THEME 1:
  JESUS, GIFT OF LIFE, AND THE RESPONSES OF FAITH

Text:

Jn 1:19 – 6:71

BIBLICAL KEY

1. HISTORICAL LEVEL

1.1. John the Baptist and his relationship with Jesus


In the 4G, JBap appears totally in terms of Jesus; he is his witness (1:6-8, 19-23); 3:23-30; 5:33-35), and his person takes on meaning precisely in the context of this relationship. But according to Josephus (Ant. 18.5), JBap attracted a host of people with his ministry in the Jordan valley and had many followers. Interrogated twice, he refuses to be described by any of the traditional eschatological roles and, in 1:19-23, clearly states that he is not the Messiah. Can we see in this a manifestation of the apologetics of the evangelist against the pretensions of the followers of the Baptist? We have no certainty as to whether the followers of JBap proclaimed him to be the Messiah in first century, although it does seem that they did so later. In the writings of Pseudo-Clement we find the followers stating that JBap was their master, not Jesus. It is quite likely that JBap himself wanted to refute an early form of this statement, if we bear in mind that Lk 3:15 says that people though that JBap might be the Messiah. According to Pseudo-Clement the followers of JBap thought that after his death he was in hiding and would return. It is possible that the followers of JBap thought that he was the hidden Messiah, and this was the reason why the author of the 4G has JBap say of Jesus, “…there is one among you whom you do not recognize” (Jn 1:26). And in Jn 1:33 the Baptist admits his own inability to recognize Jesus without the help of God. This reflects the popular apocalyptic theory on the hidden Messiah (cf. Jn 7:27). Nevertheless, JBap makes it quite clear to all his listeners that the hidden Messiah is not himself, but Jesus. John’s sending his own disciples to Jesus (1:35-37) reveals this same fact.

1.2. The first group of Jesus’ disciples

In its earliest stage, the Johannine Community was made up of Jews whose faith in Jesus was expressed in a low Christology. For Scripture scholars, a “low Christology” means one that applies to Jesus titles taken from the OT or from expectations in the intertestamental period, such as messiah, prophet, servant, lord and son of God, titles which in themselves do not imply an affirmation of divinity, which would have been indicated, for example, in the title savior of the world.  Scholars deduce from Jn 1:35-51 that the Johannine Community began with some Jews who came to Jesus and found no difficulty in discerning in him the Messiah whom they were awaiting. In the 4G, the titles that the first disciples attribute to Jesus are ones we also know through the Synoptics, Acts and Paul. This means that in its origins the Johannine Community was not very different from the other Jewish Christian churches, above all from those that later associated themselves with the memory of the Twelve. In this sense it is interesting to recall the statement that appears in Jn 1:45: “We have found him of whom Moses in the law and also the prophets wrote.” Later, the Johannine Community followed its own path, but there was nothing remarkable about it in its beginnings.

1.3. The second group of Jesus’ disciples

In chapters 2 and 3 of Jn we find a stress on the need for a deeper understanding of Jesus, beyond what is manifested in his external actions. In Jn 4:4-42, while Jesus is crossing through Samaria he brings a whole town to believe that he is the savior of the world. Right after chapter 4, we find a very high Christology and note a serious conflict with the “Jews” who accuse Jesus of making himself equal to God (5:16-18). Up to 4:4-42, where a large group of Samaritans are converted, the disciples of JBap constitute the core of Jesus’ followers. This new large group of believers was not converted by the first group (4:38). Their confession of Jesus as Savior (4:42) far surpasses normal OT expectations. We can conjecture that this second Johannine group in was made up of Jews with an anti-temple bias who were successful in converting the Samaritans --who did not acknowledge the Jerusalem Temple-- and assumed some elements of their thought, including a Christology which was not centered in a Davidic Messiah.


The second group of converts acted to catalyze a higher Christology. The first group had seen Jesus as a Davidic Messiah (1:41; 11:27, 40). Samaritans could not see things this way since they were opposed to the Davidic dynasty and to Jerusalem. In fact, the word “Messiah” does not appear in Samaritan writings until the 16th century. The Samaritans were awaiting the “Taheb” (he who is to return, the restorer), a teacher and a revealer. Surely it was in this sense that the Samaritans accepted Jesus as Messiah. Moreover, there was among them a strong reference to Moses, so much so that some of them regarded the “Taheb” as a Moses who was to return. They believed that since Moses had seen God he would come down again to reveal what God had told him to the people. Hence they pushed the Johannine community towards a descending theology, seen “from above,” from the realm of pre-existence (1:1-5).


The diverse Christology, opposition to temple worship, and characteristically Samaritan traits of this second group that entered the mainstream of Johannine Christianity, made these believers is Jesus particularly odious in the eyes of more traditional Jews.

1.4. Conflicts with Jews

The presence of this group aroused the suspicions of the Jewish synagogue against the Johannine Community. The hostile Johannine manner of referring to “the Jews” may have had its origin among the Samaritans, on whose lips (non-Jews as they were) would have been rather normal. The Johannine Christians were expelled from the synagogue (9:22) and thus came to be regarded as non-Jews, despite the fact that the majority of them were of Jewish descent. We even find Jesus being called a Samaritan (8:48). This is also the reason why the feasts of Passover, Tabernacles, Dedication and the Sabbath (2:13, 23; 5:9, 17l 6:4; 7:2; 10:22) are called feasts of the Jews, since Christians were excluded from participating in them. The consequences of this exclusion were not only sociological, but deeply theological as well. The celebration of a Jewish Feast is not simply the recalling of one of Israel’s experiences of God in the past. It is a “zikkarôn,” a memorial of the presence of God among his people in the past that is actualized in the liturgical celebration of the Feast. In contrast, for Christians, it is Jesus who makes the Father present in the world (6:45-46). Jesus brings all the Feasts to their full realization and transcends them in his very person and in his mission on behalf of all who believe in him.

1.5. Nicodemus

Nicodemus, mentioned only in Jn (ch. 3 and also in 5:50 and 19:39), represents a group of Jewish leaders who, although timidly, believed in Jesus (12:42). There is no need to regard him merely as a symbolic person, as some exegetes have done. “Nicodemus” is a Greek name, which was not rare among the Jews of NT times. He was a member of the Jewish Sanhedrin, that is, of the ruling class. He belonged to the highest level of government of the Jewish people, made up of priests, scribes and elders of the aristocracy. He visits Jesus by night. John often repeats this detail (19:39) because of its symbolic importance. Darkness and night symbolize the domain of the devil, of lies and of ignorance (9:4; 11:10). In 13:30, Judas abandons the light to enter into the darkness of Satan. In contrast, Nicodemus comes in out of the dark in order to draw near to the light (3:19-21). From a merely natural point of view, this visit at night may have been a cautionary measure “for fear of the Jews” (19:37-38), or it might also reflect the rabbinical custom of keeping watch during the night in order to study and discuss the Law.

1.6. Historical elements in 6:15

Popular messianic movements flourished around the end of the period of the Second Temple, due to the particular sociopolitical circumstances of the moment. The reign of Herod was an economic and political disaster for the whole nation, but it was hardest for the Judean peasantry. The people longed for the leadership of a just king, that is, a new David, anointed by God to liberate the Jews and to govern the nations. The “popular leaders” in the time of Jesus were quite different from the spiritualized and stereotyped figures of the “anointed ones” in Pharisaic or Essenian literature, whose action was more pedagogical and ceremonial. The leaders recognized by the people, on the contrary, oriented their followers toward the task of liberating themselves from the tyrannical oppression they were undergoing. Historical figures like Judas and Simon were proclaimed kings by their followers, a fact that must be understood against the background of the Jewish tradition of kings anointed by the people. Sometimes these movements constituted a real threat to the Romans. These “popular kings” moved around towns like Bethlehem, Aenon and Sepphoris, where Jesus also acted. This is the context in which we must understand the people’s attempt to proclaim Jesus king in 6:15.

1.7. Bethesda

There is a textual difficulty with the name of the pool “in Hebrew called Bethesda.” (5:2).  By “Hebrew” we should probably understand “Aramaic,” but Jn may be singling out the water as the water of Judaism. As for the reading “Bethesda,” other readings, equally well or even better attested, are “Bethsaida” and “Bethzatha.”  “Bethesda,” which has the weakest attestation, can mean “house of mercy,” which would be appropriate for a building erected by a curative pool, and is thus suspected as a scribal conjecture. “Bethsaida,” which has the strongest attestation, may have been introduced into the mss. by confusion with Bethsaida in Galilee. For this reason many have accepted “Be(th)zatha,” which is found in the Codices Sinaiticus and Bezae and in Eusebius, as the most objective reading. However, new light has been thrown on the matter by recent archeological excavations and the copper scroll found at Qumran, which speaks of a pool called “Bet Eshdatayin.” The name of the pool seems to have been “Bet Eshdâ (“house of flowing”).  The pool described in Jn has been discovered and excavated in Jerusalem on the property of the White Fathers near St. Anne’s Church. Thus “Bethesda” would seem to be the correct reading, while Bethzatha would seem to be a rendition of the Aramaic plural of the name, “Bet Eshdatâ.”

2. LITERARY LEVEL

2.1. Unity of the pericope from 1:19-6:71


First of all, Jn 1:19 begins with the Jews of Jerusalem, who send priests and levites to investigate who JBap is. They were sent to see whether JBap was the Messenger sent by God to prepare for the arrival of the Messiah. But these were the very ones who later on were unable to believe when the Messiah manifested himself openly to them, and the ones who in chapter 6 murmured against Jesus (6:41, 52) and abandoned him (6:66), because he surely did not respond to their expectations. The appearance of a group of Jews at the beginning and end of this section can be regarded as an “inclusion,” which also points to its unity.


In the second place, the unity of this pericope can be better understood against the background of the prophecy of Malachi 3:1-5. This text speaks of the sending of  “my messenger to prepare the way before me” and in 3:23 (= 4:5 in some versions) it identifies this messenger with Elijah (cf. Jn 1:20). In Malachi the Lord is presented as the one who purifies the priesthood (“a refiner’s fire,” “fuller’s lye,” a “purifier” and a “refiner”). This would surely be the reason why the Jews sent priests and levites to find out about JBap. As Malachi 3:1 says: “The Lord whom you seek [cf. Jn 1:38] will suddenly come into his temple [cf. Jn 2:13-21].” The prophecy of Malachi understands the Lord who is coming as the one who is going to purify the priesthood and therefore, the temple and Judaism as well. In this section (Jn 1:19 – 6:71), we find a purification and a complete renovation of everything old. Consequently, some of them believe in the Messiah while others condemn him and draw apart from him. The theme of substituting the old with the new, on the one hand, and the response that this begets in different people, on the other, is what gives unity to these chapters. Let us look at it in a summary way:

Testimony of JBap and of the first disciples (Jn 1:19-51).

Substitution of water for Jewish purification by wine, and of the temple by the risen body of Christ (chapter 2).

Substitution of physical birth by birth “from above” (chapter 3).

Substitution of worship in Jerusalem and Gerizim by worship “in spirit and in truth” (chapter 4).

Substitution of the Sabbath by the authority of the Son (chapter 5)

Substitution of Moses and the Law by Jesus, the Bread of Life (chapter 6)

Responses to these situations: faith or unbelief:

Response of the disciples (faith: 2:11-12)

Response of the disciples and others (insufficient faith: 2:22-25).

Response of Nicodemus (unbelief: 3:12).

Response of the Samaritans (faith: 4:39-42).

Response of the Jews (unbelief: 5:46-47).

Response of the Jews (unbelief: 6:66) and of the twelve (faith: 6:67-69).

2.2. The order of chapters 5 and 6

Many authors have proposed reversing the order of chapters 5 and 6. The reasons for this proposal are clear enough. In chapter 5 Jesus has been in Jerusalem; but at the beginning of chapter 6 he is in Galilee, without any indication of how he got there. If we reverse the order of chapters 5 and 6, however, we have a better geographical sequence:

End of chapter 4: Jesus is at Cana in Galilee,

Chapter 6: Jesus is on the shore of the Sea of Galilee,

Chapter 5: Jesus goes up to Jerusalem,

Chapter 7: Jesus can no longer travel in Judea so he returns to Galilee.


This sequence is not perfect either, because there is no transition from the scene in Cana and the Sea of Galilee, such as the one in 2:12.


Another reason adduced for putting chapter 6 before chapter 5 is that the feast of Passover, which is said to be near in 6:4, could be the unspecified “Jewish feast” adduced in 5:1, which prompts Jesus’ going up to Jerusalem in 5:1. Yet this does not fit well with the chronology of chapter 4, which seemingly took place a short time after Passover (2:13). But if chapter 4 is followed by chapter 6, then nearly a year has gone by and there cannot be much sequence between the healing of 4:43-45 and the enthusiasm of the crowd in 6:2.


Others argue for the reversal of chapters because of the thematic closeness between chapters 5 and 7. Chapter 5 deals with a Sabbath healing in Jerusalem, and in the Jerusalem scene of 7:21 Jesus refers to this as something recent. In the same way, 5:18 refers to the Jews’ wish to kill Jesus, and this theme begins chapter 7. However, one could argue that 7:3 implies that in the recent past Jesus has not been in Jerusalem working miracles, which would be strange if chapter 7 follows immediately after 5.


These proposed rearrangements are in some ways attractive, but not compelling. There is no documentary evidence for it, and we must not forget there are other indications that favor the present order. For instance, the sequence of the theme of manna in chapter 6 and the theme of water in chapter 7 seems to be a deliberate reference to OT passages with the same sequence. In brief, no rearrangement can solve all the geographical and chronological problems in Jn, and to rearrange on the basis of geography and chronology is to give undue emphasis to something that is not of major importance to this evangelist.

2.3. Midrashic interpretation of Ex 16:4 in Chapter 6

In order to understand the discourse of chapter 6 it is important to bear in mind that, in a midrashic style, the citation from the OT (a conflation of Ex 16:4 and Ps 78:24) in verse 31, “He gave them bread from heaven to eat,” is commented on throughout verses 32-58. This OT reference is at the base of Jesus’ reflection and constitutes the frame of reference of Jesus’ listeners.

2.4. Dependence on Zechariah in Chapter 2

The Gospel of John attributes to Jesus some words (Jn 2:16) that clearly reuse the eschatological oracle of Zech 14:21b: “And there shall no longer be traders in the house of Yahweh Sebaoth on that day.” Jesus’ purification of the Temple could indicate the preparation of the Temple for the inauguration of the messianic era, in keeping with Zech 14:20 ff. His entry into Jerusalem could be understood in the light of another prophecy in Zech 9:9. It seems that the Jewish authorities perceived some messianic implications in the actions that Jesus performed in the Temple. And the fact that Jesus states that he is going to build a new temple only adds new evidence to his intention to fulfill the prophecies of Zechariah concerning the crowning of the messianic leader who would build the temple of the Lord and prepare for the coming of the reign of God (Zech 6:9-15).

2.5. Mashal = ironic question in Jn 2:19-21

Jesus’ response to the Jews’ request for a sign to validate his actions is given in the form of a “mashal,” an ironic question that is at the same time parabolic. This saying of Jesus is one of the clearest examples of the fact that this gospel is built on two levels. The key to understanding its meaning does not lie in determining the meaning of ambiguous words like “destroy,” “temple,” raise up” and “body” (v. 21), but rather in distinguishing between what the listeners could or should understand and what the readers must understand. In this context “to destroy the temple” does not contain some hidden threat to the Jewish authorities that Jesus will materially destroying the edifice of the temple; Rather, it is an ironic invitation to carry their own conduct to its ultimate consequences, which will end in the destruction of the temple that they aim to defend.

2.6. Reign of God = Life

Where the synoptic gospels speak of the “Reign” or “Kingdom,” the 4G, with the sole exception of Jn 3:3, 5, speaks of “Life.” In the synoptics we are told that the Kingdom of God is near (Mk 1:15; Mt 4:17, 10:7; 12:28; Lk 11:20, etc.). Although this kingdom is already present during the ministry of Jesus, it is capable of later growth (Mk 4: 26-32). Indeed, it will not reach its fullness until the end of time (Mk 4:29; Mt 13:30, 41-43). Hence, it has both a present and a future dimension.


There are some evident points of comparison with the concept of life. Life is offered during the ministry of Jesus (Jn 4:14; 11:26), but it, too, is capable of growing (Jn 10:10b). It also has a twofold dimension, present and future; it is given in this world and leads to the world of the resurrection (Jn 5:29; 6:53, 54, 58). Nevertheless, it is interesting to note that while the kingdom is a collective name that refers to a group of people, the idea of life is individual and the accent is not on its consummation, but on the victory of life over death in each person.

3. THEOLOGICAL LEVEL

3.1. Jesus, the gift of life

The expression “gift of God” appears only once in the 4G, in 4:10. “Gift” is a word that encloses all that God offers human beings for their salvation. For the rabbis, it was above all the Torah. For the first Christian community, it was the Spirit (Acts 2:38; 8:20; 10:45; 11:17). For Gnostic thought, the gift of God was “the revelation that gives life.” All of these gifts were present in Jesus in an invisible way. For this reason, Jesus himself is the gift of God. In Jn 1:16 we are told that “from his fullness we have all received, grace upon grace,” and in 1:17 this grace is explained as the “grace and truth” that the law of Moses could not give. Thus, with his fullness, Jesus completes all that was already contained in the OT and takes up into himself all of the traditions that were regarded as life bearing. Hence, Jesus, who is with the Father (cf. 6:46), is the source of life (1:4). He reveals to the world the Father and the way that leads us to become his true sons and daughters. Jesus is, therefore, the light of the world and consequently a gift for all human beings.


“Life” is an important theological theme in John. This is evident from the relatively frequent use of the noun “zôê” (life), which appears 36 times, and the related verbs “záô – zên” (live – to live), which appears 17 times) and “zôopoiéô” (beget, give life), which appears 13 times. We should also bear in mind that “life” appears explicitly both in the introduction (1:4) and in the conclusion (20:31) of the Gospel and hence forms a kind of inclusion for the whole Gospel. As we have said, even in the prologue Jesus is presented as the source of life, a life whose nature consists in a participation in the divine life by those who have received God’s revealed word in faith and have therefore become his children (1:12-13). The ultimate explanation of humans’ sharing in God’s life is rooted in God’s love for human beings, which moved him to send his only Son for the salvation of the world (3:16-17). Human beings, however, have their corresponding part in order to attain to everlasting life: they must believe in Jesus, the Son of God (3:36). The reason why belief in the Son is necessary in order to share in the divine life is that “the Father loves the Son, and has given all things into his hand” (3:35), including eternal life (17:2). This life is called “eternal” (aiônios) in Jn 3:15, 16, 36 (and in 14 other places in the 4G). The adjective “eternal” indicates not only endless duration in contrast with the finite nature of physical life that ends in death (cf. Jn 5:24). Rather, it means a qualitatively new kind of life that cannot even be destroyed by death, that is, the life of the Father and of the Son (cf. Jn 5:26). We should add that even when the adjective “eternal” is not adjoined to the noun “life,” it still refers to this same eternal life, as we can see from the parallelism between Jn 3:36a and 3:36b (cf. also 5:24 and 6:53-54).

3.1.1. New birth in the Spirit (3:3-5)

In order to partake in the life brought by Jesus, one must be born again, as Nicodemus was asked to do. The verb gennáô (to beget, to give birth, to be born) is one of John’s favorite words. Of the 99 times it appears in the NT, 28 occur in the Johannine writings. John nearly always uses this verb in the passive, thus indicating a supernatural generation. This generation is always described as “of God,” except for Jn 3:3-5, where it is said to be “of the Spirit.” In Jn 1:12-13, the possibility of a new birth is described in the context of Jesus’ rejection by the Jews (Jn 1:11). Thus, salvation is offered to all those who believe in Jesus (Jn 3:16-21). The door of salvation is open to all. The orthodox Jews, who set great store in his ancestry and traditions (which had, however, limited his horizons), were called upon to broaden their perspective. This call is addressed especially to the teachers of Israel, whom Nicodemus represents (Jn 3:10). From now on, they must be more universal in their way of thinking and attitudes; being ready to follow the wind (pneûma), which blows (pneî) wherever it wills (3:8). The condition for such a birth to take place is contained in a twofold expression: to be begotten “of water and of the Spirit.”


The expression “to be born of the Spirit” has an OT background. The idea of the Spirit of Yahweh, frequently compared to the wind and to a fount of life, went back to ancient times in Israel. The doctrine of the Spirit in the end-time was an important trait in the OT image of the last days (Is 32:15; 44:3; Ezk 36:25, 26; Joel 3:1-2). For Israel, the Spirit of Yahweh and the Word of Yahweh were parallel realities. Both realized the same function in the same way (Is 11:4; 34:16; Ps 147:18; 33:6). Gen 1:2 ff. chose to show us the Spirit working through the word of God. Hence, the Spirit’s acting through the Word made Flesh was more readily understandable. The first Covenant is described as an action of God which engenders life (Dt 32:18; Is 1:2; 45:9-11; Jer 2:26-27). In the second Covenant we see the Spirit of Yahweh acting to internalize the Law and to renew life (Jer 31:31-34; Ezk 36:26 ff.; 37:9). In this way the Spirit becomes a fount of life.


In Jn, the Spirit is the power that gives life (Jn 6:63). And for Jn, “life” means knowing God and knowing Christ Jn 17:3). The Spirit gives life by revealing that in Christ God himself has come into the world. In Johannine theology, the Spirit is the “Spirit of truth” who bears witness (1Jn 5:7), who makes the truth of Christ present in us through faith (1Jn 4:13-15) and who reveals the fullness of his knowledge (Jn 14:26; 16:13-15). Thus we could say that the Spirit’s action of begetting (Jn 3:5) and of giving life (Jn 6:63) consists of leading human beings to the life of faith. The reference to water may be an allusion to the sacrament of Baptism in the primitive Church. It certainly refers to a new universalism that replaces physical birth as Jews.

3.1.2. Living water (4:7-18)

“Living water” is a normal way of designating running water or water flowing from a spring, as distinguished from the still water of a cistern or a well. In the scene by the well, the way the Samaritan Woman understood these words is perfectly understandable. The absolute need of water for life made it a far-ranging religious symbol. In the OT it is applied to God, “the fountain of living water” (Jer 2:3; 17:13). In Judaism it is applied to the Law (“As water is life for the world, so the words of the Torah are life for the world”). In Sirach 24:23-27, it is applied to Wisdom, and in Isaiah 44:3 it is applied to the Spirit of the Lord: “For I will pour water on the thirsty land, and streams on the dry ground; I will pour my spirit upon your descendants, and my blessing on your offspring.” Bearing in mind that the Jewish contemporaries of Jn regarded the Torah as the bearer of life for the world, we feel inclined to think of the “living water” in this passage as referring primarily to the revelation brought by the Revealer. Against this background, it would be quite likely in the 4G, which regards Jesus as divine wisdom substituting the Law, to find Jesus referring to his own revelation as “living water.”  The Samaritan Woman’s limited grasp of the expression “living water” points in this same direction, for she greets Jesus as the new Moses who is going to reveal all things.


Bur above all else, the “living water” is the Spirit which Jesus imparts. The connection between water and spirit is frequent in the OT (Ezk 36:25-26; Is 44:3). In one of the Qumran writings on these same prophetic passages we read: “He will cleanse him of all wicked deeds by means of a holy spirit; like purifying waters He will sprinkle upon him the spirit of truth” (1Qs iv 19-21). While in Jn 7:14 we read that “the water I shall give him will become within him a fountain of living water leaping up to eternal life,” in other passages we read that it is the Spirit who gives that life (Jn 6:63). The reference in 1Cor 12:13, “All of us have been given to drink of the one Spirit,” points in the same direction.

3.1.3. The bread of life

Bread was a very important staple in the diet of first-century Palestine. Bread was a word used to refer to food in general (Gen 3:19; Ps 104:15; Dt 8:3). We have seen how “water” was used metaphorically to refer to the Law, and we can say much the same about “bread.” Rabbi Joshua ben Chananiah, commenting on Prov 9:5, observed: “Bread means the Torah, as it is written.” This image was quite widely used. It seems that Jn is interested in highlighting the superiority of what Jesus has done in relation to the fulfillment the law, which was such a vaunted characteristic of the Jews.


Equally important for the background of this text is the gift of manna in the OT (Ex 16:13-16). Ignoring the sign that had been given them in the multiplication of a few loaves and fishes to feed more than 5,000 people, the people ask him, “What sign are you going to perform for us to see?” (Jn 6:30). Then in the very next verse they add, “Our ancestors had manna to eat in the desert, as it is written, ‘He gave them bread from heaven to eat.’” It is odd that they should ask him this, since the miracle of the loaves was surely sign enough. Of course they could have argued that Moses fed a whole nation –not just 5,000 persons—and that he did so not just once, but during 40 years. Moreover, Moses gave them bread from heaven, whereas Jesus only gave them everyday bread. At the time, there was an expectation that when the Messiah came, the miracle of the manna would be renewed, and this is what the people were looking for. It would be a validation of Jesus as Messiah, but Jesus is not moved by their logic. He goes on to explain that “God’s bread comes down from heaven and gives life to the world” (Jn 6:33). It gives life not just to Israel, but “to the world.” Once more we find a clear reference to universalism. Jesus, the real Bread of Life, replaces both the Torah and Moses.


Eucharistic features in Jn 6:11-13: The miracle of the multiplication of loaves does not follow the usual presentation of Jesus’ miracles in the synoptic tradition, in which even those relating to nature are seen as acts of power that establish the Kingdom of God against the dominion of Satan. As the account of the multiplication was handed down in the teaching of the Christian community, its special connection with the special food of God’s people, the Eucharist, was recognized.


The vocabulary of the multiplication is influenced by the eucharistic liturgies that were familiar in quite different communities, even though the 4G does not transmit an account of the institution of the Eucharist. First of all we see that the Johannine account of the multiplication uses the verb eucharistein – to give thanks (6:11). A distinctively Johannine trait is that Jesus himself distributes the loaves after blessing them (Jn 6:11), as he does at the Last Supper in the synoptics. Perhaps also John’s phrase, “When they had [eaten] enough” (Jn 6:12) echoes the eucharistic liturgy since it also appears in the account of the eucharistic meal in the Didache. There, after ch. 9 records the eucharistic prayer over the cup and the bread, ch. 10 begins, “After you have had enough…” Even more clearly there is a eucharistic echo in the details of Jn 6:13 where Jesus tells his disciples, “Gather up [synagágete] the fragments [klásmata] that are left over so that nothing will perish.” Some scholars relate this with the Eucharist because they think that it reflects the early Church’s care for the eucharistic fragments.


Even though we cannot be sure of every detail, the eucharistic coloring of the Johannine account of the multiplication seems beyond doubt. All of the Gospels have these eucharistic elements in the account of the multiplication, which means that the insight into the relation between it and the Last Supper must have been gained early in the preaching tradition. Indeed, it is not far-fetched to conjecture that Jesus himself connected the feeding of the crowd with loaves and the institution of the Eucharist (both in a Passover context) by a deliberate sameness in the pattern of his actions.

3.1.4. New Temple, New Worship (2:13-22; 4:23-24)

In Jn 4:21-23 we find a discussion between Jesus and the Samaritan Woman on the place and the manner of worship. The new element that Jesus introduces at the end of this passage is “worship in Spirit and truth.” This does not mean, as some have mistakenly suggested, worshiping God in the inner recesses of one’s heart. An ideal of merely internal worship ill fits the NT scene with its eucharistic gatherings, hymn singing, baptism in water, etc.


The contrast between worship in Jerusalem or on Gerizim and worship in Spirit and in truth is part of the typical Johannine dualism between earthly and heavenly, “from above” and “from below,” flesh and Spirit. Jesus is speaking of the replacement of temporal institutions like the Temple. Jesus himself is to take the place of the Temple (Jn 2:21), and the Spirit, given by Jesus, is to animate the new worship that replaces the old worship at the Temple (2:13-22). Jesus can replace the Temple because he is the Emmanuel who has pitched his tent among us (Jn 1:14). When Solomon dedicated the Temple to God, the Lord’s glory filled the whole building (2Chr 5:14, 7:1-3). Now, in contrast, it is the glory of Jesus that is manifested among us, the glory which he has as the only Son of the Father (Jn 1:14). He is, then, both the Temple and its glory.


For this reason, God can be worshiped as Father only by those who possess the Spirit that makes them God’s children (cf. Rom 8:15-16). The Spirit, by which God begets human beings from above (Jn 3:5), raises them above the earthly level, the level of flesh, and enables them to worship God properly. At Qumran in an eschatological context God pours forth His spirit on the sectarians and thus purifies them for His service (2QS iv 19-22). The purity thus obtained through the spirit turns the community into the temple of God. The emphasis on the Risen Jesus as the “new temple” appears with great clarity in the Johannine work. This is shown, for example, in Rev 21:22 (“I saw no temple in the city. The Lord, God the Almighty, is its temple – he and the Lamb”) and in Jn 1:14, where Jesus appears as the Tent. The surely refers to the replacement of the old Temple.

3.1.5. The wine and the bridegroom (2:1-11)

The choice of the symbol of wine in the Cana story may have been intended to remind the readers that Jesus is the Messiah, since weddings, banquets and an abundance of wine symbolize messianic times (Is 62:4-5; Am 9:13-14; Hos 14:7; Jer 31:12). The primary meaning of the wine is surely Jesus’ gift of salvation, for which light, water and food are other Johannine symbols. There are various external and internal criteria that allow us to establish the possibility of this interpretation. Externally, a 2nd- or 3rd-century fresco in an Alexandrian catacomb joins Cana and the multiplication of loaves, that is, both bread and wine. Internally, the Gospel itself establishes a relationship between the Cana scene and the “hour” which begins with the Last Supper. Also, the dating of the Cana scene (2:13), of the multiplication of the loaves (6:4), and of the Last Supper to the period before the Passover does seem to bind the three scenes together, thus helping to associate the wine of Cana with the bread of the multiplication as a symbolic anticipation of the eucharistic bread and wine.


The choice of wine instead of the water for Jewish purifications may indicate the birth of a new religion of service. Judaism, in Jesus’ time, had become reduced to a barren ritualism (the jars for purification) which did not respond to the needs of humankind. The disciples, together with Mary, represent the Church, which is the spouse of the bridegroom, Jesus. This bridegroom, together with his bride, represents the new religion of service, because they are able to recognize the need of their hosts and to provide them, even though they had not been asked to do so, with the wine that saved them from their embarrassing situation. They clearly replaced ritualism with compassionate service.

3.2. Diverse responses to this gift of life: faith

In the 4G this gift of life is received “with faith,” because in Jn 1:12, receiving and believing constitute but one action due to their parallelism. The fact that the verb “pisteúein” (to believe) is one of the key words in Jn is shown not only by the frequency with which it occurs (98 times), but also by the fact that it appears in the introduction (Jn 1:12) and in the conclusion (Jn 20:31). It is interesting to note that the noun “pístis” (faith or belief) never appears in Jn. This may indicate the active character of faith in this gospel. The most important trait of the Johannine concept of faith is its radical Christocentrism, because faith, in Jn, signifies faith in Jesus, whereas faith in God is mentioned only rarely (12:44; 14:1). The reason for this is that Jesus is the gift sent by the Father: his very presence among men (14:9). Believing in Jesus means making an active option for the person of Jesus. The Christological content of faith in Jesus is often indicated by the verb “pisteúein” followed by a phrase that describes the object of this faith, for example, that Jesus is “the Holy One of God” (Jn 6:69) or “the Christ, the Son of God” (11:27; 20:31; 8:24). In the 4G, the people respond to this offering of “life” in diverse ways. Let us look at this in some detail.

3.2.1. Jews who did not believe

The incredulity of these persons appears in chapter 5, when they show their displeasure at Jesus’ performing a miracle on the Sabbath. They protest, and in v. 16 we are told that they began to persecute him for working a miracle on the Sabbath. It is sad to note that nobody had come to the aid of this man, who had been sick for 38 years, to help him enter the pool, although it was known that he had been lying there for a long time (v. 6). Even a person who did not believe in God could have come to help in his miserable state. Nevertheless, the legalistic bent of these Jews would not allow them to rest content at seeing a sick man healed, since for them, the observance of the Sabbath was more important than the needs of this person. Jesus was purifying this negative dimension of their religion, and this is why they would not accept him. This attitude of rejection is clearly opposed to the religion of service that we saw in chapter 2.


“To believe in” is a formula that is repeatedly met in discussions with unbelieving Jews (5:24, 38, 44, 46, 47; 10:25, 26, 37, 38; 8:31, 45, 46). The one in whom they must believe is Jesus. This is how the Christological character of Johannine faith is highlighted: it is a matter of accepting Jesus. This is precisely the first step of faith, which is rejected by unbelieving Jews. But in the end, this attitude will lead to their own rejection.

3.2.2. The faith of Nicodemus


Nicodemus is a well-educated Jew. He finds it hard to go beyond the limits of his traditional Jewish faith. As a “man of the Pharisees” and “a ruler of the Jews” (Jn 3:1), Nicodemus represents Judaism. Although Nicodemus has his limitations, he is disposed to regard Jesus as “rabbi,” “teacher,” “one who comes from God,” a “prophet,” and even as a person “with whom God is” – a dignity reserved for the great men of Israel such as Moses *Ex 3:12) or Jeremiah (1:8). But he is unable to understand the message of being born “from above,” in the Spirit, because of a lack of sufficient faith in Jesus (Jn 3:12). In any case, his faith in Jesus is greater than that of other, unbelieving Jews.

3.2.3. The immature faith of the disciples

The initial faith of the disciples is not deep; they will have to grow in this respect. They look upon Jesus as Messiah with traditional Jewish eyes. They were hoping for a Jesus powerful in works, a trait that appears clearly in the story of Nathanael. John tells us of a Jesus who is able to know things beyond the normal human limits. In Jn 1:47, Jesus sees Nathanael coming toward him and exclaims, “Behold, a true Israelite, in whom there is no guile!” Jesus’ words lead Nathanael to believe (Jn 1:48-49). In the same way in chapter 2, after witnessing the miracle of Cana, the disciples believed in him. Yet we are also told in Jn 2:22, that it was after the disciples witnessed the Resurrection that “they believed the scripture and the word which Jesus had said.”  The disciple Philip, who had enthusiastically stated that Jesus was the Messiah in Jn 1:45, shows signs of a lack of faith in Jesus’ power in Jn 6:6.  In Jn 6:60-66, we read the sad news that many of the disciples turned back and ceased following Jesus, because they lacked the faith to grasp the mystery of eating his flesh and drinking his blood.


In this case, it was Peter who took the initiative and, representing the twelve, exclaims, “We have come to believe and are convinced that you are the Holy One of God” (Jn 6:69).” Hence, when we speak of the disciples, we have to distinguish between the large group of Jesus’ followers and the Twelve. The Twelve seem to have had a deeper faith than the rest of the disciples. This is a second level of faith, superior to the others, but still incomplete, according to John. It consists of recognizing Jesus’ identity and mission, as indicated by the use of the verb “pisteúein” (to believe), followed by the relative pronoun “that,” introducing a clause, as we see in Peter’s confession: “We have come to believe and are convinced that you are the Holy One of God” (Jn 6:69; 11:27, 42; 13:19; 17:8, 21).

3.2.4. The faith of the Samaritans

Because of the supernatural knowledge that Jesus shows of the irregular life of the Samaritan Woman, she recognizes him as a prophet (4:16-19). After discussing with her the nature and place of worship (Jn 4:20-24), Jesus reveals himself to her as the Samaritan Messiah (Taheb), who is going to reveal all things (4:25-26, 29). At the end, the episode culminates with the appearance of a large group of Samaritans who acknowledge Jesus as the “Savior of the world” (Jn 4:42). The lack of faith that blinds the Jewish authorities from Jerusalem (Jn 2:18, 20) stands in sharp contrast with the Samaritan Woman’s gradual growth in faith (Jn 4:7-30).  Similarly, the superficial faith of the inhabitants of Jerusalem, based on the marvelous aspects of the miracles, stands in contrast with the deeper faith of the Samaritans, based on the word of Jesus (Jn 4:42).

3.2.5. The faith of the royal official (4:46-54)

The royal official’s faith in Jesus seems deeper, since in Jn 4:47 he asks Jesus to come down to cure his son, which is an expression of his faith, undoubtedly arising from what he has heard about Jesus and his power to work miracles. When Jesus tells him, “Go, your son lives,” he believes in Jesus’ word to him and departs. His faith seems to be stronger than that of the Samaritans.

3.2.6. Mary’s faith (2:1-11)

At the wedding feast at Cana, when the hosts begin to run out of wine, Mary steps out to help them. She tells Jesus, “They have no wine” (Jn 2:3). This presupposes a deep faith in the power of Jesus as Messiah -- which is rather surprising at this moment in the 4G, when Jesus has not yet performed any marvelous work. This is why some commentators state that she would only have informed Jesus of a situation for which there was no remedy. Nevertheless, the rather curt answer of Jesus indicates that she has exerted a certain amount of pressure on him.


Here, Mary is the symbol of the new Israel. The true bridegroom is Jesus Christ, and Mary and the disciples of the first Christian community are the bride. The first Christian community, represented by Mary, is described as the bearer of an ideal faith, based on a deep understanding of the mystery of Christ. Ordinarily, in this first part of the 4G, it is the sign that leads to the faith of the believers. Here, in contrast, it is Mary’s faith that leads to the sign. Moreover, by the sign she is not looking for any personal advantage, but merely seeking to provide a service in a situation of need. The power of Jesus is connected with the “hour” of Jesus, which is a technical Johannine term referring to the period of the passion, death and resurrection. In Jn 19:34-37, the death of Jesus will be the supreme sign that invites people to faith, and there, too, we find Mary present. Hence, Mary’s faith is not based on any aspect of the miraculous power of Jesus, but rather in the power of his “hour.” This is the ideal of faith for John, and hence, when Jesus talks to Nicodemus about faith, he refers to his own exaltation on the cross (Jn 3:12-15). Faith in Jesus himself will be the deepest level of faith. It is a matter of “pisteúein eis,” of “believing in Him, Jesus” (Jn 3:16, 18; 6:29, 35, 40; 11:25, 26, 45, 48; 12:11, 36, 37, 42, 44, 46, etc.).

CLARETIAN KEY

BELIEVING IN JESUS


The first chapters of the Gospel of John have presented us with diverse attitudes toward Jesus, ranging from the incredulity of “the Jews” to the faith of Mary, which is later confirmed by her presence at the foot of the cross. Belief in Jesus and in his plan, and growing in that faith: that is his message.


The Constitutions, in number 62, ask that the novices have a “lively faith,” as the starting point of the missionary life. This means the kind of faith that touches the depths of our being and changes our life. Fr. Claret tells us in his Autobiography, “On March 21 [1859], while meditating on Christ’s words to the Samaritan Woman, I am he who speak with you [Jn 4:26], I understood some great, very great things. He gave the woman faith, and she believed; He gave her sorrow for her sins, and she repented; he gave her grace, and she preached Jesus. He has done the same in my case, giving me faith, sorrow, and a mission to preach Him” (Aut 681).


“Believing” means abandoning all ambiguity. “As it stands facing the world of our time –a skeptical world, lacking a sense of transcendence and worrying about its own security—the Claretian community is itself faced with the exigency of making the same radical option for God that our Founder made throughout his life” (MCT 144). Opening our heart to the words and signs of Jesus, and opting to remain by his side, like Peter and the apostles, are the conditions needed for “being born from above” and “living the new life.” A vocational reading of these chapters from the 4G, and indeed of the whole Gospel, will confront us with a radical question on our real stance before Jesus and his project.

SITUATIONAL KEY

1. From a pastoral approach of welcome to a pastoral approach of search and rescue. There are people who are forced to live on the margin of society or are excluded from it. The reins of democracy and power are in the hands of a “faceless” but not nameless few: markets and their laws. Using a gospel image, we can call society’s outcasts “Samaritans,” a race who were considered heretical and were cursed as pagans and, as we saw in the episode of the Samaritan woman, as sinners. These are persons who do not readily approach our centers and churches, but whose presence constitutes a permanent challenge for the followers of Jesus. Recently, a Bishop of the Church referred to them: “For those who are going through hard times, we must guarantee the possibility of living as humans and as Christians. There are many ways in which society is probing us today. Nevertheless, I believe that these people are offering us one of the most incisive and hence most decisive questions relating to the pastoral growth of the Church. The time has come for us to dedicate ourselves in a new way to the alienated, with a concern that is born of true love. We are being called upon to replace the pastoral approach of simple welcoming with the pastoral approach of actively searching, of actively moving to where the people who do not approach us actually are. In doing so, we will incarnate the image of the Good Shepherd.” How is the church or community we belong to taking up this challenge?

2. Bread and wine. People are asking themselves religious questions. They are nostalgic for the Gospel. They are hungry for eternal life (that is, for true quality of life). They are hungry for God, for “bread and wine.” This is something which is repeated insistently by anthropologists and students of human behavior and which is clearly seen in many negative aspects of people’s personal lives: suicide, identity crises, anorexia, bulimia, escapes… There is a bread of God, a food of eternal life, for those who believe in Jesus. We are astonished to learn that this bread exists and that this bread is Jesus. People feel a need for celebration, for poetry, for utopia and for service. Wine is a symbol of all of this, and Jesus asks us to serve it instead of the water of ritual purifications. Our proposals for dealing with this hunger and thirst are often of low quality. We often make a greater effort to stock a “religious market” with initiatives and “consumer” products, rather than help people to rediscover the meaning of their own existence and place in the universe. People are looking to us for more humanism. We find the source of this humanism in the Eucharist, but if we don’t make the effort to rethink it or express it in new ways, we will only be cluttering it up with rites and empty words. Where does the Church and, more concretely, my community, stand regarding this deep desire of people?

3. Sharing the bread. This is an indispensable condition for expressing the presence of Jesus among us. Otherwise, the Christian community will not be able to truly be a sacrament of the presence of Jesus. Do we know the real situation of those who do not have bread and the historical conditions that lie behind it? Are we making an effort to learn its causes and to work on them? Money doesn’t solve everything, but sharing it with others helps us to get nearer to them and to feel co-responsible. How do we integrate into our own life the effort to get to know our reality in order to collaborate in changing it?

4. In service of the new Covenant. It is the Spirit who gives “birth from above.” Temples of stone have tumbled and so have all those who were mere “functionaries” of them, because they were unable to promote life and joy. True worship is not the property of any one people and it is not circumscribed to a determined place; it belongs to all humanity. Through Jesus, the Bridegroom of the Church, God seals a new and definitive covenant with all of us. The humanity of Jesus is the locus of the Father’s presence among human beings. In Jesus we find the center of all worship. Our missionary task consists of helping people to live this new Covenant. How are we living this mission? What joys or difficulties do we experience in carrying it out?

EXISTENTIAL KEY
1. Let us contemplate the figure of John the Baptist in order to learn how not to want to be the protagonists of evangelization, but at the same time, not to abandon the responsibility that belongs to us. What does the figure of John the Baptist have to tell us as he is presented in the Fourth Gospel?

2. How do we assume in our own lives the obligation to serve the alienated?

3. What vocational inspiration do we find in contemplating the God of the New Covenant?

COMMUNITY MEETING
1. Opening prayer or song.

2. Reading from the Word of God: Jn 4:1-26, 39-42.

3. Dialogue on Theme I 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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