Theme 6:
THE WORD WAS MADE FLESH TO GIVE US LIFE
Text:

Jn 1:1-18 and 20:30 – 21:25

BIBLICAL KEY

1. LITERARY LEVEL

1.1. Why study the Prologue and Chapter 21 together?
Both the Prologue and the final Chapter of the Gospel are probably the work of the final redactor of this work. Thus they form a literary --and theological-- framework for the Gospel as a whole, presenting the opening and closing of its long theological and spiritual meditation, before handing it on to the universal Church.

The Prologue is, so to speak, the key to reading its penetrating glimpse into the mystery of the person of Jesus, the Word made flesh, thus giving us from the outset a tightly knit synthesis of the theology and high Christology that characterizes all the rest of the Fourth Gospel.

The last Chapter, after dealing with the pastoral primacy of Peter in the Church, reaffirms the special primacy of the Beloved Disciple for the whole Christian community. Thus it gives us its vision of an Ecclesiology of communion in faith and love, previous and primordial to any institution.

With a view to synthesizing these two keys, we are going to present these initial and final verses after reading the whole Gospel. Hence we have decided to tackle them together, corresponding to the function they fulfill in the final redaction of the Gospel and in our overall reading of it.

1.2. Prologue

1.2.1. Relation of the Prologue to the whole Gospel. Proper and common terminology

In the Prologue of the Gospel we are given the theological key for reading the rest of the work and, in a very special way, for reading its Christology. The Church has always admired its soaring vision, which seems to bring us into the inner depths of the Godhead. But it has above all marveled at its deeper understanding of Jesus as the Word of the Father, which became incarnate in order to reveal his Glory and to give us access to his faithful Love as a definitive Grace.

It might even be said that the rest of the Gospel is an exegesis of this Prologue, just as Jesus himself is the exegesis of the Father. However, it would be better to think of it as a tightly knit synthesis, with a vocabulary that is in large measure novel in relation to the rest of the work. This brings out the character of this solemn overture as a final reflection on and an interpretative key to the whole work.

There is a series of terms that reflect what is said later in greater detail: God, Father, Light, John [the Baptist], the world, glory and to come, as well as other secondary terms. But there are also some novel terms that are almost distinctive to this overture, such as Word, Only begotten, Jesus Christ, beginning, grace and truth, to pitch a tent, children of God.

1.2.2. Literary genre

Much has been written on the literary genre of this Prologue. It is certainly not an infancy narrative, nor is it a revelatory discourse placed on the lips of Jesus, as so often happens in the rest of the work. The one who is making this confession of faith appears in verses 15 and 16 as a “we” who have seen the glory of the Incarnate Word and have received the fullness of grace poured forth by him, a grace that far exceeds the law given through Moses.

Before proclaiming the incarnation or the “tenting of the Word among us,” this community of believers confesses that they have been empowered to become children of God. They have been enabled to do so through the gift of the Life that shines in the Word and enlightens “all that received him.” This is true even for those who have received him before and outside the Mosaic revelation and the testimony of the Baptist, although great importance is accorded to both of these revelations.


At the outset, they eye of faith is confronted with Genesis, on beholding the Word before all creation, which was itself brought about through Him. In Him was the Life that is the Light of humankind, fully manifested in Jesus Christ, though He existed forever with God, from whom he has come and to whom he graciously leads us by overcoming the darkness.

1.2.3. Origin
Some have conjectured that this prologue was originally a hymn of the disciples of John the Baptist, precisely because of the great part he plays in it, above all if we omit verse, “He was not the Light….” But it seems very strange that a Christian community, even some of its first members had been disciples of John, should have given him such importance, still less that they should use a hymn of that sect, glorifying its leader.

Others have suggested a Jewish-Hellenistic influence, above all that of Philo of Alexandria. But this leads us astray from the more normal hypothesis concerning the Johannine Community, which arose in Palestine and took root in Samaria and southern Syria (and perhaps in Ephesus), not in Egypt or in Jewish-Hellenistic communities.

Perhaps the best hypothesis is to regard the prologue as a Jewish-Christian reflection on the language of OT Wisdom Literature, as it appears in Proverbs 1-9, Sirach 24 and Wisdom 7-9. While it is true that the Logos (Word) is used in place of Sophia (Wisdom), but this is understandable because it refers to Wisdom incarnate in words and deeds, in the life and person of the Messiah and definitive prophet of the Father. To express this notion, the author has made use of the Word of God that was revealed partially in the OT and remained in effect up to the time of John the Baptist and the testimony he bore.

As the OT community, especially in its later writings like Sir 23:23 and Bar 4:1, regarded the Wisdom of God as residing in the Law, so the Johannine community regarded it as dwelling in Jesus, but along the lines of the prophetic Word, as the Letter to the Hebrews also does in its own way. Hence Jesus is called the Word of the Father, since Jesus revealed the Father’s name to us and gave us the gift of being His sons and daughters (Jn 1:12, 14, 18).

1.2.4. Structure
Several different structures have been proposed for the Prologue, but we are not going to discuss them or justify our reasons for the one we have chosen here. Rather, we offer them as a guideline for reading, following the exegetical options that we think are best reflected in it.

The most basic question is whether the whole Prologue already deals with Jesus Christ or only verses 9 to 14, which speak of the Incarnate Word. Before verse 9, the Prologue deals with the Eternal Word united to the Father, constituting with Him the principle of the whole creation. Thus the main division would be focused around these central verses of 9 to 14.

Surrounding this section on the Incarnate Word is the witness of the Baptist, in verses 6-8 and then in 15. Before this witness, the Prologue deals with the Word in creation, as previous to it and as agent of it in verses 1-5. And at the end, the Prologue deals with the Risen Word, source of grace for all, superior to the gift given in creation and in the Mosaic Law.

Thus we have the three stages of the divine economy: before the Law, under the Law, and under grace. All of these are seen from the standpoint of the Christology of the Word. First we have the eternal and creative Word, then the incarnate and redeeming Word, and finally, the risen and sanctifying Word.

There are also three modes of presence of the eternal Wisdom of God, mediated through Creation, through the Law and the prophets, and finally incarnated in the Word of the Father, in order to invite human beings to become God’s sons and daughters. Moreover, there are three great symbols: first the Light, as a primordial and fundamental gift; then the Light of revelation and faith; and finally, the Grace that shines in the Son and in the children of God.

1.3. Epilogue: Jn 21:1-23
This last chapter of the gospel can rightly be called its epilogue, since the work already has an ending with Jn 20:30-31. The added chapter does not even seem necessary to the final redactor, who left the former conclusion intact and even more complete than the one he now added. Here, too, as in the prologue, there are some terms that are used by the earlier writer (Jesus, Lord, Peter, disciples, sea, boat, love, know, follow), while others are peculiar to this later scene (fishing, net, fish, lamb, pasturing, shepherding and, in part, the Beloved Disciple and the “son of John” to designate Simon Peter), reflecting a different hand that added this chapter for reasons of his own.

1.3.1. Redaction and structure
The account is made up of two clearly defined parts, each containing two scenes. The first part is an account of a post-resurrectional appearance of Jesus. This forms an inclusion between Jn 21:1 and 21:14. The second part opens with clear allusions to the Last Supper (Peter’s denials and the Beloved Disciple’s leaning on Jesus’ breast), and closes with two verses that seem to hark back to the conclusion of 20:30-31.

The first part (Jn 21:1-14) opens with the scene of a miraculous catch of fish (vv. 1-8), followed by another scene that presents a meal with the Risen Lord (vv. 9-14). The first person we meet is Simon Peter, but the main character is the Risen Lord, who is present and directs the catch of fish and acts as host of the meal.

The second part (Jn 21:15-23) also has two scenes. The first scene features Jesus speaking with Peter, whom Jesus questions three times regarding his love for Him (vv. 15-19). This is followed by a scene in which Peter inquires about the lot of the Beloved Disciple. This dialogue really does not end until the conclusion of the book, where the Disciple is declared to be the witness and guarantor of the truth of the whole work.

Although Jesus and Peter are the main figures, followed by the disciples as a group (15 times), the most significant figure is the Beloved Disciple, who is present in the first scene, gives the key to the second scene in his recognition of the Lord (v. 7), and reappears in the fourth and final scene, where he has a clear precedence over Peter, since Jesus invites Peter to follow him, whereas the Beloved Disciple is already following him (v. 19 f.)

1.3.2. Comparison with Lk 5:1-11
The scene of the miraculous catch of fish, along with the consequent confession of the Beloved Disciple, accepted by all during the meal with the Risen Lord that follows (Jn 21:7, 12), reminds us of other scenes in the Synoptic Gospels where Jesus is in a boat with his disciples, such as Mk 4:35-41 or 6:45-52; but above all with the scene in Lk 5:1-11, since it also deals with a miraculous catch of fish.

In both cases the boat belongs to Simon, who is fishing together with other companions, including the sons of Zebedee (Lk 5:10 and Jn 21:2). In both episodes, the result of whole night of fishing was nil (Lk 5:5 and Jn 21:3). When they cast their nets again, trusting in the word of Jesus, they draw up an extraordinary catch.

We should also point out a further parallel, in that both cases are connected with a scene of following Jesus (Lk 5:11 and Jn 21:19-22). Perhaps there is also a similar function between becoming “a fisher of men” in Lk and “feeding my sheep” in Jn.

Nevertheless, there are notable differences. First of all, there is the fact that the Lukan account refers to the Jesus of History, whereas the Johannine account refers to an apparition of the Risen Lord. Moreover, in the Lukan account the reaction of the disciples to the great catch is one of awe and an initial following of Jesus, whereas in the Johannine account the reaction is one of a believing acceptance and a post-resurrectional following of Jesus until death.

More important still is the presence of the Beloved Disciple in John, as the one who gives the key to the extraordinary catch and of the faith-filled acceptance of the Lord in the meal that he offers the disciples. Add to this the preponderant role that the Beloved Disciple plays –after the Lord—throughout the account.

Thus, aside from the possibility that Luke has transformed an appearance of the Risen Lord into an episode in the lifetime of the public ministry of Jesus, thing that deeply differentiates both accounts is the Ecclesiology that underlies the Johannine account, which is barely present in the Lukan account.

1.4. Two endings: Jn 20:30-31 and 21:24-25
We have already pointed out that Chapter 21 can be viewed as an epilogue to the already finished Gospel, since the last verses of Chapter 20 are clearly a theological conclusion to the work as a whole. These verses express the aim of the whole book: to awaken faith in Jesus as Messiah and Son of God, and through that faith to achieve Life in his Name.

In the final redactor’s own conclusion, he has not chosen to erase or relocate the former ending. Rather, he highlights the testimony of the Beloved Disciple, which is held to be true by the Johannine Community, which he himself represents. The aim of his testimony, as well as that of the written work that reflects it –even apart from the “many other things that Jesus did”—is to awaken faith in Him, who is able to communicate the Life of God’s children to those who believe.

1.4.1. Comparison with Lk 1:1-4
In these two interlaced and mutually related conclusions to the Fourth Gospel, we can discern an aim similar to that of the foreword to Luke’s work. Certainly the differences between them are greater than the likenesses, but there are likenesses, since in both cases the authors allow us to glimpse the complexity of their task.

In Luke the three stages of gospel tradition appear: 1) the events that occurred with Jesus of Nazareth, including his resurrection and his post-resurrection appearances, 2) the testimony of eyewitness and of preachers after these events and 3) the chain of the first writers and redactors of these apostolic testimonies of events that occurred with Jesus. Finally, there is Luke’s own Gospel, the fruit of his own theological selection and redaction.

In the Prologue to John we find the earlier Word of God in the OT and in the testimony of John the Baptist, but its center is the Word made flesh in Jesus, and the author goes on to deal with this incarnate Word at length and in depth. He will do so from within the experience of the Spirit, shared by the community of witnesses: the “we” that speak in Jn 1:14 and 16 in their present reality as sons and daughters of God.

In the Epilogue, we find ourselves at a greater distance, since the group of brethren who have accepted the testimony of the Beloved Disciple are a second-generation Christian community, like the one Luke addresses in his brief introduction. Moreover, the Epilogue represents a community vision and lifestyle that is clearly aware of its superiority as regards any merely institutional structure.

Toward the end of our treatment of the Theological Level, we will return to the aim of the Gospel according to John. For the moment, suffice it to say that the author aims at presenting a witness to the faith transmitted by the Beloved Disciple, as well as to his own living faith, in order to communicate this faith and life to his readers. Luke, for his part, aims at laying a firm basis for the faith received in his readers’ first catechesis, through a critical study and orderly exposition of its origin and apostolic transmission.

2. HISTORICAL LEVEL

Since the Prologue to the Gospel was redacted last, it reflects in its terse lines the whole development of the Johannine Community throughout the years that run from the public life of Jesus of Nazareth up to the Pharisee’s expulsion of Jewish Christians from the synagogue in the 90s. Hence it comes as no surprise to an attentive eye to find in it some indications of influences and contacts with other human groups and with their beliefs and opinions. 

2.1. “Logos”: Philo of Alexandria, Judaism and Hellenism
The Fourth Gospel’s distinctive use of the concept of Logos or Word, appearing exclusively in the Prologue, has always captured the attention of scholars. In the first decade of the first century AD, the Jewish author, Philo of Alexandria, had written some profound reflections on the concept of the Logos, in an attempt to correlate his traditional Jewish faith with Platonic and Stoic philosophical ideas of the Hellenistic world. Philo’s Logos was a sort of an intermediary between God and his creation. At the same time, this Logos had to do with the intelligibility of the universe and its expression in the revelation of Moses and the prophets.

Doubtless, there is a certain affinity between Philo’s conceptualization and the one we find in the Johannine Prologue. But in John, the Word is more than a mere intermediary, because “the Word was God.” Besides, for John, the Word is identified with the historical figure of Jesus, because “the Word was made flesh.” Human reason cannot grasp this mystery of the Incarnate, Only Begotten Son of God, whose glory was revealed in Jesus, unless it be through the gift of faith.

Moreover, this mystery is not a problem for the understanding, but rather a communication of life and love whereby we are “born of God” through faith in the person of Jesus as the Son of the Father who has come to give us Life through the sheer, gratuitous love of God for humankind. All of this is quite foreign to the conceptual world of Philo’s Logos.

We must seek its roots elsewhere, though not ruling out a certain influence of Philonian language, with which is not connected directly, so much as with Judeo-Hellenism that knew Philo’s aims and could use his language. The Johannine Community knew of contacts of Jesus (and his disciples) with the Jewish world of the Diaspora and with Greeks living nearby in the Palestinian Decapolis (Jn 7:35; 12:20-32).

2.2. The Prologue and Wisdom Literature
It is obvious that the OT underlies all of the Christian reflection of the NT, and this is particularly true of the whole Johannine corpus, although it does not abound in explicit and direct citations. The world of historical realities, persons and events, institutions and figures or symbols is present throughout the Gospel. Hence it is only natural to look there for the key to the Prologue.

Throughout several texts Jesus is presented as the Wisdom that goes forth to meet human beings and offer them Life, as wisdom is portrayed as doing in OT Wisdom literature (Prov 8:22 – 9:6; Sir 24:1-22; Wis 6:12-14, 7:25 ff.; see Jn 3:12 ff., 6:35, 7:37-39, 8:12 ff., 9:5, 39 ff., 14:21-26).

The pre-existence of Wisdom, as well as its role in creation and in its nearness to God, of whom it sometimes appears to be an hypostasis or personification, were already pointed to in these OT texts. So also is this Wisdom near to human beings, offering them the way of life as concretely rooted in the people of Israel, to the point of identifying it with the Mosaic Law or every Word of God addressed to his people, especially by means of Moses and the prophets.

The author of the Prologue sees this eternal Wisdom of God as drawing near to every human being in history, and he sees this enduring Word of the Father as addressed ever more clearly to those who believe and as definitively incarnate in his only begotten Son, Jesus Christ. This language and this conceptual world are closer to Johannine thought and language than to any Philonian speculation.

If we ask why the author of the Prologue chose to use “Word” rather than “Wisdom,” it was not so much because the Greek term for “wisdom” (sophía) is feminine in gender, whereas the term for “word” (lógos) is masculine.”  Rather, it may have been because Wisdom better symbolizes the gift of the Spirit of truth and of living water, than it does the Word of the Father that was made flesh in Jesus of Nazareth. This realism of the humanized Word and the deeply relational thrust that every word, divine and human, entails, is probably what moved our theologian to prefer this term to that of Wisdom.

2.3. The Johannine Church and the Baptist’s group
Today it might seem to us that exaggerated importance is given to the testimony of John the Baptist in a Prologue of such lofty theological stature. But on the one hand, this stress is found not only in the Johannine Prologue, but also elsewhere in the text. Suffice it to mention Jn 1:19-34; 3:22-36; 5:31-36; 10:40-42. On the other hand, it is also witnessed to in the Synoptics (Mk 1:1-11, 6:14-29, 11:27-33; Mt 11:2-15, 17:9-13; Acts 1:22, 10:36 f., 19:1-7).

But in the case of the Johannine Community there were distinctive reasons why it felt initially related with the testimony of the Baptist (see Jn 1:19-34, 10:40-42). They were well aware that it was the Precursor who had pointed them toward Jesus. The Johannine Community expressly acknowledges the prior relationship of Andrew and his brother Simon with the Baptist, as well as other companions from Bethsaida, such as Philip and Nathanael (probably the Bartholomew of the Synoptic lists), and doubtless the sons of Zebedee (Jn 1:40-51 and 21:2).

Moreover, Jesus himself linked his own ministry with John’s, and he referred others to his authority when questioned by Jewish authorities (Jn 5:31-36; see Mt 11:2-15 and Mk 11:27-33). And the ministry of Jesus almost concludes with a withdrawal to the same territory where John, Jesus himself or his first disciples used to baptize (Jn 1:28, 3:22 - 4:4 and 10:40).

This may very well reflect the steps taken by the community after Easter, when they resumed their journey of faith. Hence, in the Prologue, the testimony of the Baptist appears as framing the incarnation of the Word (Jn 1:6-8 and 15). Its reflection delves deeply into the mystery of prophecy, which culminates in John, who anticipated the approach of the Word of God to human language and history.

It is curious to note in passing that a tradition connecting the disciples of John the Baptist with the territory of Ephesus appears in both the Acts of the Apostles and in the Book of Revelation. Although Ephesus was not the birthplace of the Fourth Gospel, it may have been one of the places where it was redacted, or at least one of the places to which the Johannine Communities spread.

2.4. Confrontation with Docetic Gnosticism
We still do not have a sure knowledge of the phenomenon of Gnosticism, which many regard as coming after Christianity. But we are sure that quite early there appeared a “Christian” reading of Jesus that denied his incarnation, precisely in order to safeguard his role as a divine revealer. This trend has been called “Docetism,” a teaching that held that the humanity of the Divine Revealer, Jesus, was merely an apparent humanity.

The extreme form of this current was found in the second century AD, in the Christian Gnosticism that sought support in the Fourth Gospel in order to deny the full humanity of the Son of God. According to this false belief, Jesus was a real man only in appearance, and therefore neither the incarnation nor the cross were historic events, but only symbols for the secret knowledge or as occasions for the revelation of the divine being that resides in every human being.

This current was strongly opposed in the Johannine Letters (see 1 Jn 2:18-22, 4:1-3; 2 Jn 7). But it is also opposed in the Fourth Gospel, above all in that central and key phrase in the Prologue, which roundly states that “the Word was made flesh” (Jn 1:14). Although the Glory of the Only Begotten of the Father often shines through the humanity of Jesus, that humanity is reflected in myriad ways. Jesus has a dwelling (Jn 1:38 f.); while journeying he feels tired, hungry and thirsty (Jn 4:6 ff., 31 ff.); he washes the feet of his disciples (Jn 13:4-15); his enemies try to arrest and kill him (Jn 3:18, 7:1, 19, 25, 30, 32, 44; 8:40, 59; 10:33 ff., 3., 39), and at length succeed in doing so (Jn 11:53; 18:12 ff.)

But above all we see Jesus’ humanity in his suffering and tears (Jn 11:32-38), in his trouble of soul in facing his “hour” (Jn 12:27), in his surprise at being struck in the face by one of the soldiers (Jn 18:22 ff.), in his scourging and crowning with thorns and carrying the cross (Jn 19:1-3, 17). Most decidedly we see it in his crucifixion and burial, even though they mark the supreme “hour” of his exaltation and glorification.

The Johannine writings tell us that no one has seen God except the Son who has come from Him and knows Him (Jn 1:18, 6:46; 1 Jn 4:12). Thus any human pretension, such as that of the Gnostics, to know God directly, is nothing but pride and self-deification.

2.5. Testimony of the Johannine Church: Jn 21:24-25
The Johannine Community, which made its first appearance in the “we” of the Prologue (Jn 1:14 and 16), now reappears in the Epilogue, again in the first person, to affirm that it knows that the testimony of the Beloved Disciple is true and trustworthy, inviting those who read or hear it to give it their own consent.

It does not refer to the events themselves in a merely material sense, but rather those events as lived by their eyewitnesses and relived by the ensuing faith-community. This community, which has found in this experience a confirmation of their own faith, now invites others to experience, by following Jesus, the new Life that he announced and fully gave in his Passover (19:35).

For the Johannine Community, the important point was not the number of deeds done by Jesus, but rather their quality as “signs” that revealed the deep meaning of his mission and most especially of the mystery of his Person, which is the fulfillment of OT messianic hopes (the Messiah) and the unheard of and utterly new divine sonship give to all who opened their heart in faith to this gift (the gift of faith given to us by the Spirit, so that we may be born as children of God). Thus this brief addendum sends us back not only to the end of Jn 20:30-32, but also to the prologue (Jn 1:12-18) and indeed to the whole Gospel.

2.6. From diverse communities to the larger Church
Throughout the Fourth Gospel we note the appearance of diverse groups that approach Jesus and accept him with an initial faith that keeps growing among many to the point of full acceptance. This responds in part to the history of Jesus himself. But at the same time it responds to the groups and stages within the Johannine Community itself.

First, we see disciples of John the Baptist who go over to Jesus, with a faith that acknowledges him to be Messiah and Son of God (Jn 1:41 and 49). Although these titles were initially accepted within a rather limited Jewish background, they came to have a fuller Christian sense in the first community of disciples (Andrew, Peter, Philip, Nathanael, the Zebedees, etc.).

There were also Jewish Pharisees, even some belonging to influential circles within the Sanhedrin, who came into a positive relationship with Jesus and ended up accepting his mystery. The figure of Nicodemus appears near the beginning of the Gospel (3:1-21), acknowledging that Jesus is a Teacher come from God, and that the presence of God can be seen in Jesus’ works (3:2). Jesus already speaks to him as the Son sent by the Father to save the world (3:16-18). Although Nicodemus initially hides his discipleship, he does not hesitate to confront his colleagues who are enemies of this Prophet (7:45-52), nor does he balk at associating himself with the cross in the decisive moment of Jesus’ burial (19:38-42).

Very early, too, in the figure of a woman, we see Samaritan groups who accept this Jew from whom salvation comes (4:22). And they do not just recognize him as the Messiah or Prophet who was to come (4:19, 25, and 29). This initial faith becomes stronger during the two days Jesus spent with them, so that they come to confess that he is the Savior of the world (4:42). Later in the Gospel, the Jews would try to disqualify Jesus by accusing him of being a “Samaritan” (8:48), a charge that he does not even take the trouble to refute, because it should not be viewed as incompatible with his person and his universal mission.

When Jesus told the Pharisees that they could not catch him because he was going where they could not go, they interpreted it as meaning that he was going into the Jewish Hellenist Diaspora or directly into the Greek world. But on a second level of reading (typical of Johannine irony) this is understood as meaning the passage of the Christian faith into the Hellenistic world. This is all the more evident when the Gospel speaks of the disciples’ role in dealing with the world of the Hellenistic Decapolis near the Sea of Galilee (Jn 12:20 ff.; see Mk 5:1-20).

Clearly alluding to his death on the cross, with the lifting up and glorification of the Son of man as the grain of wheat that falls into the earth and bears much fruit (Jn 12:26), Jesus states that “I will draw all people to myself” (12:32). The author gives a prophetic nuance to the words of Caiaphas, interpreting them in the sense that Jesus’ redeeming death is not only for the Jewish people, but also “to gather into one the dispersed children of God” (11:52).

In the final epilogue, the author returns to this universal church, made up of a great variety of fish (21:6, 11), who will not break the net (21:11, 15-17) and of sheep from other folds (10:16) who will make up one fold, just as the Roman soldiers will not tear Jesus’ seamless tunic (19:23 f.).

The author presents an episode symbolizing the Church on mission (fishing), in order to show the conditions needed for the catch, and what Jesus means in this mission. The disciples are no longer inside the house (as they are in ch. 20), but have gone out to work. Jesus manifests himself to them in the morning daylight and then prepares a meal for them. The episode deals with catching fish and with caring for the flock and also with the theme of the hostility of the world (the death of Peter) and the need for following Jesus (21:18 ff.).

Here, various important themes, which began earlier, come together. At the Last Supper, Jesus announced his return and his presence in the community as a support and pledge of its mission. Now these promises are fulfilled with the presence of the Risen Lord. The Eucharist, explained in chapter 6, is presented here as the peak and summit of community life in the midst of mission.

The them of mission as a shared work of friends rather than slaves is seen here in the encounter with Jesus who, after helping them with the catch of fish, himself prepares dinner for them and serves it. Here, too, Peter is accorded his decisive role, although it does not outshine the role of the Beloved Disciple.

3. THEOLOGICAL LEVEL

3.1. Prologue: Great themes and symbols

3.1.1. “The Word was made flesh.” The preexistent Christ. Light, Glory and Life

The Prologue to the Fourth Gospel is above all a theological prologue. It is a casting back of the eye of faith and reflection on the deeply lived experience of what occurred in Jesus of Nazareth and in the Spirit of Truth and Life which he poured out on humanity, from its consummation in the Passover until the writing of this prologue.

Hence the key to it all lies in the statement that “the Word was made flesh and dwelt amongst us.” The incarnation of the eternal Word of God in the human figure of Jesus is the central affirmation of Johannine Christology. Scholars debate whether the whole Prologue refers all the way through to the incarnate Word, but there is no doubt that it does from at least verse 9 on, where it says that this true Light was coming into the world. Hence it follows the testimony of John the Baptist, a witness to this Light, although he himself was not the Light. Moreover, in a passage that follows the Prologue, the Baptist says about Jesus: “After me comes one who ranks ahead of me because he was before me.”

This Word, superior to all previous words --including those of Moses—had not been accepted by his own people, yet in some way he enlightens everyone. Which is to say that he shows the reason behind God’s plan for every created being, especially God’s plan for humankind. Hence the Fourth Gospel harks back to the Creative Word, in a sense of which even Genesis was unaware, but which has now been revealed in Jesus. Hence the evangelist states that grace and truth came through Jesus Christ, the only begotten Son of God, who is once again in the Father’s bosom, as he was from all eternity.

This is the Glory of God revealed in the human face of Christ (see 2 Cor 4:6), which John reflects throughout his Gospel. John allows us to glimpse the mystery of the love of the Son and of the Father, who from the beginning planned to make it possible for every human being to be a “son of God” through faith in his only begotten Son. This revelation shows the Father’s original, realized in Jesus, the Christ who preexists both history and the human world that was created through him and for him. For all life is in function of the Light that enlightens every one who is destined through Grace to divine sonship.

This power to become children of God is granted to human beings through faith in the incarnate Word, through his flesh and blood willingly handed over for human beings, born not of blood or the will of the flesh or of the will of man, but of God (Jn 1:12). This is the Glory of God, that human beings should live the Divine Life granted through the Grace of Jesus Christ; something that the Law of Moses could not bring about, even though it could partially manifest the grace and truth of God. This new beginning, which is the crowning achievement of the whole creative plan, is what God’s Only Begotten Son, the revealing Light of the ultimate truth about God and man, has revealed to us. The rest of the Gospel is going to tell us about this wonderful truth.

3.1.2. Jesus, the definitive revealer: grace upon grace
John tells us clearly that the Name of this eternal Word existing with the Father and creating all that exists, is Jesus Christ, the incarnate Word and light of humankind, to whom John the Baptist testified. But what was revealed in Jesus is the culmination of a long process of God’s communicating with the world, a process which, springing from the inmost being of God, has manifested God’s Glory and Grace ever more fully.

The whole of Creation was brought into being by the Word of God. And within that creation, Life is in a special way the luminous key of the divine work that overcomes all darkness. The truth of God’s plan is manifested in all life. But especially in human life it is the light against all the darkness produced by human beings because of their rejection of the Light that the incarnate Word was bringing into the world.

That Light --witnessed to before and after its manifestation by the Baptist’s voice-- had already begun speaking to human beings through OT Revelation, crystallized in the Law of Moses. However it is true that neither humankind in general, to whom God has always manifested himself, nor even the people of Israel, in whose midst the incarnation of the Father’s definitive Word took place, have recognized or received him. But the Word of God has never been lacking to human beings in the depth of their conscience, and even in the external expression of the words of the prophets of all peoples, and most especially in those of the people of Israel.

The revelation of God and the full gift of his Grace reached its fullness in the Incarnation of the Word in Jesus Christ. The God revealed in the OT had already shown himself as grace and truth, as faithful love or loving fidelity, since He defined himself as “Yahweh, a God merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness” (Ex 34:6). But the fullness of this faithful Love, the full revelation of this divine Grace or steadfast Mercy, has been manifested only in Jesus Christ. The Prologue does not deny the mercy of God as revealed in the OT. Rather, its underscores the fact that Jesus has revealed this mercy as residing most deeply and ultimately in Father’s bosom. This is, perhaps, the real thrust of the phrase, “grace upon grace” (Jn 1:16). Beyond the God whose mercy exceeds his wrath, he is now revealed as the God who is entirely kind and merciful.

At first glance, the Prologue does not mention the Passover of Jesus, or at least his redeeming cross. Indeed, throughout the Gospel, even in the Passion Narrative, the author always stresses the Glory of God revealed in the whole life of Jesus and especially in its final Hour. For this very reason, when the Prologue speaks of the Glory as of the only begotten of the Father (Jn 1:14), and when later in the Gospel Jesus speak to the Father of the glory which I had with you before the world existed (Jn 17:5), there is no lack of allusions to the Hour of his glorification through the cross (Jn 7:39; 12:23; 13:1, 31; 17:1). For this is the Glory that the Johannine Community has already seen in Jesus Christ, the incarnate Word (1:14).

This was Hour in which Jesus consummated his mission by handing over the fullness of the Spirit, and in which Divine Grace was shown to be more divine than ever, in that all who believe might have eternal life and be saved (Jn 3:15-17; 12:47; 1 Jn 3:16; 4:9 f.). Beginning with this consummation and this gift of the Spirit, human beings have begun to be born of God and to become God’s sons and daughters, born of the living Water flowing from Jesus’ side (Jn 3:5; 7:39; 19:34; 20:17). But in this Hour, too, now more than ever, we see the lack of recognition and indeed the rejection of God and of the Light of his Word by the humankind in general and by Jesus’ own people in particular.

After the Prologue, the reader already has some keys for reading the rest of the Gospel on two levels: first, on the level of the history of Jesus’ own witness, and second, on the level of the Johannine Community’s post-resurrection understanding of the Son of God, whose glory they have seen shining in Jesus, and whose life they have been enabled to share through the gift of his Spirit. Thus the titles, “the Lamb of God, the Chosen One of God, and the Messiah (=Christ), the Son of God and the Son of Man (1:29, 34, 41, 49, 51), all take on a depth of meaning that they neither had nor could have when they were first proclaimed.

3.1.3. Acceptance and Rejection (Jn 1:12-13)
However high-flying the Prologue is –or perhaps precisely for that reason—the darkness appears together with the Light. But the Prologue also states that the darkness could not stifle the Light. On the contrary, the Light shines all the more brightly against the backdrop of the darkness. This Light is Life, including human life as the first and fundamental gift of the Creator, and this light enlightens everyone. Thus there is a primordial acceptance of God’s plan for all creation, but John does not ignore the fact that some human beings rejected life and often sought the premature, violent and unjust death of their brother (Jn 7:44; see Gen 2:17 and 3:1 ff.). Truly, “the world did not know him” (Jn 1:10), though he was the creative Word of God incarnate.

The author also affirms that the Light of God’s Word has always been reaching earth, above all in the Law of Moses and lastly in the voice of John the Baptist, and he knows from his own community history that many have accepted this revelation. The experience of the Johannine Community is that of people who have indeed received Christ, have believed in his Person and have accepted the Light of God reveled in him. Through this faith they have been born of God and have become ”children of God” through his Grace. This experience of sonship has led them to believe in the Father of Jesus and to see in the Incarnate Word the Son of God in eternal relationship with the Father, from whom he has come and in whose bosom he dwells (Jn 1:1 f., 12 f, 14, 18; 20:30).

However, the author knows that the human race has in great part not chosen to acknowledge the God who manifests himself in creation and even more clearly in the words of the prophets. Indeed, God’s own people have not truly received his prophets, and still less the testimony of the Baptist regarding to the full Light which he proclaimed, even though his role was to bring the Jewish people to put their faith in Jesus Christ. Sadly, although God had come to his own in a thousand ways and had finally set up his tent among them, “his own people did not accept him” (Jn 1:11). In this tussle between acceptance and rejection by human beings (who thus create the darkness), the revelation of the Light of the Word still keeps taking place (Jn 8:12; 9:4 f., 39; 12:46 ff.).

3.2. Epilogue: 21:1-23
The final chapter of the gospel touches upon some aspects in which it seems to have had little interest earlier. The gospel had been so focused on the Glory of the Father as revealed in Jesus and in the experience of the faithful through faith and the living water of the Spirit, that it paid little attention to the institutional side of the community, and even to the Lord’s Supper.

Not even Jesus’ concentration on the great feasts and institutions of the OT seem to justify an institutional, liturgical or sacramental view of his work, except for Chapter 6, which surely refers at least in part to the Eucharist. Baptism was alluded to on more than one occasion, but in its interior aspect of “being born anew” in order to become “sons of God” through the Spirit.

3.2.1. Institution and charism
In these four brief scenes there are many allusions to the ecclesial community, with a clear acceptance of the figure of Peter as undisputed leader of the group, or rather as the universal Shepherd of the flock of the risen Christ, even though Peter had sinned in his threefold denial of the Master. In his pastoral task as a fisher of men, he landed an enormous haul of different kinds of fish, but did not break the unity symbolized in the net (Jn 21:11).

There is a post-resurrectional allusion to the Eucharist in the scene where the Lord is present as the authentic host at a meal that he has prepared (Jn 21:9-12). Peter’s role as leader is highlighted in his threefold confession of faith and love (Jn 21:13-17). There is also a prediction of Peter’s fidelity to the point of martyrdom (doubtless because this event was already known – Jn 21:18; see 13:36-37), whereby he would glorify God (Jn 12:19). His “following” of Jesus would be one of fidelity to the end, even to the point of truly giving his life for the Master.

But at the same time --as at the Last Supper and later at the Empty Tomb (Jn 20:8)-- it was the Beloved Disciple who first and most deeply grasped the mystery of Jesus. We are reminded here of the Last Supper (21:20) and of Jesus’ preferential love for this disciple (21:7). Here, too, the Beloved Disciple was quicker than Peter in recognizing the Risen Lord in this third appearance after the resurrection.

Moreover, this Disciple –the only one of the disciples who stood at the foot of the cross (Jn 19:26)—was already following Jesus before Peter received his new invitation to follow Him (21:20). The Johannine Community, which drafted the final epilogue, knew that the testimony of this Beloved Disciple was true, because he grasped the ultimate reality of the mystery of Jesus and transmitted it to the community, which now writes it down for the whole Christian Church.

It was necessary to add this epilogue so that other Christian communities, or the universal Church, would accept the Johannine Gospel. There is little doubt, however, that the Johannine Community thought that it did not have to renounce any of its charismatic testimony in order to be accepted. Rather, it was well aware that the rest of the Christian communities had much to gain by receiving this testimony.

It was the Beloved Disciple, whose vision of faith was able to grasp the mystery of the Lord’s Supper, Cross and Resurrection, who had transmitted to the Johannine Community the deepest insight into the life, works, words and signs of the Jesus of history. He had delved deep enough to discover the Glory of God shining on the face of the Christ, the Son sent from the Father for the Life of the world.
This faith-vision of the Beloved Disciple was the fruit of a prior love of God shown to him in Jesus, hence his designation as “the disciple whom Jesus loved.” Doubtless, too, the disciple’s response to this prior love gave rise to his capacity for discovering love as the new commandment of Jesus (Jn 13:34; 15:12-14; 1 Jn 3:23), as the summary of Jesus’ whole life until he finally handed it over for his flock (10:10, 17 f.; 13:1; 17:26). The Beloved Disciple clearly grasped that God is Love and that the Life God gives to those born of the Spirit is love for one another (see 1 Jn 2:8-11; 4:8-21).

This is also why Jesus, even with regard to Peter, wants to be assured of his faithful love, more than of any other organizational or leadership quality. Three times the Lord questions him on this point. And only after his humble confession does he entrust him with his pastoral role over his brethren, and above all he invites him to follow in the footsteps of the Good Shepherd who lay down his life for his sheep.

 The Beloved Disciple was entirely immersed in this milieu, and thus we are told that he was already following Jesus’ way. Since he was already walking in the essential road of a disciple, he had that keenness of vision needed to discover the Lord present in words and signs, events and sacraments (Jn 21:7, 12). Because it is in the experience of God’s prior love and in the consequent love of the children of God and Brothers of Jesus that one passes already from death to Life (1 Jn 3:14 ff.; 4:10 ff.).

3.2.2. Universal Mission
Against the background of the radical faith and love that the Johannine Community learned to grasp and live through the distinctive charism of the Beloved Disciple, everything relating to strictly institutional means (ministries, sacraments, and organization) must have seemed quite secondary. This last chapter highlights the need and value of such things, but without the least prejudice to the primordial value that the whole Christian community should attach to faith and love.

Hence the last chapters is like a gesture of communion with the whole Church, accepting its organization as well as its sacraments and ministries. Above all, it is an act of distributing the Johannine Community’s own riches to the rest of their brethren by sharing with them the distinctive testimony of the Beloved Disciple, whose disciples they are. If the pastoral primacy belongs to Simon Peter, the community-related primacy does not lie in that admittedly necessary role, but in the depth of faith and in the power of mutual love.

This testimony forms a necessary and primordial part of the universal Christian faith. For the experience and living of faith and love are the ultimate depth of Christian Life, of that gift of God which the Johannine Community had learned to grasp and express thanks to the penetrating glance of its teacher, or rather, thanks to the work of the Spirit who had kept leading them to the fullness of Truth (Jn 14:26; 16:13-15).

If we relate the shepherding of Peter with that of the Good Shepherd, we find ourselves with a very broad, universal and ecumenical flock, capable of welcoming sheep from other folds and not just from that of Israel (Jn 10:16; 20:23 f. and 21:11). What we have, then, is a Church capable of embracing a rich and complex unity made up of distinct currents of Jews who are open to the faith --such as the Petrine, Johannine, communities and the Jerusalem community of James and other brothers of the Lord-- as well as communities proceeding from other peoples and creeds, such as the Samaritans and Greeks (Jn 4:1 ff.; 7:35; 11:51 f.; 12:20-32).

3.3. The Aim of the Gospel: 20:30-31
The entire Johannine Gospel is presented as a book about the “signs” worked by Jesus: the seven signs chosen from among the many works that Jesus performed during his public life, from Cana to Bethany, but above all the final great sign of the Hour in which he handed over his life our of love for the mission entrusted to him by the Father, namely, to give life to all the children of God dispersed throughout the world (Jn 10:10-18; 11:50-52; 12:23-27).

The aim of the Gospel is to awaken the faith of its readers or listeners in this testimony. This faith is at once a gift from the Father drawing them to Christ (Jn 6:44 f.; 17:2, 6 ff.) and a free human response to the previous revelation of God in Jesus (1:18; 3:11-18; 9:35-41; 10:24-38; 11:37-50). Only from the standpoint of this faith, aroused by the signs and words of Jesus, and by his whole life, can one grasp what the Fourth Gospel means to say when it calls Jesus “the Christ,” and above all, “the Son of God.”

The ultimate aim of the book is to awaken and increase faith, not simply to inform the reader of certain truths, even of a theological sort. Its aim is rather to promote the very life of being children of God, which the Father entrusted to his Son to communicate to human beings through the gift of his Spirit (Jn 1:12 f.; 3:15-17; 6:48-51; 7: 37-39; 10:10-18; 11:25; 14:6; 1 Jn 1:1 f.; 3:1 f.; 5:11-13).

Before adding chapter 21 to this final phase of the gospel, the redactor has left chapter 20 intact, doubtless because it is a magnificent summary of its testimony and, on a deeper level, because it represented faith’s vision of the overall plan of God as manifested in his Son. We are going to conclude our theological reflection by succinctly explaining the following key words: the signs that are written in order to awaken the faith that leads to the Life.

3.3.1. Fundamental notions: “signs” leading to faith
It has been theorized that John used a “signs source,” similar to the miracle source used by the Synoptics. But if so, he was very creative in the use of this supposed source. He chose only seven episodes and attached to them a quite explicit symbolic value, sometimes presenting them with an explanatory comment and others with a long discourse by Jesus.

In order to grasp the sign value of a miracle, one has to assent in faith to the claims made in Jesus’ words. At the same time, the “works” of Jesus should lead people to accept his words. There is a relationship between the signs and faith, between the works and the more explicit revelation of the words. Jesus’ signs and works are a part of his “Work,” but this “Work” involves his words and actions, his whole life, and in a very particular way, his commitment even to death. The words clarify the meaning of the works and the works show that the claims of the words are not in vain. In this way, they fully become “signs” for faith.
People’s reactions to the “signs” can be quite diverse, ranging from radical rejection, through superficial acceptance, to believing and obeying acceptance:

a) not believing, rejecting the works and even eliminating their Author (Jn 9:41; 11:47; 12:37; 15:24);

b) seeing the work as a wonder and  Jesus as a wonder-worker (9:16 f.; 2:23 f.; 4:45 ff.; 6:26);

c) perceiving them as “signs” of God’s presence working in Jesus. Only in this last way do they point to what his words reveal, namely, the mystery of his Person and his oneness with the Father who has sent him.
This designation of the Father as the One who sends his Son Jesus appears several times throughout the Gospel, but above all in 4:33; 6:69; 9:35-38; 10:24-38 and even 4:11. This it is right to say that the sign par excellence is Jesus himself, the Envoy of the Father, whom he manifests in all his works, but decisively in the culminating Work of his Passover, the Hour for which he has come into the world and in which he returns to the Father (Jn 13:1-3; 17:1-8).

This full faith was possible only after the Resurrection, but, as we already know, John was retelling the history of Jesus in the light of Easter and according to the view of a believing ecclesial community. Hence it was necessary to point out an even deeper and higher human position regarding the signs. This involves a faith that no longer needed “signs” in order to embrace what they signified. This is already expressly stated in Jn 10:38 and 14:11 (where faith through Jesus’ works is secondary) and in 17:20 ff. And 20:39 f. (where faith based exclusively on the word, without seeing signs, is preferred).

The word of Jesus, the testimony of the OT and of the Gospel, and the experience of his presence in the Spirit, make it possible to have this new type of faith, which is characteristic of the NT. This may perhaps explain the broadening of the “sign” of the healing of the blind man in chapter 9 with the “parable” of the sheep who hear the Good Shepherd’s voice in chapter 10, who follow him and come to know him as the one who gave his life to give them Life.

3.3.2. Faith that leads to Life
Along with the great theme of faith and its signs, we also find the problem of evil and sin, of human freedom and responsibility, which is most harshly formulated in 8:44 and reappears in 10:26: “You are from your father the devil, and you choose to do your father’s desires. He was a murderer from the beginning and does not stand in the truth, because there is no truth in him.” “The works that I do in my Father’s name testify to me; but you do not believe, because you do not belong to my sheep.”
Back in chapter 6, John speaks of faith in himself as the work of God, which is offered and asked for in voluntary openness to the God who reveals himself in Jesus. Later on Jesus sends his disciples out into the world so that the world may believe; and indeed, through their ministry, many come to open their hearts to believe (8:30; 10:42; 17:8, 20; 10:31). This mission to the world, even outside of Israel (10:16; 11:52), means that election by the Father, which is emphasized so heavily in John (6:37-45; 8:42), is never separated from a freely-made human decision. Both ideas appear together in chapter 6 and elsewhere (9:39-41; 12:37-48).

For John, the greatest and almost the only sin of human beings is unbelief. Physical evil, even in its definitive form of death, is overcome by the Life that the believer receives, which culminates in resurrection (6:39 f., 44, 54; 10:28). Blindness itself serves to manifest God’ saving those who are in Christ from darkness. The Law itself, as an historical fixing of God’s will that stifles its supreme manifestation in Jesus, is surpassed (9:16). But those who do not believe remain in their sin and will be held guilty at the Judgment (8:21-24; 9:39-41; 15:22-24). Unbelief some to be identified with the world that does not accept the Light and salvation brought by Christ (3:16 f.; 8:12; 9:5; 12:46 f.), but rather remains shrouded in its earthly darkness under its satanic prince. He will be judged and vanquished by the Death and Resurrection of Christ and by the faith aroused by the Paraclete (12:31; 16:8-11; 1 Jn 5:4 f.).

To protect believers from the sin of unbelief, there is a heavy stress on the theme of Life or salvation, which in John is equivalent to the stress laid on the Reign of God in the Synoptics. This Life not only brings definitive salvation beyond death (which is stated in many Johannine passages, though some regard them as interpolations of the final redactor: 6:39 f., 44, 54; 8:51 f.; 10:28), but is also a present reality in the believer. This is called “realized eschatology” or the actual presence of God’s gratuitous salvation here in this life.

This Life has its origin in God and in the life of Christ. It is a participation in the  very Life of God and leads to a knowledge and permanent union with God. But at the same time it responds to the deepest aspirations of human beings and is an answer to their questions as to the meaning of their existence. As the Gift of God, transcending human being, it is not something of which human beings can dispose as they will. Rather, it is something given in Christ to those who open up to Him through faith. But as a reality possessed by humankind, it is at the same time a task that is carried out in moral behavior, especially in the practice of fraternal love.

Faith in Christ is knowing oneself to be, and living, as a son of God through the grace received from the Father through his incarnate Son and present in his Spirit within each and every believer. This is what it means to have Life in his Name (Jn 20:31): to have the very Life of the Son of God, incarnate in Jesus Christ, who revealed the Father to us and gave us his Spirit.

CLARETIAN KEY

DISCOVERING THE PRESENCE OF THE WORD

The conclusion and the prologue of the Fourth Gospel encounter different resonances within us as Claretians. The scene where the group of disciples obey the Lord’s invitation to cast their net into the sea again, invites our missionary community to keep its gaze fixed on the Lord, looking attentively for signals from him. As missionaries, we also feel questioned by Jesus, when he asks Peter for his threefold confession of love. We are also struck by the attitude of Peter who, in a burst of enthusiasm had offered to die with Jesus and had felt the experience of infidelity when put to the test, and now once again puts his life in the hands of the Lord, who indicates that its should be a life of service to the brethren. We remember what our Founder said: “Lord, I do not seek or wish to know anything but your will and to fulfill it. I want nothing but you, and in you and for you alone all other things” (Aut 755).

“The saving law of the Incarnation of God among men demands that the Claretian evangelizer engage in a respectful and active dialogue with various cultures (inculturation) and, at the same time, that he make a serious effort at discovering how to assimilate those values that are ‘seeds of the Word…’” (MCT 167). Hence the Congregation proposes “to cultivate and support the ‘ad gentes’ dimension of our charism, searching for seeds of the Word and of the Kingdom in dialogue with other religions and diverse cultures” (SW 10.3). We are too accustomed to think of our mission only in terms of the mission charge, “Go and proclaim the Good News” (Mk 16:15) or “Go and make disciples of all nations” (Mt 28:19). Meditating of the Johannine prologue alerts us to the presence of the Word, “through who all things were made,” in every people and culture. Discovering this presence is the first step in the evangelization ‘ad gentes.’ Servants of the Word cannot forget that silence –which allows them to discover and contemplate the transforming presence of the Word in all persons and peoples—should precede any word that they utter.

Thinking in a Claretian key on these texts of the Fourth Gospel gives rise to many questions on the attitudes and missionary praxis of each one of us and of our communities.

SITUATIONAL KEY
1. Impact of the “seeds of the Word.” The Fathers spoke of the luminous presence of the Word of life in all humanity before it became incarnate in the humanity of Jesus, and Vatican II recovered this light for today’s Church and its mission situations in a decolonized world. We need to read some of the Council’s words in order to question ourselves as to their impact and future in the multicultural and multireligious scenario of our own twenty-first century.


Gaudium et Spes 57:  “Moreover, under the impulse of grace, man is disposed to acknowledge the Word of God. Before He became flesh in order to save all things and to sum them up in Himself, “He was in the world” already as “the true light that enlightens every man (Jn 1:9-10).” The footnote to this text refers to St. Irenaeus, Adversus haereses, 3, 11, 8: “the Word who lives in God, through whom all things were made, and who was always present in humanity.”


Lumen Gentium 16: “Nor does divine Providence deny the help necessary for salvation to those who, without blame on their part, have not yet arrived at an explicit knowledge of God, but who strive to live a good life, thanks to His grace. Whatever goodness or truth is found among them is looked upon by the Church as a preparation for the gospel. She regards such qualities as given by Him who enlightens all men so that they may finally have life.”


Ad Gentes 11: “They should be familiar with their national and religious traditions and uncover with gladness and respect those seeds of the Word that lie hidden among them.”


What impact does all this have on the pastoral practice of our Church and on our evangelizing action? What services can the faithful practice of this attitude bring vis-à-vis the danger that today many cultures and traditions may be losing their values, along with those “seeds of the Word” whose light enriches the life of all humankind?

2. The Incarnation of the Word of Life: Mirror for Today’s Church. If our Church looks at itself in the mirror of The Incarnation of God’s Word as stated in the Prologue to John, it can see the essential attitudes it needs for its life and mission in today’s world: a life and mission of the Word that has come into this world and dwells among human beings who are facing situations of death.

 
It is a life and mission of nearness, of presence, of pitching our tent in each people, of living among them, sharing and “witnessing,” so that each culture may not only see the light of the Gospel of the Word of God, but may also inculturate it by making its own “seeds of the Word” grow in a fully human life, worthy of the sons and daughters of God. It is an ecclesial mission of promoting life in an inculturated way.


Does the “witness” that our Church and our mission is giving today respond in this way to the Incarnation of the Word of Life? What’s lacking? What’s more than enough? To what degree is our Church, our lives and our pastoral services inculturated? What steps have we taken, what achievements have we made, what are the gaps, difficulties and hopes that face us?


Today there are also situations, mentalities and powers (persons, sectors and structures) of darkness that do not accept the light and even reject it, but cannot stifle it. Indeed, by opposing it they purify its “witness” and sometimes force it to consummation in “martyrdom,” the supreme form of witness. Besides these “darknesses,” there are situations and needs that urgently call for “witness” to the light of true life. In the places and circles in which we live, which are the situations, mentalities, powers and circumstances (forms of darkness) that reject and hinder the “witness” of our Church and our mission? On the other hand, which are the situations, needs and circumstance that are crying out for it?

3. Present state of the primacy of love. The communion of faith and love (with the Lord and among the brethren) is the secret of the identity of each disciple, of each community and of the whole Church. In present life-situations, according to different cultures, customs and manners of the day, how is this premier value being esteemed or rejected? What need is there for this value which the Church should both be living and contributing in its evangelization or its witness to the Word of Life?


In the universal Church and in particular Churches, as well as in our Congregation of Missionaries, does the primacy of faith and love have the primacy that it deserves? Are the means we use in order to express and promote it sufficient and efficacious? We should review as to whether the Eucharist is achieving its vigor as a culminating sign of communion and of community life in our mission.

EXISTENTIAL KEY
1. Hearers and Servants of the Word of Life. The Johannine Prologue is a formidable text for us to meditate on and against which to take the measure of the spiritual depth of our Claretian vocation. It leads us to listen to the Word that is the light of life incarnate in order to “enlighten every human being that comes into the world.” It leads us to listen to listen to the Word in order to bear a witnessing and prophetic service of this Word, so that the men and women of today’s world –our brothers and sisters “who are born of God”—may believe and have life. It centers us in the very heart of our charism as “hearers and servants of the Word,” and sets us before its evangelizing aim. By assimilating the Prologue well, we can make of it an excellent profession of vocational faith.
2. To personalize our status as “witnesses” to the light of the Word. The image of John the Baptist in the Prologue as a “witness to the light” tells me that I, too, should think that I am not the light, but one who testifies to the light. I am a witness to a light that shines in the darkness, a light that the darkness cannot overcome. And the One to whom I testify ranks ahead of me because he came before me. Are my words able to communicate the Word that is the “light that enlightens everyone”? Are my words and works, my presence, my silence and even my death (my “ultimate work and word and silence) means that express my “witness.”?

3. There is no “witness” without incarnation and inculturation: incarnation in the real life-and-death situations of the people of our time; inculturation in the cultures and traditions of the people and sectors of our mission places. What is lacking of this in my Claretian community and in me? Let us take as a minimal but sure indicator, the words of Vatican II in Ad gentes 11, and ask ourselves: Are we really “becoming familiar with the national and religious traditions of the people among whom we live and uncovering with gladness and respect those seeds of the Word that lie hidden among them”?
4. The Word questions us about our love. We know the reasons why the Lord can ask each one of his disciples and each one of his witnesses the same question that he asked St. Peter in the Epilogue of the Johannine Gospel. He also has his reasons for repeating this question to us throughout our life, with extensive variations: Do you love me? Do you love your brothers and sisters? Do you love this whole people?

COMMUNITY MEETING
1. Opening prayer or song.

2. Reading from the Word of God: Jn 21:1-23

3. Dialogue on Theme VI 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.

