THEME 2:  LIFE THAT LEADS TO LIFE

Text:

Jn 7 - 10

BIBLICAL KEY

1. LITERARY LEVEL

1.1. Literary genres


Within the first part of the 4G, which some call the “book of signs,” we have grouped these four chapters under the heading of “Light that leads to Life,” in order to link the image of Christ the Light with the images of Christ the Gate and Christ the Good Shepherd. Although there is a certain autonomy in each chapter, it will be better to show a special relationship between chapters 7 and 8, on the one hand, and chapters 9 and 10, on the other, although there is no lack of unifying traits. For example, the growing hostility of the Jewish authorities (Jn 7:1, 11, 35; 8:22, 33, 48, 52, 57; 9:18, 22; 10:19, 24. 31) against Jesus, whom they plan to arrest and even kill (7:1, 19, 20, 25, 30, 32, 44; 8:20, 22, 37, 40, 59; 10:31-33, 39).


Moreover, we find bits of narrative and discourse interspersed throughout these chapters. We will pay special attention to four major literary genres used in different ways here. The most common of the genres used in these chapters is undoubtedly the “dialogue-dispute” between Jesus and the Jewish authorities, whether Pharisees, concretely (7:32, 33, 45, 47, 48; 8:3, 13; 9:13, 15, 16, 40), or more generally, “the Jews.” Hence the predominant verbs are saying, hearing, speaking and answering.

1. Dialogue-disputes are polemical conversations in which some anthropological, Christological or theological point is discussed. They reflect the historical tension between Jesus and contemporary authorities, but also, and even more, the tension between the new Christian community and Judaism or other hostile circles. In Jn 7:1-13, the hostile persons are Jesus’ own unbelieving relatives (“brothers”). In Jn 10:40-41, they are perhaps disciples of JBap. But above all, they are unbelieving Jews and Pharisees, whose hostility is growing. In our case, they occupy nearly all of chapters 7 and 8, and part of chapters 9 and 10.

2. The sign of the man born blind is one of the seven “signs” that John narrates in his Gospel. It occupies the sixth or next-to-last place, and is located in chapter 9, between the presentation of Jesus as Light (Jn 8:12) and as the Shepherd who guides his sheep (Jn 10:1 ff.). The Johannine “signs” resemble the Synoptic “miracle accounts,” but they more clearly stress their symbolic value, because they are chosen and set in relation to the themes that Jesus or the Evangelist then develop in a discourse. Here, the miracle hardly counts, but in contrast, the lengthy interrogation and discussion that ensues between Jesus and the Pharisees, counts heavily. The term blind moves on from meaning a physical state to meaning a moral and religious state (9:1, 2 and 13, reversed in 9:31-41).

3. The paroimía of shepherding (10:1-18) is a distinctive genre, which is not the normal parable, since it does not have a single point of comparison. But neither is it an allegory, in which each part has an explanatory key. Rather, it is a figurative or symbolic word-picture from which some traits are taken, without taking them as far as an allegory. The Johannine paroimíai are also like the synoptic parables, in that they are not always easy to grasp (16:25, 29). They are the contrary of speaking with parrhesía, that is, with complete openness, clarity and freedom (7:4, 26; 10:24; 11:14; 16:25, 29; 18:20). At the Last Supper we can see a paroimía in the symbolic framework of the Vine. Here, a pastoral symbolic framework serves as the basis for the further exposition of Jesus as the Gate and as the Good Shepherd.

4. Revelatory discourses are typical of the Johannine Jesus. Some believe that there was a literary source for these revealing discourses, but we must at least acknowledge their decisive importance in building up the image of faith in Jesus, whom these discourses present as the unique and definitive Revealer of the Father who has sent him. Here, above all, we see the relevance of the following parts: 7:37-39; 8:12-29, 49-59; 9:35-39 and 10:7-18, 25-38. To this we would have to add all the “I AM” passages of the rest of the Gospel, which are concentrated here in 8:12, 24, 28, 58 and 10:7, 9, 11, 14. All of the discourse on the loaves and a good part of the “farewell discourse” belong to this literary genre.

1.2. Vocabulary

We have already noted the words most frequently used in these chapters: the nouns, Jews (18 times), Father (22), Pharisees (11), God (20); and the verbs, say (57+53), speak / say / tell (20), listen / hear (22) and respond / answer (24).  Within this great dialogue, which often becomes a discussion in some parts and a culminating revelation in others, we would like to single out four or five dominant fields on the terminological level:

1. Truth-Lie: These terms occur repeatedly. They appear already in chapter 7, where the “true” character of God is preached (7:18, 28). But above all they occupy the center of the debate in chapter 8. Here, the discussion turns on the “truthful” character of the testimony and judgment of Jesus, and of the authentic disciple. Still more, Jesus is presented as the one who tells the “Truth,” which the Jews do not accept, even when it would set them truly free (8:13-17, 26, 31 ff., 40, 44-46). The final explanation of their rejection of the Truth is the fact that they proceed from the devil, the “father of lies.”  He is a liar and a murderer who seeks the death of human beings, just as they are now doing with Jesus, whom they mean to kill, rather than give him credit as Revealer of the Truth (and as Shepherd of Life).

2. Law-Liberty: The Jewish leaders justify their lying and murderous aims by claiming to defend the Law of Moses, which, they hold, Jesus has disrespected in his words and above all in his “signs.” Half of the times that John cites the Law (7 out of 13) or Moses (8 out of 15) are found in these chapters. We should also add references to Abraham (11 times), whom they claim as father, though Jesus denies this. They are not “true sons of Abraham” or of his God, who is the Father of Jesus. Rather, they are servants of lies and violence. They are not, then, free sons, but rather slaves of sin (9 times out of 17). Jesus comes to surpass the Law as interpreted by the Pharisees and the institution represented by the Feasts (7 out of 17) of their Temple (6 out of 11), which they have turned into a “market place” (lit., “a house of trade”). Jesus will lead his flock out of this exploiting sheepfold.

3. Blind-See-Believe:  The whole of chapter 9 is dominated by the account of the man born blind, whose eyes (11 times) are opened by the action of Jesus and by his own growing faith in him. But his sight (9 times) keeps growing deeper until it is transformed into a vision of faith, into belief (20 times). In sharp contrast, the Pharisees move on from being investigators of the sign to deniers of its meaning and scope, twisting the facts and rejecting any stance of believing in Jesus. The worst thing is that they pretend to see correctly, yet are unable to recognize their own spiritual blindness. The verb “believe” runs throughout all the chapters of this section and is a major theological theme throughout the Gospel.
4. Shepherd-Sheep: In chapter 10 the most repeated symbols are shepherd (6 times) and sheep (15 times), a theme which is some way relates to chapter 2 and chapter 21, in which similar terms also appear in a metaphorical sense. In chapter 2 Jesus appears not as the Shepherd, but as the new Temple, and in chapter 21 ecclesial language is clearly used as in our present passage. The difference is, that the stress here is on mutual knowledge and faithful following. Jesus is a Shepherd who lays down his life for his sheep and sees to it that they have life and have it abundantly.
5. Hear/Listen (=akoúo)-Know/Be acquainted (=oîda) –Know/Understand (=ginósko): The Jewish leaders pretend to know almost everything about Jesus, but instead of listening to him they twist everything he says. In contrast, Jesus tells them that he indeed knows where he has come from and where he is destined to go. Those who pretend to know him do not in fact know him, because those who do know him listen to him, hear his voice and follow him. After verbs of speaking, the three most used hear are hear/listen (22 times), know (18) and know (28). On the positive side, there is an ongoing progress that begins with obedient hearing, reaches understanding and culminates in sapiential experience. On the negative side, these are the words and the voice of Jesus, which the false shepherds neither listen to, nor know, nor follow, because they are not his sheep.
1.3. The adulteress not condemned

Between chapters 7 and 8 a pericope of a rather synoptic cut has been inserted. It is certainly the inspired word of God and a canonical part of the Christian gospel, but it does not belong in this Johannine book, although this is where it habitually appears.

1. It does not belong to the Gospel of John. Scholars assure us that this passage does not belong to this Gospel, since it is not found in any codex prior to the 4th century, or even in the writings of the Greek Fathers during these centuries. Only in the Latin Fathers and in the period after them do we find the first witnesses. Even its location is not sure, since it sometimes appeared at the end of John. Moreover, there are reasons against it based on vocabulary and style. John does not mention the Mount of Olives elsewhere, nor does he speak of the “scribes,” nor does he refer to the multitude as laós. He does not call Jesus “teacher,” but rather “Rabbi,” nor does he show Jesus teaching seated, as he does here. This fits in much better with the style and tone of Luke, where it is placed in some ancient manuscripts (after Lk 21:38). Besides, it interrupts the flow of John’s account without any preparation, even though there are a few points of contact.

2. Justification of its insertion here. We do not know the reason why, at a determined moment in history (surely around the end of the 3rd century), the evangelical jewel ended up in this precise place. A first reason might be its location in the Temple (Jn 8:2) and the hostile presence of the Pharisees (Jn 8:3 and 5). Also, the themes of the Law of Moses (Jn 8:5) and of sin are present in chapter 7 of John.

3. It is true that the sin John speaks of is Jewish unbelief, but at the same time he could be referring to idolatry, since the Jews would later claim not to be “born of fornication” (Jn 8:41). This metaphor of fornication and that of adultery, was traditionally used by the prophets to refer to Israel’s infidelity to its God. Moreover, those who were unfaithful to God were condemned to stoning in the Law (Dt 13:11; 17:5) more severely that the adulterous woman – a case that was discussed in the time of Jesus.

4. In the stoning there is another point of contact, probably intentional, with the overall picture. From the outset the Jews have been hostile toward Jesus, but this rejection has grown to a search for ways to arrest him, to stone or lynch him, a search which has been frustrated because the hour appointed by the Father has not yet come (this Jn 8:5 and 7 are deeply related with Jn 8:59 and 10:31 f.).

1.4. The “midrash” of Jn 8 on “I AM”


A midrash is less of a literary genre than it is a method or style of exegesis. It is a reading or commentary on biblical texts in order to uncover their meaning and relevance for the present community. This attitude is the concrete translation of the way in which the relationship between Scripture and the people of God is conceived of in Israel. It has been observed that the midrash is a popular and, above all, a homiletic genre, although it follows procedures that are sometimes complicated. It is based no only on texts but also on events, and both provide stimuli for the creation of this midrashic exegesis.


Throughout the 4G, the expression “I am” is used some 16 times. In 7 instances it is used with an expressed symbolic-theological predicate nominative: “I am the bread of life” (6:35, [41], 48, 51); “I am the light of the world” (8:12, 9:5); “I am the sheepgate” (10:7, 9); “I am the good shepherd” (10:11, 14); “I am the resurrection and the life” (11:25); “I am the way, the truth and the life” (14:6); “I am the true vine” (15:1, 5).  There are other instances in which “I am” is used with an understood predicate nominative, in which Jesus is simply identifying himself, in the sense of “It is I.” But even in these cases, these expressions may point to something more (6:20; 13:19; 18:5, 6, 8). The Synoptics also use this use of self-identification or definition as the Messiah (Mk 6:50; 13:6; 14:62 and parallels; Lk 24:39).


But on other occasions Jn uses “I am” in an absolute sense with no predicate. 3 of these are in the chapters we are studying here: “Unless you come to believe that I AM, you will surely die in your sins” (Jn 8:24). “When you lift up the Son of Man, you will realize that I AM” (Jn 8:28). “Amen, Amen, I say to you: before Abraham was, I AM” (Jn 8:58). In these passages, John is telling us that Jesus has truly revealed the Name of God, in his words, in his life and works, and in his very Person, which is the definitive revelation of the Father through the working of the Spirit.


According to the notion of midrash that we offered, there is no doubt that the Johannine passages placed in Jesus’ mouth as “I AM,” especially in the absolute form, are a midrash on Exodus, where God reveals his name to Moses as YHWH or I AM. The Septuagint (LXX) Greek version of the OT translates it as “Egô eimí” in Ex 3:24 and 6:6 and also in Isaiah: “That you may know and believe and understand that ego eimi” (Is 43:10) and “ego eimi the Lord and there is no other” (Is 45:18). We should note that Isaiah is doing a re-reading of Exodus for the exiles, whom he is encouraging to return to their homeland.


John applies this OT revelatory formula to Jesus, thus giving him an authority unheard of to Jewish ears. “But the use of this demanding formula in the mouth of the Johannine Jesus would be ill interpreted if one wanted to expound it as an identification with God. Jesus is the eschatological Revealer of God, in whom God himself speaks. But his self-revelation, as the OT passages already testify, is to articulate God’s word to Israel: his consolation, his promise and his salvific revelation for those who believe in him” (Léon Dufour). This is why Jews who do not believe regard it as blasphemy (Jn 8:58 ff.; 10:30-33).


All of these phrases are or can be seen as variants on Jn 10:10. They point to a cultic and liturgical life setting, above all in relation to the “Bread of Life.” For the Hellenistic world they represent a propagandist and defensive function by reason of their winning tone and also their claims to exclusivity. The antithetic tone toward Judaism appears in the theme of the Shepherd. Thus this midrash harks back to the manna in the desert (Ex 16) and to the God who revealed himself there, but at the same time it points to the present Johannine community, its life and its problems.

1.5. Irony or double meaning in John

There are many double meanings in John. This is true on the merely verbal level (as in the case of “to go up” to Jerusalem or to the Father in Jn 7:8). But it is also true on the level of Jesus’ listeners, who do not understand or twist his words, or worse still, make inexact or even sarcastic statements about Jesus, which are revealed to be perfectly true on a much deeper level of meaning. There are also cases in which Jesus states something that his listeners do not understand, or understand only on a superficial level, only to delve more deeply into its meaning in the same account or dialogue. In reality, however, this is a second level of reading, comprehensible only in the post-resurrection period.


There are many instances of these multiple levels of meaning in the chapters we are studying. Thus in Jn 7:34-35, when Jesus say “where I am going you cannot come” (namely, to the Father), “the Jews” erroneously ask whether Jesus means to go into the Greek Diaspora, which the Evangelist already knew to be an accomplished fact. In 8:21-22, when Jesus again state that he is going where they cannot come, “the Jews” again misunderstand, thinking that he may be thinking of suicide. The most explicit case of an unintended double meaning is the “prophecy” of Caiaphas that it was expedient for one man to die for the whole people and nation. John builds on this to broaden the redeeming scope of Jesus death by adding “not for the nation only, but to gather into one the children of God who are scattered abroad” (Jn 11:50-52).


A magnificent example of fine ironic dialogue is the whole story of the man born blind (Jn 9:1-41). First, there is the irony of the traditional belief of the disciples, who relate sickness with sin. Then there is the irony of the pharisaic teachers who interrogate the man and finally condemn him. Then there is the irony of Jesus on the pretended wisdom of these blind guides, who mistakenly think that they see things the way they really are. The whole account is ironic by its affirming the true sight of a poor man born blind, versus the more-or-less grave spiritual blindness of disciples, family and crowd, but above all that of the religious leaders of the Jewish people. Thus it symbolically expresses a portrayal of Jesus as the Light of the world, shining in the midst of a darkness that does not want to receive him.


This was a way of highlighting the mystery hidden in the words and works of Jesus, which could not be understood until the end of his whole life, thanks to the gift of the Spirit after Easter. It is noted, or at least hinted at in various passages, such as Jn 2:21 f.; 7:39; 11:51 ff.; 12:16), and in what Jesus says about the Spirit in the Farewell Discourse (14:25 ff.; 16:12-15). In chapter 9 we can see the development of faith on the part of the man born blind, who moves on from interpreting Jesus as a Prophet (Jn 9:17), to kneeling down and worshipping him (Jn 9:38). It is the Spirit who upholds the bond between the Jesus of history and the ensuing history of Jesus in the Johannine community.

2. HISTORICAL LEVEL

We must clearly distinguish two historical levels or planes.


The first level is that of Jesus and his historical activity in the Jerusalem Temple on the occasion of certain Feasts, as well as the growing confrontation or hostility of the Jerusalem authorities (which is the meaning of “Jews” here), who seek to kill him, as they soon will, when his “hour” comes.


The second level is that of the Johannine Community, which shines through in these episodes, especially in the sign of the blind man’s cure and in the allegory of the Good Shepherd and his sheep, versus the bad shepherds.


Here we will try to separate both levels, attending first to the time of Jesus (2.1 and 2.2) and then to the situation of the community (2.4 and 2.5). In between we will deal with the dualistic and almost Gnostic language used (2.3), concluding finally with the community’s reading back of its own suffering into that of Jesus (2.6).

2.1. The Feasts of Tabernacles and Dedication

John presents these chapters in a certain unity of time and place. At the beginning of this section, Jesus is going up to Jerusalem for the Feast of Tabernacles/Booths (Sukkôth), the principal Feast of Israel for centuries. It was celebrated in autumn, to give thanks for the harvest, and during it the greatest pilgrimage (hag) of the faithful went up to Jerusalem. The Dedication of the Temple by Solomon took place during this Feast (1Kgs 8:2). At the end of this section, we find ourselves in the more recent Feast of the Lights (Hanukkah), commemorating the purification of the Temple after its profanation by the Seleucids. This was regarded as a second consecration or dedication, after the restoration under the Maccabees. In between these two points, comes the episode of the cure of the man born blind and the allegory of the Good Shepherd.


The place is the Temple, from Jn 7:28 to 8:59, when Jesus leaves it, to return some month later for the Dedication. At two points, the exact location in the Temple is spelled out: 1) in the area of the Temple Treasury, during the Feast of Booths; 2) in the portico of Solomon, protected from the winter cold, during the Feast of Dedication (10:23). This unity of cultic space and time was undoubtedly intentional on the part of John, who began presenting Jesus as the New Temple of God in chapter 2. Jesus is the is the new and definitive presence of God in this world.


Ceremonies of water and light. During the Feast of Tabernacles, on each of its seven mornings a procession went down to the fountain of Gihon, which supplied the waters of the pool of Siloam (Jn 9:7-11). A pitcher of water was brought back in procession to the Temple, where it was poured over the altar, asking for the fertility of the harvest and the blessing of life. The two great seven-branched lampstands were also lit, illuminating not only the temple precincts but also shining like a beacon to Jerusalem during these nights. Both elements of water and light serve as a basis for the words of Jesus and the narrative of John.


Liturgical readings from the OT. Moreover, on this occasion certain biblical texts were read, highlighting the Messianic scope of this Feast in hopes of the eschatological renewal brought about by the gift of the Spirit of God, symbolized by the water flowing from the Temple, and by the just and definitive Shepherd, whom God would raise up among his people. The main texts were Ezk 3:41 ff., which deals with the theme of shepherding, and Ezk 47:1 ff., which deals with the theme of the fountain that flows from the Temple and revitalizes the land as far as the Dead Sea. Moreover, there were texts from Zech 9:9 f.,; 12:10; 13:1 and 14:1-17, which presents the waiting for  the peaceful and victorious Messianic King, as well as the disquieting figure of the Pierced One. There is also talk of the open fountain in Jerusalem, as well as the confluence of peoples toward the God of Israel on the “Day of the Lord” in a Temple free of traders. To the liturgical texts proclaimed at these ceremonies, we may add Is 2:3, Jer 2:13 and the Psalms of the Hallel (Pss 113-118). The Feast of Dedication, with its stress on a newly purified and consecrated Temple, provided an opportunity to present Jesus not only as the new Tent or Temple of God (Jn 1:14 and 2:21), but also as the true place of his Presence and as the one consecrated and sent by God to the world (Jn 10:36).

2.2. The Temple and its Treasury

Perhaps the secret key to the whole episode lies in its apparently secondary setting, facing the Temple treasury. The Jerusalem Temple, like many other important temples of that time, was not just the main place of worship, but also an economic powerhouse – something between a central bank and department of the treasury. In it were gathered the taxes that every Israelite had to pay, as well as all of the expenses for sacrifices and for obligatory or voluntary offerings of the faithful, a third of a silver shekel per capita, plus the ransom for the firstborn, tithes and first fruits, vows, offerings and collections. These were deposited in 13 collection boxes which stood in the Court of the Women, where Jesus was teaching (Jn 8:20).


The Jewish Temple was quite famous for its wealth, arousing the envy of its neighboring empires, such as Shishak of Egypt or Nebuchadnezzar of Babylonia. Above all there was Antiochus IV Epiphanes, who thoroughly sacked the treasury (2 Mac 5:21). In Jesus’ time, Herod had lavishly rebuilt the Temple, gilding its doorways, façade and vestibule, and of course the Holy of Holies. Several sacred utensils, such as the seven-branched candlestick or the table of the showbread, were of solid gold. There was good reason for the Galilean disciples to be awed at the sight of the building, as the Synoptics remark (Mk 13:1, and earlier, in Mk 12:41 ff.).


This brings us back to Jesus’ initial rejection of a Temple that had become “a house of trade” (Jn 2:16). This was the deep-seated and ultimate reason why the Jewish authorities wanted to reject Jesus, who was destroying their dominion and economic exploitation of the people. Hence they planned to kill him, as this section repeatedly stresses (7:1, 19, 20, 25, 32, 44; 8:20, 22, 37, 40, 59; 10:30-33, 39). However, they could not act on their plans for a time, because the hour of His passage to the Father had not yet come. Jesus abandons the Temple, as the glory of God had abandoned it in Ezk 10:18 f. and 11:22 f.). The Synoptic Jesus says as much in his lament over Jerusalem, which kills the prophets (Mt 23:38 and Lk 13:35).


All of this harks back to the time of the historical Jesus, when the Jerusalem Temple still existed and solemn liturgies were still celebrated there. Although the Christian reflection of John may have remodeled the sayings of Jesus, their first and best setting is toward the end of his public ministry. Hence we place this chronological and spatial setting in first place, although we have many traits of a Johannine re-reading of these episodes and words of Jesus.

2.3. The opposition between light and darkness

It is not easy to day a symbolic work as universal as that of the opposition between light and darkness. Certainly, it was common in several cultures prior to its use in the NT. Although we cannot precisely single out the influences that affected the Johannine school, it is quite likely that the region of Syria, which was so close to the cultural world of Mazdaism, was responsible for the strong use of these symbols in the very Prologue of the Gospel. Clearly, the Synoptics also present Jesus as the Light of the nations (Mt 4:12 ff., citing Is 9:1; Lk 1:78; Lk 2:32, with a clear allusion to Is 42:6, 49:6 and other texts). But their symbolic dualism does not appear forcefully, except in John and the Pauline writings.

2.3.1. From Persian Mazdaism to Gnosis

For this reason, too, the Johannine School fits better in Syria than in Asia Minor. One of the best-known dualism in Western Asia was the theological and cosmic dualism of the Mazdaist system in which Ormazd (the god of goodness and light) and Ahriman (the god of evil and darkness) are locked in unrelenting conflict. In Babylonia this dualism was reflected in the cosmic struggle between the creator god Marduk and the chaotic god Tiamat. Is 45:5-7 radically opposed this dualism with his own radical formulation of biblical monotheism.


But dualism kept influencing the religious thought of Syria as late as the well-known Manicheism of the 2nd cent. AD. Perhaps Marcion had something to do with this current, given his opposition to the creator God of the OT and redeemer God of Jesus. Both Jewish and Christian gnosis have roots in the region of Syria, although it soon moved on to Egypt and other parts. Around the turn of the Christian era, people were looking for the answer to all problems in a kind of knowledge (=gnosis) about the true reality of the world, human beings and God, versus the deception and darkness of the world of apparent reality.


Gnosis arose in this context, although it is still debated whether it came more from Judaism than from Christianity, whether it was a phenomenon before or after Christianity and just when it appeared. Some already sniff the presence of gnostics in the letters of Paul (especially Galatians, Corinthians and Philippians) and also of Christian docetists in the First Letter of John. Others speak of a “pre-gnosis” that only became full fledged in the 2nd century AD in the gnostic systems denounced by the early Church Fathers. Although there are no certain proofs for the existence of a gnostic system prior to John, there are, however, for the use of Johannine ideas and texts among post-Christian gnostics. At any rate, the more immediate influences on the theology and language of John must be sought elsewhere.

2.3.2. The ethical dualism of Qumran

Whereas in the Persian world dualism became cosmic and metaphysical, with a principle of good and light versus another of bad and darkness, things never went to this extreme in the Jewish world. The work created by God is neither the fruit of some hostile divine force nor is it evil in itself. The OT places everything that is under the unique creative power of the good God.


This much is clear even in some writings as radically dualistic as those of the Essenian community of Qumran are. Here, the “sons of light” are pitted against the “sons of darkness,” but in a kind of moral dualism of just or wicked human attitudes and behaviors, not in a dualism of creators or gods. Whatever relation or sharing of ideas there may have been between this sect and the Johannine school –which was at least in part an heir to the traditions of John the Baptist, which seem close to those of Qumran—it is certain that Johannine dualism was only of this ethical sort.


The immediate target of this strongly contrasting ethical language was Jesus’ audience, especially those Jewish leaders who did not grasp the light but sought to extinguish it by killing him. But the Johannine Community is also expressing the rejection that they themselves had felt under the iron rule of the Pharisees, who were the only Jewish bloc that survived and prevailed at the famous synod of Jamnia, after the rebellion against Rome had failed. John knows that the Light had come to his own, but his own did not receive the Light (Jn 1:11).

2.4. The Jewish-Christian community excommunicated and persecuted

The Gospel of John was clearly written after the fall of Jerusalem and even after the Jewish assembly of Jamnia, which is usually dated around the end of the 1st century AD. The fundamental reason for saying this lies in the clear allusion of expulsion from the synagogue for anyone who proclaims Jesus as Messiah. This turn of events, which is only a dreadful possibility in Jn 16:2, is already a reality in Jn 9:22 and 12:42.


This reflects the harsh experience of the Johannine Community which, up to a short time before, had lived within the bosom of Judaism, though not without tensions and debates. Now they found themselves radically excluded and persecuted because of their faith. Throughout the 80s there had been attempts to oust Christian Jews from the synagogues. It seems that this exclusion was more strongly enforced at the so-called Council of Jamnia, where the Pharisees, as the only remaining spiritual and social leaders of Judaism, laid down, as a general norm, the public recitation of a prayer against the Minim or heretics, mainly the Christians in their midst.


For this reason, no other Jewish leadership group appears in John besides the Pharisees: never the Sadducees or the Herodians or others. Moreover, even though John clearly knows and states in the Passion Narrative that those ultimately responsible for the death of Jesus were the high priests, the normal Sanhedrin, made up of elders and scribes, largely Sadducees, never appears. 


In contrast, when John speaks of the Jews in general, often in the sense of the leaders or authorities, he seems to be dealing with Pharisees and not with other groups. Once again we find ourselves in the real situation of the Johannine Community, which was confronting the power of the Pharisees as the only leadership group after the fall of Jerusalem. Jesus’ own historical relationship with the Pharisees was more polyvalent, and his mortal enemies were in fact the high priests and the ruling class, most of whom were Sadducees (or Herodians in Galilee), as we see in the Synoptics. Perhaps this is reflected in Jesus’ increasing distancing of himself from the Jewish people when he speaks of “your Law” or of similar cases (Jn 8:17; 10:34).

2.5. The Christian Community Divided: False Shepherds

Jn 8:31 begins a dialogue between Jesus and the Jews who had believed in him. Each statement by Jesus is countered by a negative reaction by these Jews. This can be better understood if we read it in the context of the Johannine Community, which was at first made up of disciples of the Baptist who followed Jesus and by other Jews who initially accepted Jesus. Then, under pressure from the Pharisees --or perhaps because they thought that they we going too far in accepting Jesus’ claims (which they saw as violating the unity of God!)-- they withdrew from him and began persecuting and persecuting their former co-religionists, accusing them of being heretics or Samaritans or demon-possessed. In the end, they preferred their descent from Abraham and their adherence to the Law as understood by the Pharisees, to the revelation that took place in Jesus Christ.


This historical situation is undoubtedly reflected in the contrast between the false shepherds, thieves and robbers who violently exploit the people, and Jesus, the Good Shepherd, who lays down his own life that his sheep may have life. The same was true of Jesus’ openness to sheep from another flock, since the Christian community soon began accepting people of other nations, cultures and religious backgrounds, as opposed to the narrow exclusiveness of the “descendants of Abraham.” This is why Jesus had to remove his flock from the Temple and from the old sheepfold, the people of Israel (Jn 2:15 and 10:3 ff.). The Book of Acts is a painful witness to the sad process of separation within the Christian community of Jewish origin and its confinement within the cultural (and religious) limitations of Judaism.


The disputes in Jn 7:11-13, 25-31, 40-44 and Jn 10:19-21 are best understood in the light of later debates that took place within Jewish-Christian circles. In fact, Mt 27:63 and Lk 23:2 have the Pharisees accusing Jesus of being an imposter who led simple people astray, just as St. Justin later claimed that the Jews of his time were also doing. In Chapter 8 we find Jews who believe, as well as many who discuss and at length do not accept the revelation that took place in Jesus (Jn 8:22, 25, 27, 33, 39), or else they accept him only as the Messiah, but not as the Son of God. This was the sad history of Jewish Christianity.


A process of the growth in faith of a Jewish Christian is reflected in the account of the man born blind. He moves from knowing his healer as “the man called Jesus” [= Yahweh saves] (Jn 9:11), to viewing him as “a prophet” (9:17), a man from God (9:33) and at length as “Son of Man” (9:35 f.) and “Lord” (9:38). The warning in Jn 10:5, about the sheep not recognizing the voice of stranger shepherds, supposes that such voices were heard nearby the Christian sheep.

2.6. The persecuted Church recalls the persecution of Jesus

For many, it is clear that John anticipates the Sanhedrin’s judgment on Jesus in the closing verses of Chapter 10. The basic reason for this is the fact that here, as at the trial, the two charges brought against Jesus are his claim to be the Messiah (10:22-31) and his claim to be (the Son of) God (10:32-39).  For the first, he was accused of leading the people astray, and for the second, he was accused of blasphemy against God.


Moreover, even though the style of argumentation, based on Scripture, may reflect the later re-reading of Christians rather than the practice of Jesus, does not contradict the likeliness of the accusations against Jesus, but only nuances it from the standpoint of later Christian experience. It is precisely within a Jewish-Christian community, like that of John, that this kind of scriptural re-reading is best explained.


No doubt the image of Jesus as the New Temple underlies the Johannine vision from the outset of the Gospel, but it is accentuated here. Moreover, there are two or three very clear references to the Hour of the Passover. The first of them is in Jn 7:37-39, which anticipates the “hour” of Jesus’ glorification, when he will make the Water of the Spirit flow from his open side (Jn 19:34). The second is in Jn 8:28: “When you have lifted up the Son of man, you will know that I am he,” in terms similar to those of Jn 12:32, which is the Johannine anticipation of Gethsemani. Perhaps the same is true of Jn 3:14-15. Finally, there is the image of the Good Shepherd, who risks and lays down his life for his sheep (Jn 10:11-18).


A church that was being excommunicated, persecuted, threatened and martyred had good reason to turn its eyes to the Crucified Lord present in it, and to read its own situation into that of Jesus, condemned by his own people. Therefore there is something like a play of mirrors in these chapters. The story of Jesus anticipates traits of the Johannine Community, and the Christian community projects its own life on that of its Lord, crucified and now gloriously present in its midst. Hence many aspects of this play of mirrors appear in the Farewell Address, in which we hear the Lord speaking through his Paraclete, more that the historical Jesus in his last troubled moments.

3. THEOLOGICAL LEVEL

Within the rich contents of these chapters, we are going to focus especially on six relevant themes, following a thematic order, rather than any other.

3.1. “To believe – or not believe” in Jesus, the Light of the World


The verb “to believe” (pisteúein), used in order to express the positive or negative reaction of Jesus’ listeners to his words and his Person, runs throughout these four chapters and almost centers them on this theme. At the beginning of them we are told of the lack of faith of Jesus’ own family, and at the end we are told that many Jews believed in him, even among the leaders of the Pharisees. However, the dominant note is that of a fear to confess this belief, which appears almost in paradigmatic form in the parents of the man born blind.


Already in the Prologue we learn that those who believe in the Light, that is, the Word, are given the power to become children of God (Jn 1:12). Faith makes divine filiation possible in those who believe. The signs and words of Jesus aim at arousing this belief in his Person (Jn 2:11, 22 ff.; 3:12; 6:29 ff.; 11:40, 45; 12:44 ff.). Through belief in Jesus we come to believe in God as Father (14:10 ff.; 16:27-30; 17:8). The Passover of Jesus leads to believe in Jesus as the Lamb of God, the One pierced for our offenses, the Sign lifted up (3:14 ff.; 19:35 ff.), and to believe in the divinity of the Risen Lord (20:8, 28). The whole Gospel has been written in order to arouse this faith that leads to life (20:31).


In this section faith is stressed as a personal encounter with Jesus. This entails either an acceptance that leads people to a mutual acquaintance with and faithful following of Jesus, or else to a culpable rejection that leaves them in their darkness and sin. For John, the sin of the world is above all that of unbelief (Jn 15:22; 16:; here in 8:21-24; and in figurative language in 9:41).


Even some of Jesus’ own relatives did not believe in him (Jn 7:5). Why? Because faith is an act that is both free and freeing (8:31-32), but before all else, it is a gift of God, an invitation to drink the water that Jesus will give and to believe in him (8:24). Only He is the Light of the world, who enlightens even those born blind, but who blinds those who willfully close their eyes to his light (8:12; 9:5 ff.). He is definitively the “I am” who reveals the Father who sent him as Revealer, Savior, Liberator and Son (8:24, 28, 58).


In the symbolic framework of the Shepherd, faith is shown as a personal relationship that entails mutual knowledge and faithful following (10:25 f.) The works or signs of Jesus lead to this faith (10:37 f.), because they show Jesus’ relation to his Father, who gives him the power to perform these signs and thus to attract human beings.

3.2. The Truth that frees us from both the Law and the Temple

As it relates concretely to the Jewish world of his time, faith in Jesus as Messiah and Son of God led people to go beyond the unbending stress of Judaism on the Law and the Temple. That is to say, it freed them from the interpretation of the OT as controlled by Jewish leaders, especially the Pharisees. This control was more heavy-handed in John’s time, when the Pharisees took over the reins in Judaism. It also enabled the faithful to cast off the shackles of religious institutions that exploited and dominated simple folk under the leadership of the Sadducees, who controlled the Temple, Feasts, the national treasury and life itself.


Jesus accepted the Law as a Revelation of God, and stated that he bore witness to it and led others to acknowledge it. But he could not accept the way it was interpreted by Jewish authorities (especially the Pharisees), who thus came them to dominate the conscience of the people and to make the Law and enslaving instrument distorting man’s relationship with the liberating God of Exodus and of the Prophets. This system led these authorities to totally twist the meaning of the words, works and Person of Jesus, whom they did not regard as a Prophet, but rather as a man possessed by the devil (7:20; 8:52; 10:20).


Jesus also respected the Temple as his Father’s House, and as a place for prayer and for teaching the people -- and he himself used it as such. But he could not tolerate the fact that the religious authorities had made it a “house of trade,” where the treasury became the true moving force behind everything, so much so that the authorities were willing to kill Jesus, who denounced their kind of idolatry. In this case, historically, the leaders in question were mainly the Sadducees, although John speaks in general of “the Jews.”  It was they who questioned his authority to denounce their system and accused him of “blasphemy” for claiming to reveal himself as the Son of the Father who sent him to liberate his people from the Temple (10:17 f., 33, 36).


Hence Jesus had to distance himself from that Law (“your Law” in 8:17 and 10:34) and from that Temple, and to announce its impending destruction (2:19 f.; 8:59). Even more, he had to lead his sheep away from that sheepfold and draw them to himself (10:3 f.), because its false shepherds were expelling those who believed in him from the synagogue (9:22; 16:2).


Any institution that moves on from being an imperfect mediation of God and pretends to replace or control God in any way, becomes an idolatrous tree that yields fruits of lying and of death. The saddest thing is that religious institutions (such as the Law and the Temple), which ought to be more careful than others, are often the very ones who run the risk of this sort of idolatry. Perhaps, without a prophetic voice to alert them, this risk will always be inherent in religious institutions.

3.3. Judgement on the sin of the world


Despite all this, the Johannine Community learned how to overcome the peculiar circumstances of its own situation and to discern in it a significant and symbolic constant in all humanity’s reaction to the revelation of God in Jesus. Hence in this section we encounter the negative meaning of the “world,” as that part of humankind that is closed to the Light of Jesus and is hostile toward his revelation of divine sonship and human brotherhood. This is the world that hates Jesus (7:7), and goes along with the way with the way of thinking, valuing and living held by so many human beings (8:23 f.) who neither grasp nor accept anything or anyone who does not belong to “their sort of world.”


Thus, although Jesus proclaims that he is the Light of the world (1:9; 8:12; 9:5), sent to speak to the world about the Father (8:26; 10:36), his coming is a judgement on the world that claims to know all, yet is blind to the Christ, the true Light (9:39). This judgment on the world reveals to the world its fundamental sin, namely, not believing in Jesus and not accepting his revelation of God as Father and of human beings as loved by God and called to be his children.


Living a life that is closed to God’s plan for filiation and fraternity, above all by those who dominate and exploit others in the name of God and of religion, is the sin of the world. It means living a lie about the deep nature of humankind in God’s creative plan, and thus resorting to violence against one’s neighbors, to the point of exploiting and even killing them. This shows that what they really worship is the god of the treasury (Jn 2:16; 8:20, 59; Mk 11:17), or Mammon, as Jesus calls him in the Synoptics (Mt 6:24; Lk 16:13).


Building one’s life on ultimate trust in money and basing one’s relationship with others on this fundamental idolatry, is the radical sin of the world. This was embodied in the socio-religious institution of the Temple in the Judaism of Jesus’ day, but it was and still is the most radical alternative to God the Father as revealed by and in Jesus. Today, of course, there is no need for this system to dress itself in religious trappings, because its power and it “temples” dominate the landscape of our world more than ever before (banks, the media, consumerism, capitalism as the last word in history, untrammeled neoliberalism, etc.).

3.4. From Messiah to Son sent by the Father

In these chapters there is a great deal of inter-Jewish discussion on the origin, destiny, mission and, above all, the mystery of the Jesus’ Person. Although the whole Gospel was also written to this end (Jn 20:31), in few other sections is their such a detailed treatment of this Christology, which far surpassed the expectations of contemporary Jews and of the OT itself.


The figure of the Messiah and of the final Prophet points mainly to a Christology in search of its OT or Jewish origins. In contrast, the figure of the Good Shepherd is aimed at opening the understanding of the Christian community. Both of them issue at last in the deepest mystery of Jesus: his being the Son who reveals the Father to humankind and his being the definitive Envoy of the Father. For God the Father and His gift of life to humankind are the ultimate goal of Jesus as Revealer.

3.4.1. Jesus, the Messiah and “the Prophet”

First there is a discussion about Jesus as Messiah. There are those who adduce his origin and his provenance as an argument against accepting him as such. They believe that they know he does not come from David and that he does come from Galilee. Moreover, according to other traditions the mere fact of knowing him is opposed to his unexpected appearance. All of these arguments serve as an excuse for not accepting him, despite his signs (Jn 7:31), as some Jewish Christians point out (7:26 f., 31, 41 f.; 9:22; 10:24). Therefore, it makes no difference whether Jesus does or does not frankly declare that he is the Messiah, all the more so because his Messianic claims far exceed Jewish expectations.


Even the figure of the Messiah presented as a Prophet like or superior to Moses, as he appears in Dt 18:15-18 and in the section of the 4G that we are studying (7:40 and perhaps 9:17), is tailor-made to express the mission and Person of Jesus. However, this would be an initial acknowledgement made by the people (9:17) but rejected by the authorities (7:52 and 9:16, 24 f.). Jewish Christian faith still has to go far beyond this understanding. Even so, it must accept the fact that in Jesus, as in no one else, the Father has spoken his Word or shown such signs as those which reveal Jesus to be the Messiah-Prophet and validate his being sent as the Revealer-Son.

3.4.2. Jesus, Good Shepherd and Sheepgate

In the symbolic framework of paroimía –midway between parable and allegory—John presents Jesus in relation to “his sheep,” the community of believers. Under the image of the Good Shepherd, they see themselves as the special object of Jesus’ call and of his love. We are told that he calls each of them by name, and that they know his voice and his identity (10:3 f., 14, 16). He states that he has come that they may have life and have it more abundantly (10:10), and that he is therefore going to lay down his life for them (10:11, 15, 17 f.). This attitude contrasts with that of the false shepherds, who exploit the people and have no concern for the life of their sheep.


This is the experience of the Johannine Community: knowing and feeling that they are the flock of Christ, the Good Shepherd. They know that it is he who has called them together and they know, moreover, that he has called each of them personally. They also gratefully acknowledge that he has given his life for them. Moreover, because he has done this, they know that they have received the gift of life, have passed from death to life, and are now ready to follow this Shepherd to the point of laying down their own life for their brethren (1 Jn 3:14-18; 4:10 f., 19 ff.).


The image of the Sheepgate points outwards, in a less intimate and more polemic tone, toward the false shepherds or hirelings. These are the ones who have not entered the fold through the gate, but have climbed over the fence to rob and kill the flock (10:1, 8, 10, 12 ff.). This is a jab at the sad reality of the socio-religious leaders of the people, who exploit them precisely under the cloak of religion. In Jesus’ time, this mostly meant the Sadducees, while in John’s time it meant the Pharisees, who were regarded as thieves and robbers by the Jewish-Christian community.


On a deeper level, perhaps, Jesus was rejecting any claim to shepherding that put itself ahead of his Person. In this sense, “all who came before” were thieves and marauders. This was surely also true of the false messiahs who arose during his lifetime. It was likewise true of community shepherds who put themselves ahead of Jesus, as well as of any earlier or later mediations (of the OT or any religious group) that did not pass through Jesus, once he was known. This also meant not only any possible Gnosticism that was contemporary with the Johannine Community, but also any usurpation of leadership that did not respect the place of the Good Shepherd, or any “gate” that this not pass through the one Way and Mediator of the Father.

3.4.3. The works of the Son sent by the Father

Although John undoubtedly presents the figure of Jesus in the light of his words and signs, he does so even more so in the light of his Resurrection and of the ensuing gift of the Spirit (Jn 7:39). This allows him to anticipate, in the historical Jesus, the presence of the Risen Christ, as present Lord of the community (9:38).


In reality, the whole life of Jesus is presented as a single work, namely, that of giving his life for his sheep (10:17), since this is the order that he received from the Father (10:18). Hence God expects a single work from us, namely, to believe in the One sent by the Father (6:29), although the motives for this belief are to be found in the varied works of Jesus (2:11; 10:37 f.; 14:11).


But the true meaning of his words or his “signs” has not be caught unless one has also come to this “believing” comprehension – unless one sees the Father in the Son and discovers Jesus as the Envoyˆ of the Father (24 times in Jn. In the chapters we are studying, see 7:16, 18, 28, 33; 8:16, 18, 26, 29; 9:4 and even 7:29; 8:42 and 10:36). This same theology and Christology, which are decisively distinctive of the being and mission of the Son, will later appear in the Farewell Discourse.


These words and phrases are at the service of Johannine Christology and Soteriology. They are as strongly knit together as those of the Christological titles. If Jesus is the Messiah, he is so as the Good Shepherd who gives his life for his sheep, and through this self-sacrifice gives abundant life to all who hear his voice and follow him. In the very Prologue of the 4G we are told that the Word was made flesh that we might see the glory of the Father, by revealing himself as the only-begotten Son and by enabling those who believe in his revelation of the true face of God, who is the fullness of faithful love, to become sons of God.

This sums up his role as the Light that leads to Life, as the Fundamental Work for which the Father sent him to the world. The hostile opposition of the darkness of murderous unbelief will not be able to snuff out this Light. Rather, it will only serve to make it shine forth in all its Glory when Jesus culminates his mission of salvific revelation in his greatest act of love, which is the Gift of his own life for the Life of the world (3:16 ff.; 6:28-51; 10:10-38).

3.5. Giving Life by giving up one’s life

Although the historical Jesus is presented as the Good Shepherd, this does not prevent John from defining this image more clearly, by taking into account the whole life of Jesus, even to the giving of his life for his own and for all the sons and daughters of God (11:51 f.; 12:32). This reveals how much God loves the world in the Son, because Jesus has shown it to us through the voluntary offering of his own life (Jn 3:16 f.; 10:10 ff.; 11:50 ff.; 12:47; 13:1 ff.; 1 Jn 4:9 f., 19).


What we have here is a revelation of God as Father and source of life for human kind, opposed to anything or anyone that oppresses or kills human beings, even if it does so in the name of all that is holy. Here, too, we have a revelation of man as son of God, most fully realized in Jesus himself, but open to realization in each human being (1:12; 3:3, 7; 10:35 ff.; 11:52; 20:17, 31). This is the Work that the Father has entrusted to the Son, and at least by reason of this great Work, human beings ought to believe in him (8:28 f.; 10:18, 25-38).


Hence, it has rightly been sad that in John, the Christology of the Son of God is a Soteriology of the sons of God. More than a teaching on Jesus in isolation, it is a reflection on his relationship with humanity, a relationship in which Jesus as God’s emissary, who reveals and authorizes their salvation (Schnackenburg). While the Glory of God was revealed in all of Jesus’ works and words, it reached its culmination on the cross, where he showed the fullness of his love, which is the Father’s love for the world (3:16 f.; 10:10 f.; 13:1; 15:13).


This same thought will later be expressed in the Farewell Discourse with its promise of the gift of the Spirit, as it was already signaled by the image of the living water that would flow from the side of the Crucified and would well up within the faithful (7:37-39). This abundant Life is that sonship from whose experience the Johannine Community writes, and to which it invites those who read or hear its testimony (1:12; 20:30).

3.6. Hearing the voice, recognizing and following the Shepherd

Those who believe in Jesus as the Son sent by the Father, enter into a relationship and into a process of increasing knowledge and trust. Those who listen permanently to his voice and not to the voice of strangers become the sheep of his flock. They get to know him ever more deeply, immersing themselves in the mystery of his Person, which is a mystery of love, and they lovingly entrust themselves to him.


The theme of following (5 of the 19 instances in Jn) emerged in the first chapter (Jn 1:37 f., 40, 43) and will emerge still more forcefully in the last chapter (21:19 f., 22), united with the theme of discipleship. Here we find it under the figurative language of sheep following their Shepherd (10:4, 5, 27). This following implies listening to the voice of Jesus, but even more the practice of commitment of our own life so that our brothers and sisters may have life, indeed a life of being children of God, just as it has been revealed in the Son.


As we are told in Jn 15:13, Mt 5:45 and Lk 6:35, the depth of our love, even for our enemies, shows our divine sonship as it is lived in our human brotherhood. In this shall all know that we are true Christians –sons and daughters of God- in the only begotten Son of the Father who loves the world unconditionally.


The way Jesus deals with men and women, his ongoing dialogue and his revelatory discourse –doubtless re-read in the light of experience and dialogue within the community of the beloved disciple—is aimed at converting hearers into believers. From listening they should move on to a practical knowledge -borne out in their dealings and relationships- but most of all, to obedience and the pursuit of their mission.

 
The image of the Shepherd who give his life for his sheep in some way points to the scene of the Crucified as the Lamb whose legs are not broken. There, the sheepfold consists of his Mother, the other women and the Beloved Disciple. Later, it will consist of the upper room, where the formerly cowardly and incredulous disciples come to live together and eventually carry on the announcement and fraternal living of  brothers and sisters of Jesus, sons and daughters of the same Father (Jn 19:26 f., 31-37; 20: 17 f.; 21:19 f.).


Thus the whole revealing mission of the Father’s Envoy –his being Light in the midst of a world of darkness-- serves to communicate his very Life, Life according to God, to all believers, who thus become sons and daughters of God, carrying on His life in history. The original conclusion of the Gospel states this quite clearly: “These [signs] have been recorded so that you may have faith that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, and that through this faith you may have life in his name” (Jn 20:31).

CLARETIAN KEY

REFLECTING THE LIGHT OF JESUS


We know the eminently pastoral thrust that Fr. Claret gave to the exercise of his episcopate in Cuba, in a time when bishops tended to stay in their residences managing the affairs of their dioceses. Archbishop Claret, moved by his missionary zeal and thanks to a good team of collaborators, who took care of administrative tasks, so that he could devote himself primarily to the priestly and apostolic functions of his charge. We see him among the people, announcing the consolation of the Father who loves them. This nearness to the people and the long periods that he spent among them helped build up the shepherd-flock relationship. This reflected the relation of Jesus the Good Shepherd with his sheep, and allowed the people to recognize, in the voice and person of their Archbishop, the voice and person of the Good Shepherd who gave his life for them.


In the midst of the people, in contrast with the darkness that surrounded them (oppression, ideologies that alienated them from God, lust for power, moral decadence, etc.), the Missionary-Bishop Claret stood out as a witness to the Light, assuming all the risks that this involved. In his Letter to the Missionary Theophilus, our Fr. Founder wrote,

“This light is Jesus Christ who, by his example, teaching and grace, enlightens everyone who comes into this world. But to all this, men have closed their eyes, preferring to remain in the darkness of their passions, rather than to enjoy the benefits of this divine light” (SAW, p. 423). “The missionary should in no way be dismayed, then, seeing what happened to Jesus. He was set as a sign of contradiction” (SAW, p. 424).


Our concrete relationship with the people is the context in which Claretian Missionaries can do a vocational reading of these chapters of the 4G. It is very hard to “love to the point of laying down one’s life,” like the Good Shepherd, unless one has seriously and concretely shared life with the people. Let us no become a light that is merely decorative, but does not shed light or cannot serve to reflect or bear witness to the Light, which is Jesus himself.

SITUATIONAL KEY

1. To believe or not believe in Jesus, the Light of Life, today. Among the symbols and messages in these chapters of John that we have to fit into our own contexts, several can be summed up in one great question: “Do we believe or not believe in Jesus, the Light of Life” here and now, in this kingdom of lucre and spectacle? With the mass media and other forces, the globalization of the ruling system keeps filling everything (politics, science, technology, mass-culture, commerce, education, work, leisure and sports) with the spirit of mercantilism. Wherever we go, we breathe in the airs and aspirations of three dominant tendencies: getting more money, consuming more goods and enjoying more benefits. Greed, the lack of solidarity and the exclusion of “surplus populations” all mark our present movement from the unjust to the inhuman, in a world that is increasingly more fascinating for some and more merciless and cruel for others. In his day, Jesus saw the Temple being turned into a market; in our day we see the Market being turned into a universal temple, where the worship of the golden calf is celebrated with human sacrifices.

How does this positively or negatively affect the way today’s people believe or do not believe in Jesus and his Gospel of a just and fraternal life of service and solidarity? Let us also consider whether there are groups that resist and seek alternative forms of life. We should also ask whether there are peoples or sectors whose existing cultures and traditions are more human and community-oriented. But we should never give up trying to detect the impact that the present sway of greed and diversion has on the faith of our Christians.

2. The state of the Church’s faith in Jesus Christ. Every time and place, with their changing situations, put the Church’s faith in Jesus Christ and its proclamation to the test. Even when it proclaims that “Jesus is the Light of the World,” the Church may have His Name on its lips without having its heart filled with His Spirit. It will only show its living adherence to its Lord when it, too, shines the light of life on the shadows; when it sends forth rivers of mercy and gives its life so that others may have life; when it enters through the “gate” which is Christ; and when it embodies the Good Shepherd’s concern for the victims of today’s wolves. Can we make a diagnosis, on the basis of unequivocal facts and symptoms, that the universal Church or our own particular Church is suffering from some degree of “blindness” in its faith in Jesus Christ, in his proclamation and shepherding? Is there anything in the Church that dulls or obscures its witness to “Jesus, the Light of Life,” for our world?

We should also ask ourselves whether the multiplicity of trends, movements and spiritualities in today’s Church is producing variants that enrich the Church’s faith in Jesus Christ and help it spread his image as the “light of life” for the situations of humanity today. To this we should add the diversity of cultures and the masculine and feminine members in which the Church lives, reflects on, announces and celebrates its faith in Jesus Christ. Then there is the matter of interreligious dialogue, and -why not?- the present wave of religiosities, spiritual syncretisms and gnosticisms (new age, sects, etc.).

Today we would do well to examine the real motivations behind the faith of our fellow Christians. We should try to see whether they are going to God through their faith in Jesus (the Revealer and the Gate), or whether they are projecting their own beliefs and conveniences on a Jesus of their imagination, and through these “false gates” are worshiping gods who are not the God of Jesus.

3. “The truth will set you free.” A challenge for today. In the situations that shape the surroundings in which we live our mission –considering the cultural customs, mentality, sensibility and aspirations of the people, with their values and anti-values- what meaning or interpretation do they make of Jesus’ challenging promise: “The truth will set you free”? What horizons and sentiments can they give rise to?

There are other possible connections between this challenge and the sensibilities and situations of today. We will mention one example of this. In keeping with a culture and sensibility that stress the primacy of the person and the value of personal experience, some people foresee a good future for Christian faith that highlights the truth of the personal experience of the God of Jesus (gearing the doctrinal truth of faith to personalize this experience) and a bad one for a faith that looks down on this personal experience and sacrifices it on the altar of dogmatic and collective doctrinal “truth.” How does our local Church regard this attitude in theory and in practice? Can this personalized experience of the truth and love of Jesus’ God liberate Christians from the slavery of Law, Teaching and Temple, and from other forms of slavery to money, consumerism, etc.?

EXISTENTIAL KEY

1. Contemplating the manifestation of Jesus. Praying these Johannine texts allows us to contemplate the manifestation of Jesus and to savor in Him the revelation of God through the signs and symbols that we open up to those who do not believe in Jesus as Messiah, Son and Revealer of God:

· Jesus, the “light of life,” in a world where it is night and where the powers of darkness stifle the thirst for living.

· Jesus, the “living water,” which, if we drink of it with faith, makes rivers of life well up within us.

· Jesus, the “love of mercy,” that pardons and liberates.

· Jesus, the “gate” that opens the way to the heart of the Father.

2. The appeal of symbols. If we contemplate as disciples the revelation of Jesus in these texts, the prayer-power of the Spirit leads us to feel the appeal of symbols as a sweet necessity:

· “I am the light. I come to give sight to the blind and to take it way from those who think they see.” (What kinds of blindness still exist in my life?).

· “I am the living water for anyone who comes to me.” (Do I quench my thirst in Him? Do I feel the rivers of life flowing within me?).

· “I am the Good Shepherd. I am the Gate.” (Do I pass through Him to the Father and to the people in my pastoral services, or do I pass Him by in search of false gates?).

· “I am mercy, pardon and liberation” (Have I caught the contagion of his compassion for the woman at the well, or of his commitment to lay down his life for the many who are lost?).

3. Toward the fullness of truth and freedom, “faithful to his Word.” To know and personally live the freedom of Jesus in the unfathomable truth of God, is a real possibility for those who existentially personalize the words of the Master in Jn 8:31-32: “If you abide in my word, you are truly my disciples; and you will know the truth, and the truth will set your free.”

4. A realistic checkup of our faith. These texts also afford us an opportunity to carry out a checkup on our own faith, by answering questions like the following:

· What am I contributing in order to help others have life, and have it abundantly? How much and I “dying” to help them do so?

· What is lacking in my faith as a disciple: inner freedom, coherence, incarnation, inculturation, prayer and listening? Or is it a lack of knowledge and experience of the ever-new truth of Jesus’ love?

COMMUNITY MEETING
1. Opening prayer or song.

2. Reading from the Word of God: Jn 8:12-30.

3. Dialogue on Theme II in its different keys. (Take into account the questions formulated within the guidelines offered for the situational and existential keys). 

4. Prayer of thanksgiving or intercession.

5.  Closing song.
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