a theophany. The trial becomes a ceremony of royal enthronement, and the death of Jesus is a true Pentecost. But we will speak of this later on.

5. KEY FOR READING THE FOURTH GOSPEL

The author of the Fourth Gospel speaks to us on two levels:


a) In the time of Jesus. He speaks of Jesus' mystery, his parents, and his homeland; also of the disciples he chose and of the denouement of his life: his Passover. John has recourse to many geographical details in order to situate us in the customs and usages of the time of Jesus. It is a truism that the topographical, personal and chronological details that John gives us are as likely or more likely than the ones given us by the synoptics.


b) In the time of the evangelist. He speaks to us about what is happening in his own time, of the doctrinal difficulties that the Christian community is having with the synagogue and of the expulsions affecting those who confess that they are Christians. All of this corresponds with the experience of the community toward then end of the 1st century, but John puts it in the time of Jesus, some seventy years earlier. In this sense, the Fourth Gospel is above all a faithful witness to the life and teaching of the Johannine community around the end of the 1st century and, at the same time, a re-reading of the life of Jesus in the light of the new difficulties and challenges facing the community. Or, to put it in another way, the time of those who read the gospel is superimposed on the time of those who heard the words of Jesus.

6. THEOLOGY OF THE 4G


The most salient aspect of the 4G is its Christology. In fact, we immediately note the centrality of Jesus (suffice it to observe the number of times that the name Jesus appears in Jn as compared with the synoptics: Jn 237, Mt 150, Mk 81, and Lk 89). The Kingdom, which is the classic theme of the synoptics, disappears and is replaced by Jesus talking about himself, thus giving the gospel a strongly concentrated Christological thrust. This can be noted in the very first chapter, where Jesus receives a series of significant titles: Lamb of God, God's chosen one, Son of God, Rabbi, Messiah, Jesus son of Joseph from Nazareth, Son of man, then Son, Bridegroom, the Messiah that is to come, the Savior of the world, the Prophet who is to come, the Envoy, the Holy One of God, the Lord. Besides these titles, Jesus, by using the expression "I am...," identifies himself with the noblest messianic symbols of the OT: bread, light, shepherd, gate, and way. At other times he uses "I AM" without predicate, which gives the expression the character of a theophany, since it is an appropriation of the divine name (cf. 8:24, 28). The gospel keeps developing around the question of the origin and intimate identity of Jesus, which leads many people to approach him: JBap, Nicodemus, Galileans, Samaritans, Judeans, Greeks, and finally Romans. The Jesus of the 4G is above all the glorious Christ of the Pasch, the Word of God, the pre-existent One, who does not, however, renounce his humble earthly origins in the incarnation. He is the man called Jesus, of the Palestine of the 1st century; he is the son of Joseph of Nazareth, his family is known and his homeland is described in all its social, religious and political details with admirable precision. His life is that of a concrete man of his time and his death is verified and made clear by  the thrust of a lance. Jesus is the eschatological revealer, the Danielic Son of man who comes as a witness of the things he has seen together with the Father and which he communicates to humankind. This aspect conditions John to use a judicial vocabulary which is characteristic of him: to bear witness or testify (33 times), witness or testimony, 15 times. Jesus is the final witness of the truth, but in order to legitimate his work he appeals to the testimony of the Baptist, of the Father, of the works he performs and of Scripture, all of which are intimately interrelated.


Jesus, who has a clear awareness of his mission, speaks of the invisible God as his Father, the God of the Jews, Yahweh, who has sent him, who is his origin and destiny, with whom he is one, who can bee seen when Jesus is seen. In the face of a synagogue that believes itself to be the only heir of Judaism, the 4G presents Jesus as pre-existing together with God, as older than Abraham and greater than Moses, as present now in the world as the faithful witness who inaugurates a new and definitive stage in the history of salvation.


In the first part of his work John presents us with a Jesus who is in full communion with the Holy Spirit. It is the Spirit who has sealed Jesus (1:32-33), who has been given to Jesus without measure (3:34). Hence Jesus baptizes in the Holy Spirit, his words are spirit and life (6:63) and he promotes a worship of God in spirit and in truth (4:23). In the second part of the 4G we have a presentation of the Holy Spirit which instructs us on his name, his origin and his function in the Church. He is the Paraclete, the Spirit of truth, the Holy Spirit. This Spirit is sent by the Father in the name of Jesus and proceeds from the Father as Jesus also proceeds from the Father. The Spirit bears witness to Jesus, leads the community into all truth by recalling to it the teachings of Jesus and announcing to it the things to come, and has the role of convicting the unbelieving world of its falsity.


If the synoptic preaching of the Kingdom gave way to the presentation of a solid Christology, classic final eschatology (although alluded to in the 4G) gives way to a "realized eschatology," in the sense that the end has already begun with the advent and work of Jesus, and that it is in the "salvific today" that human beings gain access to salvation by a dynamic and personal faith, because for John "faith is the principle and heart of Christian existence" (Mollat).

CONCLUSION


At a distance of twenty centuries, the 4G helps to put us in touch with the enthusiastic word of the "disciple whom Jesus loved," who has updated the word, mystery and Passover of the Master for the life of his community. His work, which was daringly original for his time, overcame all suspicions thanks to the guarantee of the apostolic witness that backed it. It spread rapidly in the church of the 2nd century and from then on became on of the most important theological works of the NT. Only one task awaits us: to enter into this Johannine world in order to encounter Jesus and remain with him (1:39).

A VERY SHORT BIBLIOGRAPHY ON THE FOURTH GOSPEL

NOTE: Very useful are annotated editions of the Bible, such as the Christian Community Bible, by Claretian Publications of Quezon City, the New American Bible, the Oxford study editions of the New English Bible, of the New Revised Standard Version, etc. The same is true for various Scripture Commentaries, such as the Jerome Biblical Commentary, the New Jerome Biblical Commentary, the New Catholic Commentary on Holy Scripture, Harper’s Bible Commentary, etc.; also various pocketbook texts, such as Image Books’ Invitation to John, Michael Glazier’s NT Message series, the Pelican NT Commentaries. Also handy are recent works on NT introduction, such as R. E. Brown’s An Introduction to the NT (1997) and the revised ed. of Luke T. Johnson’s The Writings of the NT. An Interpretation (1999).
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