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LITERARY LEVEL

1. A perfectly marked out section

Chapters 13 to 17 have enough points of connection with what precedes and follows them to show that they are not a mere coinage in the sequence of the Gospel. The mention of the “hour” in 13:1 agrees well with the statements in 12:23-27. Likewise, the mention of the Passover in 13:1 connects with the one in 11:55. The theme of glorification in 12:16, 23, 28 reappears in 13:31-32. After this section, the departure across the Kidron valley, narrated in 18:1, appropriately follows the conclusion of the Farewell Discourse.

But at the same time, we should recognize that we are dealing here with a rather autonomous literary block. Jn 12:44-50 has always been regarded as a sort of summary conclusion ending the first part of the Gospel (the “Book of Signs”), and it is undeniable that chapter 19 begins a new theme: the Passion Narrative. In the section we are dealing with, place is a determinant. Whereas the ministry of Jesus in chapter 12 is carried out before the people, as are the events of the Passion Narrative, in chapters 13-17 it is confined to the Upper Room, in the intimacy of a small number of disciples. Also characteristic of these five chapters is their tone of familiarity and the absence of controversy that dominates most of the Gospel.

2. A quite varied section

This block, despite its spatiotemporal unity, is made up of diverse parts. Above all, it is an edifying narrative, together with its interpretation. The washing of the disciple’s feet is found only in the Fourth Gospel, although it is consonant with a whole series of Synoptic texts in which Jesus inculcates mutual service upon his disciples. The scene includes a prediction of the betrayal by Judas (13:2, 21-30) and, after a brief interruption, the denial by Peter (13:36-39). The whole chapter is so structured as to highlight the contrast between Jesus’ loving service and the infidelity of some of his followers.

In contrast, chapters 14-16 (with the brief section of 13:31-35) belong to the genre of a “farewell discourse.” Jesus repeatedly mentions his imminent departure and instructs his followers on how they should live during his absence. Another characteristic of this section is the dogged repetition of certain counsels, such as not to give way to sadness, to practice mutual love, and to trust in the help of the Spirit.

Finally, chapter 17 in itself constitutes a relatively closed unit. Jesus does not address his own, but rather his Father, to whom he commends the Christian community during the time of his visible absence. Jesus does not appear here as the Master giving instructions, but rather as the Priest looking up to heaven and praying for his people. Nevertheless, since Jesus utters this prayer aloud before them, he is indirectly asking them for the same thing that he is asking of the Father, namely, that they may be one.

1.3.  Different levels of tradition

Even in a cursory reading of this section, it does not escape us that the Farewell Discourse is divided by the concluding words of chapter 14, “Rise, let us be on our way.” We likewise detect the repetition of the seemingly closing expression, “I have said these things to you” (14:25; 15:11; 16:1, 25, 33). It is evident, then, that not all of the material contained in these chapters was shaped simultaneously, either in the life of the community or in the preaching of Jesus. We find an indisputable tension between Jn 14:5, where Thomas is concerned about Jesus’ going and how he can know where he is going, or Jn 13:36, where Peter expressly asks Jesus where he is going, and Jn 16:5, where Jesus seems to reproach the disciples for not asking him where he is going.

There is another apparent discrepancy between the description of the disciples as orphans in the midst of the world (chapter 17), which moves Jesus to ask the Father to look after them (especially 17:13-15), and Jesus’ repeated statement in chapters 14-16, that he will not leave them orphans (14:18), because the Spirit will watch over them (14:16-17; 15:26; 16:13).

There also seems to be a certain tension between the different motives that Jesus offers to this beleaguered group in order to reassure them. At times he tells them that they can rely on the Spirit that they will receive (see the end of the last paragraph); elsewhere, on the Father who will watch over them (17:15 ff.; 16:27); still elsewhere, on his own coming back to them (14:3, 18, 28; 16:15). On this last point there is a certain agreement with the Synoptic eschatology on the return of the Son of Man; but his status as universal judge, which is repeatedly stated in the Synoptic and Pauline writings, is now transferred to the Spirit (see Jn 16:8-11). There are other Synoptic resonances in Jn 13:16 and 15:20 (“no slave is greater than his master”), 13:20 (the rights of Jesus’ messengers), 15:26 (the Spirit will defend them in eventual trials), 16:24 (“ask and you will receive”) and 16:32 (“you will be scattered, leaving me quite alone”).

1.4.  But the final redaction unified these elements

Despite the tensions and imbalances we have observed, one cannot deny the redactional unity of Jn 13-17. The block begins with a mention of Jesus’ love for his own (Gk agapésas / egápesen, 13:1) and ends with a petition that the Father’s love for the Son may also be in the disciples (Gk agápe / egápesas, 17:26).

Jesus’ going to the Father (and his return to his own) is present in the three subsets indicated: Jn 13:3b; (14:18b); 14:28; 16:5, 17, 28; 17:13). The same can be said of the commandment to love one another or to live in unity: 13:34; 15:12, 17; 17:11, 21). Jesus’ love for his own is affirmed and reaffirmed: 13:1, 34; 15:12 ff. So is the Father’s love for those who believe: 14:21; 16:27; 17:23. Toward the beginning and the end of this block we find a mention of the apostasy of Judas: 13:2, 18, 21; 17:12.

In the last two subsets there is a stress on the opposition between disciples/world (15:19; 17:14). In the first two there is a stress on the servant/lord relationship (13:16 and 15:20). Another recurrent theme is sadness and joy: 15:11; 16:6, 20-24; 17:13, or trouble and tribulation: 13:21; 14:1, 27b; 16:21, 33. Still other themes are giving one’s life for others: 13:37 f.; 15:13, and keeping Jesus’ commandments: 14:15; 15:10.

The text of Jn 16:28 can be understood in relationship with 14:4 ff., which passes from not knowing where Jesus is going to a clear expression of where he is going. In the present state of the redaction of the passage one cannot say whether incoherence stands out over unity or uniformity.

1.5. Literary theory on re-readings and duplicates

Repetitions are noted above all within the Farewell Discourse (chapters 14-16). In this piece, of undoubtedly complex origins, the search for sources has not borne any clear result. Some exegetes strongly defend the existence of independent traditions underlying the allegory of the vine (15:1-4) and the block on the world’s hatred (15:18 – 16:4). In contrast, we perceive a notable parallelism between the great sections of 13:31 – 14:31 and 16:4b-33. This parallelism does not allow us to suppose the juxtaposition of distinct sources, since there is an identity of style and even of various complete phrases.

This presence of duplicates is observed not only in the supper discourse, but also in other passages of the Fourth Gospel. This has given rise to a theory about the complex process of its composition. Several discourses seem to have been redacted (re-read) more than once, adapting them to successive situations of the Johannine community. The final redactor must have been concerned with not allowing many rich materials to be lost. Hence he inserted –into an already formed gospel-- some sketches or rough drafts that the main evangelist had left out. This gave rise to the repetitions (and inconsistencies) that we now detect, such as the fact that after the conclusion of Jn 14:31, the last discourse is prolonged for another two chapters, as well as our present difficulty in finding a logical scheme or structure for the exposition of its different ideas.

1.6.  The genre of “testament”

Jn 13 – 17 is Jesus’ farewell. In 13:1, the Greek expression eis to telos (to the end) is, perhaps intentionally, equivocal. It can mean both loving to the limit and loving until the end. In chapters 14 – 16, “I am going” is often repeated, and in 17:13, Jesus says to the Father, “Now I am coming to you.”

Jewish (and Christian) apocryphal literature abounds in the genre of “testament”: The Testament of Adam, The Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs, The Testament of Abraham, The Testament of Isaac, The Testament of Jacob, The Testament of Moses, The Testament of Job, The Testament Of Solomon. There are also some examples in the OT itself: Gen 49:1-27, Dt 29 – 31. A Testament of Levi was found in Qumran, along with testaments of Korath and of Amram, the father of Moses. In the NT 2 Tim, part of 2 Pet and passages such as Acts 20:18-35 have a special “farewell” character.

In Judaism, one characteristic of this genre is the fiction that a notable character on the point of death evokes, in the presence of his children or disciples, certain memorable episodes from the past, and exhorts them to remain faithful, so that they may receive a recompense. Of course, these events “of the past” are narrated “post eventum.”

Jn 13 – 17 closely approaches this genre. The foot washing is the great example that Jesus gives his disciples, later generalizing it in the commandment to love and serve one another. He also gives them the great watchword of unity, on which their apostolic effectiveness will depend (17:21). Jesus repeatedly “looks back to the past,” reminding them that he has kept watch over those whom the Father gave him (17:6) and has revealed to them all that he has heard from the Father (15:15). The call to fidelity is now called “abiding in me [Jesus]” (15:4) and keeping his commandments (15:10). References to the imminent departure of Jesus are numerous.

But despite all correspondences, the “testament” genre fails when applied to the farewell of Jesus. None of them great personages of the past promised to return or to send his followers a gift like the Holy Spirit. And indeed, in some passages of Jn 13 – 17 the fictional genre is even less to the point, since the one who speaks is clearly the glorified one who remains with his own, and has already “conquered the world” (16:33b). Moreover, we see that the community has already responded faithfully to the charge of Jesus, to such an extent that the expressions “if you abide in me” (15:7) and “if you keep my commandments” (15:10) are subsequently presented as something already realized: “they have kept your word” (17:6), “they have known…, they have received…, they have believed…” (17:8). Similarly, the world’s hatred moved from a prediction (15:18) to a present fact (15:18) and even to a past history (17:14). Jesus, the “testator,” is not a dead person, but rather one who continues to be present with his community and speaks to it.

2. HISTORICAL LEVEL

2.1.  Jesus’ private instructions to his disciples
One constant in the Synoptic tradition is the alternation of Jesus’ activity before an undifferentiated crowd and before the much smaller group of disciples who followed him. Mk 4:10, 8:27, 9:35; Mt 16:24, etc., speak of private instructions addressed to an intimate group (although Lk 9:23, for instance, seems to be a redactional broadening). There are other situations in which the group addressed is perceived as a great multitude: Mk 4:1 f.; Mt 13:2; Lk 6:17 ff.

There is a well founded suspicion that at first Jesus activity was quite open, but that at a determined moment, probably a crisis related to the multiplication of the loaves (cf. Jn 6:66), Jesus tended more and more to turn towards a smaller inner circle, although this does not mean that he completely abandoned the masses.

The Jesus of the Synoptics alternates both public and private instruction, whereas in Jn, Jesus’ instruction to his disciples is practically concentrated in chapters 13-17.

2.2. Instruction chronologically related with the Last Supper
The Last Supper is the framework for this broad instruction that Jesus gives to his own before his imminent separation from them. In this, too, Jn shows a certain agreement with the Synoptics. In particular, Lk 22 recalls a discourse of Jesus to his companions at table in which certain Johannine themes resound, such as the imminent departure of Jesus (Lk 22:22; see Jn 16:5), mutual service (Lk 22:27; see Jn 13:15), perseverance with Jesus (Lk 22:28; see Jn 17:12), the fact that Jesus gives to his own what the father has given to him (Lk 22:29; see Jn 15:15; 17:8, 22) and their future being with him in the Kingdom (Lk 22:30; see Jn 14:2 f.).

The theme of the dispersal of the disciples after the disappearance of Jesus (Jn 16:32a) has also been preserved for us in the Synoptic tradition (see Mk 14:27 and Mt 26:31) in the context of the supper, And this is, surely, the moment that is best suited to it.

Of course this does not mean to imply that Jn 13 –17 transmits entirely original discourses of Jesus, but rather that the Community of the Beloved Disciple, based on some traditional sayings dispersed throughout the whole earthly activity of Jesus, drafted the present reflections, either in a catechetical (Jn 14 – 16) or a euchological form (Jn 17). As regards this collaboration by the Christian community, one eloquent datum is the surprising terminological correspondence between the Fourth Gospel and the First Letter of John. Some historical saying of Jesus may lie at the base of them, but the community has translated them completely into its own language and has accommodated them to its own situation.

2.3. The Johannine Church and its Vicissitudes. Paradigmatic Text
Thanks to the so-called Letters of John (which are perhaps chronologically not later than the last drafts of the Fourth Gospel), we know something about the history of that distinctive group of the Community of the Beloved Disciple. For example, 1 Jn 2:19 has an important allusion to a split in the Community, and this becomes a kind of heresy-phobia in 2 Jn 10 and 3 Jn 10b. This lends a special significance to the pressing calls to mutual love in 1 Jn 2:10; 3:11, 18, 23; and 4:11, or to maintaining a correct confession of faith in 1 Jn 2:24; 4:2; and 5:5.

This same set of themes is repeated doggedly during the Discourse at the Last Supper, and with almost the same expressions: “that you love one another” (Jn 13:34; 15:17; see 17:26), “that you abide in me” (15:7; 17:23); “if you keep my commandments” (14:15; 15:10; 17:6). From this observation it is especially clear that Jn 13 – 17 is describing quite closely the avatars of the Johannine Church; hence it has been called a “paradigmatic text.”

2.3.1. The action of the Spirit and the avatars of the community

The Spirit’s help to the community is promised at least three times: Jn 14:15 f. + 14:26; 15:26 f; 16:7-12, but with different functions, which lead us to think of different moments in the evolution of the group. In Jn 15:26 f., the function of the Spirit is “to testify.” This text is especially close to Mk 13:11 and Mt 10:20 (see also Lk 21:15) and, as in those texts, it is related to the expulsion of the disciples from the synagogue. This means that in Jn 15:26 – 16:2 we glimpse the moment in which Christians of the Community of the Beloved Disciple are being judged as heretics by the synagogue authorities, thus signaling the break between the Church and Judaism.

In Jn 14:16, 26, the Spirit’s function seem to be that of consoling the community, which has probably already been expelled from the Synagogue and from Palestine. Feeling rather deeply forsaken, it has to begin striking out on a new path. Others believe that the community is still living together with the Synagogue, but feels uncomfortable, estranged and misunderstood.  Now the Paraclete prolongs the presence of Jesus and recalls his teaching in the midst of the orphaned community. Perhaps prophets within the group activate this “recalling” of Jesus’ teaching.

Finally, in Jn 16:12-15, the function of the Spirit is “to guide you into all the truth” and to teach the truth to the community in each moment. The designation “Spirit of truth” (see 16:13 and earlier in 14:17) points toward the moment of the first heresies and breakup of the community, a moment of great concern about distinguishing between orthodoxy and heterodoxy. We should here recall the opposition between the spirit of truth and the spirit of error that 1 Jn 4:6 mentions in the context of false prophets (1 Jn 4:1) and antichrists (1 Jn 4:3). This last-mentioned term (antichrists) is the precise expression used in 1 Jn 2:18 f. to designate dissidents.

2.3.2. The group’s sense of being orphaned and troubled

Sorrow (16:20), trouble of heart (14:1) and tribulation (16:33) are recurrent themes in the discourse. They bespeak a long history of suffering for diverse reasons. Above all, the Johannine group, with their advanced Christology of the divinity of Jesus, clashed strongly with the synagogue, which persecuted and expelled them (see Jn 16:2).

Once they had been separated from the synagogue and had perhaps fled from Palestine, this group of Christians found themselves unprotected and without structures to give them a sense of security, in the midst a strange world that was probably adverse to them because they refused to practice emperor worship. This entailed a kind of cultural distancing, “because you do not belong to the world” (Jn 15:19; see 17:16). They needed to be persuaded that this was not going to be a lasting situation: “again a little while and you will see me” (16:16), and that even in this situation the Spirit of Jesus was going to assist them (14:16, 18).

 Within the Johannine Community itself there were different attitudes regarding the surrounding world. Some, surely with a sound missionary intention, made an effort at “inculturation” which other members of the group regarded as falling into heresy. This led to a painful internal dissension, which was surely not desired by Jesus, who prayed “that you love one another” (13L34; 15:12, 17) and “that all may be one” (17:21, 23).

2.3.3. Sorrows arising from dissidents and defectors

This theme is fully spelled out in 1 Jn 2:19, but in the Last Supper Discourse it seems to be implicit behind numerous texts. The allegory of the vine and branches (Jn 15:1-7) addresses some warnings to those who are in danger of becoming separated from Jesus. One who does not remain in the vine does not bear fruit and is destined for condemnation (= fire). In Jn 15:6, attention has always been called to strange presence of past verbal tenses. Although it is usually translated “He is like a branch, cast off and withered,” it reads, literally, “He was cast out like a branch and he withered.” Perhaps we may interpret them as a statement of the author of the Fourth Gospel that some apostasies have already taken place. One function of the Spirit of truth (16:13) consists precisely in sustaining authentic faith in Jesus, which was being especially threatened at the time.

Jn 17:6 offers a retrospective glance at the group who have remained faithful. But even in this context it again recalls the “son of perdition” (17:12), whose remaining in the faith was rejected beforehand. This is very likely an indirect allusion to the dissidents who had already separated from the orthodox group, though even here there seems to be some hope for their reunification (“that all may be one”). This hope has completely disappeared in 1 Jn 2:19: “They went out from us, but they did not belong to us; for if they had belonged to us, they would have remained with us.”

The repeated mention of the disciples’ love of Jesus, which consists in keeping his commandments (Jn 14:15, 21; 15:9 f.), is an implicit call not to depart from orthodoxy (which entails orthopraxis; see 1 Jn 4:21). In this context, the betrayal of Judas narrated in ch. 13 takes on a paradigmatic character.

As regards the temptation or allure of other religions around them, there is the strong statement that nobody comes to the Father except through Jesus (Jn 14:6). The author thus returns to the theme of Jesus as the shepherd or the gate to the sheepfold (Jn 10).

2.3.4. A failed missionary action?

The missionary character of the Johannine group is especially notable in the warm endorsement of the witness of mutual love (Jn 13:35; 17:21). Likewise, the expression “to bear fruit” (Jn 15:2, 4, 8) probably refers to success or failure in mission.

But it is especially Jesus’ sayings regarding the welcome or rejection of the disciples (Jn 13:20) that seem to point to a missionary experience already under way. And the inexcusableness of the non-believing world (Jn 15:22-24) seems to presuppose a rejection of the Christian mission.

2.3.5. Problems of connecting with the greater Church

Among its other functions, Jn 21 seems to be aimed at the explicit recognition of the preeminence of Peter on the part of the Johannine Community. Perhaps ch. 11 of Revelation –if it in some way identifies the “two witnesses” with Peter and Paul—also testifies to the same fact, namely, the late fusion of the Johannine group with the Pauline-Petrine Church.

Now this event had to involve some theological reformulations and revisions. Perhaps this may explain, for example, the juxtaposition of different eschatologies in the Last Supper Discourse.

A notable group of texts seems to underscore what has been called “realized eschatology.” Christ and the Father already dwell in the believer (Jn 14:23). Moreover, eternal life consists of knowing the Father, and it is something that is possessed by anyone who knows Christ through faith (Jn 17:3).

But alongside these expressions we likewise find many others relating to the imminent return of Jesus. This return may have originally been understood in reference to the appearances of the Risen Lord or to the nearness of the Parousia. It is not easy to determine the first historical basis for this tradition: whether it took place in the earliest days of the Johannine church, when it had not yet elaborated its theology of the permanent presence of the Glorious Christ in its midst, or if it took place in the greater Church, from which the Johannine Community took it. At any rate, these expressions give a futuristic touch, typical of Pauline-Petrine eschatology, to the Johannine writings, and they should be understood in that Church as a recovery of its earliest patrimony, or as a fecundation by other lines of Christianity to which that Church was now undergoing a rapprochement.

2.3.6. Under the direct control of the Spirit

It is significant that in the Fourth Gospel there are almost no mentions of the Twelve (who are present only in ch. 6 and in ch. 20:24). To be sure, in the epilogue-appendix to the Gospel (ch. 21), Peter’s authority to feed the Lord’s lambs and sheep is highlighted (Jn 21:15-19), although at the same time the Lord tells Peter that he cannot control the Beloved Disciple (Jn 21:21 f.). Moreover, in Jn 20:23 the disciples are already given authority to forgive or retain sins (see the authority to “bind and loose” to Peter in Mt 16:19 and to the disciples in Mt 18:18).

But these passages are somewhat exceptional, and it is hard to determine the moment when they became part of the Johannine patrimony. On the contrary, Jn 13 – 17 indicates that the one in charge of guiding the community is the Spirit. It is the Spirit’s role to comfort believers, to guide them in moments of perplexity and to come to their defense when they are brought before tribunals. There is likewise an insistence on obedience to Jesus’ commandments, though without any glimpse of an intermediate hierarchy (as distinct, for example, from 1 Cor 4:14-17; Php 2:16, etc.). Indeed, 1 Jn expressly states that each believer possesses the anointing of the Holy Spirit and does not need to be taught by anyone (1 Jn 2:20-27).

It is possible that this outlook may have led to individualistic attitudes of self-sufficiency quite distinct from those expressed in the teaching of Jesus, which must be held on to by all means (thus the dogged insistence that “they may be one”). And indeed, when the moment of truth came, this supposedly direct action of the Spirit did not prevent some from falling into heresy and schism (see 1 Jn 2:18-22), and thus it was necessary to undertake a painful and arduous journey towards hierarchical mediation (see 3 Jn).

3. THEOLOGICAL LEVEL

3.1. The glory of the Son
The Fourth Gospel is the one that concentrates most strongly on Christology. Of course, the sending of the Son is the sign of the Father’s love for the world (Jn 3:16), but whereas the Synoptic Jesus ordinarily bears witness to the Father and the Kingdom, everyone and everything bears witness to Jesus: the Baptist, Moses, the Father and the “signs.” The Synoptic Jesus seeks the glory of the Father (see Mt 5:16; see Jn 15:8). In contrast, in the Fourth Gospel the Father and the Son interchange glory: “Father…, glorify your Son so that the Son may glorify you” (Jn 17:1).

The Johannine Passion Narrative is above all a narration of the glorification of Jesus; and the Last Supper Discourse functions as an anticipation of or prologue to the Passion, and hence as an anticipated manifestation of glory. Glory is the attribute of God par excellence, aimed at signifying his power, splendor, authority, goodness and fullness. In the Fourth Gospel, the first confession made by the Christian community is that, in the Word made flesh, it has contemplated his glory (Jn 1:14). Jesus has been insinuating this glory through his signs (see the first of them in Jn 2:11). But it is in the moment of his passion/resurrection, in his “hour,” in his passage from this world to the Father, that he is fully glorified. And by means of this glorification of the Son, the Father also receives glory (Jn 12:28a).

The glory of Jesus lies in his return to the Father, which involves the recovery of the glory he had together with the Father from all eternity. It also lies in his being acknowledged in faith by the disciples (Jn 17:10: “I have been glorified in them”). But since this glory is real and also perceptible in this world (Jn 1:14” “We have seen his glory), the disciples of Jesus also participate in this glory, because Jesus has given it to them (Jn 17:22). Glory, inasmuch as it is a typically divine quality, is the reason why neither Jesus nor his own belong to this world (Jn 17:14b)..

3.2.  A rich reflection on the Trinity
In no other book or passage of the New Testament do we hear so frequently and profoundly of the divine Persons and their mutual relationships as in Jn 13 – 17. If these chapters did not exist, our biblical information on the Holy Spirit would be reduced at least by half.

As in the rest of the Fourth Gospel, Jesus appears here as permanently dependent on the Father. Jesus has been sent by Him, has lived for Him to make Him known, and knows that he has formed a Church not for himself but for the Father. If Jesus has had disciples, it is because the Father has given them to him (Jn 17:6). It has been up to Jesus to form and care for them (Jn 17:12 ff.), and now he hands them over and entrusts them to the Father (Jn 17:11: “Holy Father, protect them in your name”).

Alongside this placing of the disciples in the hands of the Father, we find the promise of the gift of the Spirit, who will carry on the task of Jesus. Jesus had started them out; the Spirit will remind them of Jesus’ teachings and will complete them (see Jn 14:26; 16:13). At the prospect of Jesus’ imminent departure, the disciples we saddened, but he comforted them (14:7: “Peace I leave with you, my peace I give you… Do not let your hearts be troubled”). From now on the Spirit will comfort and guide them. Therefore he is designated as “another Comforter” (Jn 14:16).

3.2.1. Relationship between Jesus and the Father

Jesus existed in the Father and shared his glory from all eternity (Jn 17:5, 24; see 1:1). He has no glory of his own, but the same glory as that of the Father. He came into the world, sent by the Father (Jn 17:8, 18, 21) and in obedience to him (Jn 14:31). The earthly life of Jesus consisted in faithfully carrying out a charge from the Father: to make Him known (Jn 17:6-8), manifesting His glory (Jn 17:22) and teaching His word (Jn 14:24). Thus, whoever knows Jesus, knows the Father (Jn 14:7), whoever sees him, sees the Father (Jn 14:9), for Jesus is in the Father and the Father is in Jesus (14:10) and it can be definitively stated that they are one (17:22). Both mutually share the same glory (Jn 13:31 f.; 17:5).

The work of Jesus in this world is to reveal the Father, to let Him shine through. Jesus communicates what he has heard from his Father (Jn 15:15), he loves his disciples with the love with which the Father has loved him (Jn 15:9), he possesses all things in common with Him (Jn 17:10; see 15:15). The Father takes care of Jesus, He is his “vinedresser” (Jn 15:1). Jesus rests secure in the Father’s hands and in His company (Jn 16:32; see 1:18, where he has returned to the “bosom of the Father”).

Without getting into later theological questions, the last Supper Discourse, while affirming the notable identity between the Father and the Son, accentuates the Son’s obedience to the Father, and in this, the relationship is not altogether mutual, for the Father has the “primacy.” Hence there is no jarring note in the expression that “the Father is greater than I” (Jn 14:28), especially since Jesus says it in the context of recovering a glory that has been temporarily hidden and that has always been preserved by the Father.

3.2.2. Relationship between Jesus and the Spirit

The Spirit or Paraclete is the great gift of the Father to the community of Jesus, so that they may continue to carry out his work. The text of the Fourth Gospel does not describe for us a vital or affective relationship between Jesus and the Spirit, but rather an “economic” relationship: both are in continuity in fulfilling the same commitment (Jn 14:26; 16:13).

Between Jesus and the Spirit there is a relation similar to that between Jesus and the Father. The Spirit is sent by Jesus (Jn 16:7) and will declare what he hears from Jesus (Jn 16:14), just as Jesus was sent by the Father and communicates the Father’s words (see Jn 17:8).

In the present state of the redaction of Jn 14 – 17, setting aside for the moment the complex and perhaps parallel origin of the different parts of the discourse, we can grasp that it is the Spirit who prolongs the presence of Jesus among his own, and that in the Spirit Jesus’ return to the community takes place (“I will return to you / I will send you the Spirit”). Likewise, the spirit brings about the presence of the Father and carries out the task assigned  by the Father. The disciples will not be left as orphans because he will entrust them to the Father, who will protect them Jn 17:11), or because Jesus asks the Father to send them the Paraclete (Jn 14:16).

As for the provenance of the Spirit, we are not only told that the Father will send him in the name of Jesus (Jn 14:26), but also that Jesus himself will send him (Jn 16:7). Thus the celebrated Eastern polemic against the “filioque” in the creed is based on a partial reading.

3.3. The new community of believers

Ecclesiology is another of the rich contents of Jn 13 – 17. This is the block of the Fourth Gospel in which Jesus, after his break with Judaism as such, deals intimately with the little group of his followers, in whom his presence (Jn 14:20; 17:26) and his testifying activity (Jn 17:20) will be prolonged. The disciples, too, are distanced from Judaism and from the world (Jn 17:16).

3.3.1. A community sustained and directed by the Spirit and the Word

In a backward glance, the author points out that the community is characterized by its having kept the word that Jesus have them from the Father (Jn 17:6-8). This word has cleansed them (Jn 15:3) and sanctified them in the truth (Jn 17:17). Abiding in the word of Jesus is equivalent to abiding in him (Jn 15:7), and friendship with Jesus guarantees the love and attention that the Father shows the believer. In a certain sense, the word is another manner of Jesus’ being present among his own; a reality sometimes expressed by means of a verbal convertibility between Jesus and his word.

The community defines itself as a community of Jesus’ disciples, but it is aware of the absence of a visible Jesus, perhaps most of all when it is undergoing trials and tribulations. It knows that Jesus was hated but that he conquered the world (Jn 16:33). But the community itself must continue to put up with the same hatred by the world (Jn 15:18). The presence and assistance of the Spirit now make up for the absence of Jesus. It is the Spirit who effectively accompanies the community in its new forms, offering it new teaching whereby it can respond to new problems (Jn 16:12 f.), providing it with strength and an opportune word to bear witness to Jesus even before tribunals (Jn 15:26 f.), and consoling it in its experiences of loneliness and estrangement in the midst of a hostile world (Jn 14:16; 15:7 ff.). Indeed, another name given the Spirit is “comforter” (= parákletos). This Comforter definitively accompanies the church in its growth through new experiences of life and death, of desolation and consolation.

3.3.2. An alternative and witnessing community

a. A community of love and service
The whole narrative of the supper is steeped in the concept of love. In Jn 13:1, Jesus is presented to us as loving his own to the very end, and in Jn 17:26, Jesus asks that the love that unites the divine Persons may be in them. The Greek expression, agapãte allélous, (love one another), recurs throughout the discourse (Jn 13:34 f.; 15:12, 17), as does the exhortation to be one (Jn 17:21, 23).

The allegory of the vine and the branches (Jn 15:1-7) entails not only the union of each believer with Jesus, but also the union of believers with one another, since one and the same sap of life circulates through them all.

Jesus also makes it clear to them that mutual love cannot remain merely on the level of feelings; rather, it must be embodied in visible deeds. The foot washing is a service suitable to a slave, and Jesus wants his own group to be slaves of one another, also fulfilling this same service (Jn 13:15). But they must have an attitude of service without limits, even including the cost of their own life. Jesus wants them to love one another as he has loved them (Jn 15:12), that is, with the greatest love. He who is speaking to the community is the glorified Christ, who has already passed through death, and this is the kind of love that should be imitated (Jn 15:13). It so happens that in this last-mentioned verse there are various expression identical with those in Jn 10:15 –Jesus, the Good Shepherd who lays down his life for his sheep—which shows that in Jn 15:13 Jesus is not citing an abstract principle, but is alluding to his own self-giving.

b. Those who do not allow themselves to be trapped by the world
By means of the purification that they have obtained through the Word (Jn 15:3) and through their sacramental bath (Jn 13:10), the members of the community have become a group of saints, of people who do not belong to the world conceived of as the realm of the Evil One. They will inevitably be tempted to conform to their sinful surroundings, because getting along with those around them will be a source of apparent security. But Jesus has prayed to the Father not to allow them to succumb to the tempting offers of their milieu (Jn 17:15).

Their critical self-distancing from whatever was not in keeping with God’s design would awaken persecution against Jesus’ disciples (Jn 15:18). Their different criteria and conduct would make others uneasy with them and they would thus become the focus of hatred and rejection. The community should take heart when it goes through the same trials as Jesus (Jn 15:20), consoled by the knowledge that in the end Christ was definitively victorious over the world (Jn 16:33).

Jesus has indeed left them his peace (Jn 14:27) and a joy greater than the world could give them, a joy that no one can take away from them (Jn 16:22).

c. Those who believe transmit their faith
The fundamental object of faith is the sending of Jesus by the Father: “they know in truth that I came from you, and they have believed that you sent me” (Jn 17:8). This is a conviction of faith that they have received once and for all: “you have believed that I came from the Father” (Jn 16:27), but they would keep on updating it many times throughout their life, as they see that the word of Jesus is confirmed (see Jn 13:19; 14:29). This origin of Jesus makes him equal to the Father, and so they believe. They believe “that I am.” As early as Jn 2:11, the disciples have seen something of Jesus’ glory and have come to believe in him.

But they are not only believers; they are also missionary witnesses. Jesus asked the Father to preserve the unity not only of the first, but also of the following generations of his followers (Jn 17:20), and later on he would declare the blessedness of those who had not seen him, yet believed (Jn 20:29). The expression “to bear fruit,” which appears repeatedly in Jn 15, may refer to the missionary activity and achievements of the community. And mutual love is more than once required for its overwhelming power of witness (see Jn 13:35; 17:23).

3.3.3. A distinctive community alongside others. The Beloved Disciple

In the chapters on the Passion/Resurrection, we note a kind of “competition” between Peter and the Beloved Disciple. Even in the section we are dealing with (Jn 13 – 17), which is introductory to the Passion Narrative, we can observe this “difference.” During the Last Supper, it is particularly striking that the Beloved Disciple is closer than Peter to Jesus, so much so that when Peter wants to know the one to whom Jesus refers in the remarks about his betrayal, he has to do so through the Beloved Disciple (Jn 13:24).

What we witness here is probably an interesting ecclesiological teaching: there are different legitimate churches, formed under the aegis of different witnesses. Peter is not the only one on whom the faith of a Christian community rests. For the Johannine community the great historical mediator who puts it in continuity with Jesus is the Beloved Disciple, and this gives them their distinctiveness in regard to other legitimate Christian communities.

3.4. Total simplification of ethics
Throughout the Last Supper Discourse, the word “commandment” (or the plural “commandments) appears repeatedly. Jesus, speaking to his community of disciples, completely abstains from the heap of OT and Jewish commandments. He does not engage in the well-known criticism of Jewish law that we find in the Synoptics. Indeed, he does not even cite the Ten Commandments, as we find them in Mk 10:19, Mt 19:18 f., or Lk 18:20.

In Jn 13:34, Jesus speaks of the “new commandment,” that you love one another, as he does also in Jn 15:12, 17. In Jn 14:15, 21 and 15:10, keeping the commandments is a condition or sign of abiding in the love of Jesus. It does not seem possible to establish a difference between mutual love among the brethren and love for Jesus, sin in Jn 15:17 the commandment of fraternal love is preceded by a plural pronoun: “These things I command you, that you may love one another.” This means that abiding in the love of Jesus is concretely embodied in manifold practices of mutual love within the community.

3.5. Sacramentology and life
An old topic of debate regarding the Fourth Gospel related to its teaching on the sacraments. Some seem to find sacramental allusions everywhere, while others claim to find and overall anti-sacramental polemic. Present thinking has moved away from both extremes and tends increasingly to admit a modest sacramental teaching set in an ample context of faith and of mutual service.

The Johannine narrative of the Last Supper is set apart from the Synoptic accounts in its omission of the Institution of the Eucharist. It remains clear, however, that readers hardly need a new narrative of the Institution, after all they have learned of the Eucharist in Jn 6. What is significant in Jn 13 is the fact that instead of the Eucharist it has the washing of the feet, as if it were something equivalent. And Jn 13:10 (though with its textual uncertainties) does seem to be talking about Baptism as a bath that lasts forever, but needs further acts that complement it, among them washing one’s own feet (penance?) and the feet of the brethren (mutual service).

3.6. The mystical indwelling of the Trinity
The discourse at the Last Supper does not limit itself to enlightening believers on the life of God in His Trinitarian being. It also shows how this God goes out of himself to meet the believer and include them in order to draw them into His ineffable life.

Between Jesus and the believer there is a relationship of mutual love. Jesus speaks of the faithful as his own possession: “you gave them to me” (Jn 17:6, 9, 24). He calls them “friends,” because he has kept no secrets from them (Jn 15:15), and he spontaneously offers to intercede for them with the Father (Jn 14:16; 15:16; 16:23). Time and again we are told of Jesus’ love for his own (Jn 13:1, 34; 15:12), of his desire to be loved by them (Jn 14:23, 28; 15:10)), and to share his joy with them (Jn 15:11; 17:13).

But there comes a time when Jesus prescinds from his role as mediator, because he knows that the Father himself loves the faithful (Jn 16:27) and is in communion with them. They were the Father’s possession before he entrusted them to Jesus (Jn 17:6, 9). Hence Jesus is confident in entrusting them anew to the Father: “keep them” (Jn 17:11).

The Spirit, too, is in intimate relationship with those who believe. The Paraclete will inspire them with an opportune word (Jn 15:26 f.), will comfort them and always be with them (Jn 14:16), and will guide them into all truth (Jn 16:13).

But in none of these cases is it merely a matter of an action from outside. The preposition “in” is particularly abundant in a special way in these chapters: “I in them,” “you in me,” “they in us.” The allegory of the vine and the branches speaks of a communion of life between Christ and his own, and of both him and them with the Father, who gives life to all. But the culminating statement comes in Jn 14:23: “We will come to them and make our home with them.” We are dealing here with a personal and historical indwelling, quite different from the “World Soul” or “logos” of Philo’s Neoplatonism.

AUXILIARY DOCUMENTATION

THE “WORLD”
The Greek term “kósmos” appears 78 times in the Fourth Gospel and 24 times in the Johannine Epistles (as compared with only 14 times in the Synoptic Gospels and 185 in the whole NT). Thus it is a characteristic concept of the Johannine writings.

In some texts, the word “world” simply means the universe (Jn 1:10; 17:5, 24). Sometimes it carries the nuance of its connection with or dependence on human beings (Jn 1:10), in keeping with the old biblical notion that the created world goes wherever mankind leads it (see Gen 3:17; Dt 28:38 ff.). Hence the Fourth Gospel regards the world as good in its origins, but in some way subject to human sin and it consequences. This is what Jn 1:5 calls “the darkness.” In this sense we should understand the designation of Satan as “the ruler of this world” (Jn 12:31; 14:30; 16:11).

Despite this degradation of creation and of humankind, God keeps on loving them. In the first 12 chapters of Jn there are many references to God’s interest in saving the world. Jesus was sent by the Father to save the world (Jn 3:17; 10:36; 12:47), and Jesus, the Savior of the world (Jn 4:32), gives his flesh for the life of the world (Jn 6:33, 51). The most tragic thing is that the light came into the world, yet the world preferred to keep walking in darkness (Jn 3:19). The world, which was sick, was nevertheless open to salvation, yet it opted for condemnation.

Based on this fact, the Johannine “world” is neither saved nor savable, but destined to perdition. This is the world than cannot receive the Paraclete, because it neither sees him nor knows him (Jn 14:17). It offers a false peace (Jn 14:27) and it is simply headed to perdition (Jn 16:8-11), because it has sinned against the light. This Johannine concept of the “world” comes very close to the notion of the “flesh” in Pauline thought. The flesh “does not submit to God’s law – indeed it cannot” (Rm 8:7), and those who “live according to the flesh” are undoubtedly headed for death (Rm 8:13).

According to the Fourth Gospel, the world not only rejected Jesus, but also hates and persecutes those who belong to Jesus (Jn 15:18 f.), and it would even like to seduce them, so that Jesus feels constrained to pray lest the be trapped by the world (Jn 17:15). In the eyes of the Johannine church it is clear that all of this is concretely embodied in its rejection by the Judaism into which it had been born and in the persecution of Roman Empire from which it was now suffering. For the author of Jn 17, as well as for the author of 1 Jn, humankind is now divided into two opposing blocks: those who are of the world and those who are of God. The dissidents of the community are deemed to be living according to the same spirit as the world (1Jn 4:4, 5), because of their heresy and their breaking of communion.

Despite the present oppressive power of the world, the die is cast against it. Jesus has already overcome it by his resurrection (Jn 16:33), and believers are already on the road to victory by their faith (1 Jn 5:4).

CLARETIAN KEY

MISSIONARY DYNAMISM OF FRATERNAL LOVE

The Last Supper Discourse has found several resonances, both in the life of our Founder and in the experience of the Congregation: “As Jesus Christ is one with the Father and the Spirit, we missionaries should be one with Them, so that the world may come to believe in Christ” (CC 10). Our community, which is based on the communion of the divine Persons, announces the mystery of God’s love to the world.

Life in common, which sustains and promotes apostolic work, has formed part of the history of the Congregation since its beginnings. “Thus we had begun and thus we continued, living together strictly in community. All of us were going out regularly to work in the sacred ministry” (Aut 491). Then as now, and throughout the history of the Congregation, it is true that: “Proclaimed by a community of brothers living united with Jesus and in Jesus (Mk 3:14; Jn 17:23), the Word of the Kingdom will be both believable and winsome” (SW 7).

The life of our community is nourished on communion with Jesus, the true vine, and with our brothers, who are branches of that same vine. Thus united, we are enabled to produce the fruit that can at the same time nourish the Church and humankind on their journey through the pathways of history. “We must live our community by being signs that create unity, peace and brotherhood in a divided and selfish world, where violence and getting ahead at any cost are the reigning values; by being open to co-responsibility in fulfilling our mission; by living in friendship and unselfish charity with persons who differ from us in age, status, race or economic background” (MCT 149). This will allow us to exercise the prophetic role that is proper of our Claretian vocation.

What calls to conversion do we discover in these Gospel texts? What ways do they indicate for energizing the mission of our community? A reading of these texts in a Claretian key will not allow us to dodge these questions.

SITUATIONAL KEY

1. Why are you troubled? “Do not let your hearts be troubled. Believe in God, believe also in me” (Jn 14:1). These words of Jesus in the Fourth Gospel remind us of the Synoptic image of the boat in the midst of the storm, battered by the winds and the waves (Lk 8:22-24), which accurately reflects the situation of the Church in particular times and places. Unbelief makes us concerned and afraid. Auxiliary Bishop Krätzel of Vienna once asked a gathering of Claretians in Vienna: “Are we fearful because the position of the Church is threatened, or are we just as concerned because men and women cannot life in dignity without faith?” It would seem that he suspected that our concerns were leaning more toward the former. The Second Vatican Council has urged us to walk upon the waters in search of the Master, and to abandon the security of the boat. Yet now, when we are faced by such difficulties, we ask ourselves, “What’s going to happen to us.” And we cry out, “Lord, save us!” instead of crying out, “Lord, save them!”  Which is more important to us, the diminishing number of priests and believers, the threat of becoming a minority, or living like men and women who are sure that the Lord is with them and are bent on carrying his message to a needy world?

2. Not only believers, but also missionaries. “I do not ask only for these, but also for those who will believe in me through their word” (Jn 17:20). This prayer of Jesus reminds us of those words of the Council: “So, although in ways known to himself can lead those who, through no fault of their own, are ignorant of the Gospel to that faith without which it is impossible to please him, the Church, nevertheless, still has the obligation and also the sacred right to evangelize. And so, today as always, missionary activity retains its full force and necessity” (AG 7). Evangelizing means going out to encounter people who are searching for God, for fraternal concord, for peace, for knowledge of themselves and of their own destiny. The truth of the gospel is not tied to any particular nation or culture. Evangelizing means disclosing the need to know Christ, the light of everyone who comes into this world. The questions asked by Paul VI in his encyclical Evangelii Nuntiandi are still quite impressive: “Is it then a crime against others’ freedom to proclaim with joy the Good News which one has come to know through the Lord’s mercy? And why should only falsehood and error, debasement and pornography have the right to be put before people and often unfortunately imposed on them by the destructive propaganda of the mass media, by the tolerance of legislation, the timidity of the good and the impudence of the wicked?” (EN 80).

3. Diverse communities, diverse witnesses.  The opening up of Eastern Europe has brought us face to face with a new reality: a majority group of Christians who live their faith from another perspective. In view of this, many Catholics have prepared themselves for competitiveness, forgetting about Peter and John, of their communities and traditions, and of a history rich in witnesses and martyrs. Others seem to be paralyzed at the prospect, thinking that evangelizing seems a lot like imposing one’s own convictions and options on others, confounding interreligious dialogue with a mere interchange of opinions and information. Others believe that Eastern Europe is already being evangelized by the Orthodox and that another religious presence is not necessary, thus adopting the Russian theory that there is a canonical territory of the Orthodox where no one else can enter and gather a harvest, that is, identifying nation and religion. Let us return to John and Peter, to their communities and to their distinctive way of living alongside one another. Differences do not entail separation, rejection or xenophobia; rather, differences cry out for coexistence, dialogue, and interchange and, above all, to a definitive search for truth. How should we lay out a plan for evangelization in a territory where there is a non-Catholic Christian majority? Do we have anything new to offer them?

4. How can we be in the world without being of the world?  It is a matter of choosing to be on good terms with the world or keeping a critical distance from it. We know that the world gets along well with indefiniteness. Today more than ever defining oneself means running the risk of being systematically shunned. The world either persecutes those who define themselves or attempts to seduce them. But there are also those who define themselves as dissidents within the Church and are mistakenly understood by the world as belonging to the world. Many of the structures of the Church have to do with the world, and so do many of the baptized, but they are Church, since the Church is not just made up of an elite, but of saints and sinners. And it is good to remember that holiness is not achieved just by some sort of contagion, but is a personal election of God that sets one apart from the profane, from the world. Hence it is in the human heart that the struggle between the spirit of God and the spirit of evil takes place. But the question is “What can we do today in order not to succumb to the world’s offers?”

EXISTENTIAL KEY

1. What about our title: Missionaries? What does it demand of us? In what way are we distinguished from those whose mission is social work? Do we feel proud of our charisms in the Church?

2. How can we be good servants of the Word today? How would we define this service today? What does it demand of our spirituality, our lifestyle and our formation? Are we just accustomed to being called this, or do we really feel that we are servants of the Word?

3. In our missionary work do we feel troubled, threatened or persecuted? Or are we acknowledged and applauded, enjoying certain privileges and receiving social recognition? If so, what can we deduce about our situation in the world?

4. Do we live in open or a closed community?  Within the house, do we feel the presence of the problems and concerns of those to whom we are sent?

COMMUNITY MEETING
1. Opening prayer or song.

2. Reading from the Word of God: Jn 15:1-17.

3. Dialogue on Theme IV 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.

