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BIBLICAL KEY

INTRODUCTION


The Gospel accounts of the passion and the reports of it scattered throughout the Pauline letters and Acts are the only first-century documents that recount the trial of Jesus, since there is no extant copy of an official report that Pilate may have sent to Rome. There are only a few fragmentary notices of this event from pagan sources (Tacitus).

1. LITERARY LEVEL
The passion narratives are the gospel materials that first took a consistent shape in the overall formation of the Gospels. Underlying them may be the primitive kerygma witnessed to in 1 Cor 15:3-5, which many consider to be the first nucleus of the passion account. Later, a short connected narrative took shape, including the arrest, trial, death, burial and post-resurrection appearances by Jesus. Still later, the narrative was amplified to include Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem and some memoirs of Peter (see Mk 14:26-42, 53-54 and 66-72). Jn follows this outline, conserved in Mk, in its overall outlines. The passion narratives, in contrast with other literary units of the Gospels, originated in early preaching aimed at overcoming the scandal of the cross by reflecting on God’s gracious design as expressed in the OT scriptures and in the community celebration of this mystery. For this very reason, the aim of these accounts was not to offer a historicizing report on what happened, but to present a theological “anámnesis” or memorial of the last week of our Redeemer’s earthly life. In it, the historical data are read and transfigured in the light of faith, in order to allow us to glimpse it as a salvific event.

Language steeped in faith takes on a greater and more evocative level of meaning, while chronology and psychology fade into the background. Thus in the passion accounts we find events illumined by the light of Easter, accompanied by the witness of biblical faith and filled with dogmatic, liturgical and apologetic motifs. We should remember that the Synoptics, no less than John, had already carried out a work of theological reflection and interpretation, above all in their accounts of the passion. Each one of them had in his own way presented the kingship of Jesus even during the painful moments of his trial and crucifixion, making this theme one of the most solid elements of their tradition. It is precisely in the Gospels that we find this reflection on the kingship of Jesus. The gospel accounts are most eloquent when they stress that this kingship cannot be understood from a worldly view of kingship, but rather from its history as Jesus lived it. They also clearly stress the connection between cross and kingship. The point is not that Jesus conquered a kingdom through his cross, but rather that the cross reveals the kind of kingship that belongs to Jesus. The cross reveals the contents of this kingship and points out its fundamental orientation. And if this is true of the four Gospels, the reflection of the Johannine Gospel is the most daring and deep of them all.

1.1. An overview of Jn 18 – 20
It is quite clear that for Jn, the passion of Jesus becomes a solemn regal ceremony in which the Redeemer shows his royal dignity and his sovereignty over events. His crucifixion becomes an authentic royal enthronement of a definitive kind. Indeed, we can say that with it the gospel reaches its culmination. So trues is this that for John, Jesus sends the Spirit to the newborn community from the cross, and from the cross, he “draws all people to himself” (Jn 12:32).  His lifting up on the cross is at the same time his definitive glorification in heaven. Nevertheless, the existing traditions on the empty tomb and the appearances of the risen Christ (clearly stated in Mt and Lk, but less so in Mk because of the non-Markan character of the ending) weighed so heavily on Jn that they had to be included, even though they only served to confirm Christ’s earlier glorification. But Jn reformulates them in a very personal way and strives to make them fit as best he can into his own Christology of glorification and exaltation. At any rate, we not a certain break between the theology expressed in chapters 18 – 19 and the one expressed in chapter 20. The tension between the death and resurrection of Jesus is not resolved very well. Moreover, the intermediate manifestation of the risen Lord between his death and final ascent to the Father (Jn 20:17: “Don’t cling to me, for I have not yet ascended to the Father”) still clashes with the theological view expressed earlier. Despite this, the accounts in chapter 20 contain reports that are useful for the future community, since they relate to events that happened in the presence of the first Christian disciples, and hence have a fundamental testimonial power for the Church at the end of the first century.

1.2. Structures

1.2.1. Structure of Jn 18:1 – 19:42
This is a compact account. After the farewell discourse of chapters 14 – 17, the scene changes to the Kidron valley (18:1), whereupon the passion narrative begins. At the end we have the royal burial with which the account closes (19:42) and another set of themes begins, namely, the empty tomb and the appearances of the Risen Lord. Hence the boundaries of this section are clearly marked out. The internal distribution of its contents is structured in concentric circles, colored by the places in which the action takes place.

A) In the garden. The arrest of Jesus (Jn 18:1-11)

· Jesus’ encounter with Judas and the mob (18:1-3)

· First dialogue: Jesus and his adversaries (18:4-8)

· The evangelist’s comment (18:9)

· Second dialogue: Jesus and Peter (18:10-11)

B) In the palace of Annas. Jewish trial – Peter’s denials (Jn 18:12-27)

· Jesus is taken to the palace of Annas (18:12-14)

· Presence of Peter and the other disciple (18:15-16)

· Peter’s first denial (18:17-18)

· Jesus is interrogated and struck (18:19-23)

· Jesus is led to the house of Caiaphas (18:24)

· Peter’s second and third denial (18:25-27)

C) In the praetorium. Roman trial  (Jn 18:28 – 19:16a. See 1.2.2. below)

B’) On Golgotha. Crucifixion and death of Jesus (Jn 19:16b-37)

· Jesus carries the cross (19:16b-17)

· Crucifixion of Jesus with two others (19:18)

· Inscription on the cross and discussion with Pilate (19:19-22)

· Division of Jesus’ clothes (19:23-24)

· Jesus and his mother (19:25-27)

· Jesus’ last words (19:28-30)

· Piercing of the dead Jesus’ side (19:31-37)

A’) In the Garden. Burial of Jesus (Jn 19:38-42)

· Joseph of Arimathea removes Jesus’ body (19:38)

· Nicodemus brings aromatic spices (19:39)

· Burial of Jesus in the garden (19:40-42)

In this concentric structure (ABB’A’) we note the high relief given (C) to the trial before Pilate (Jn 18:28 – 19:16a).  Flanking the trial accounts are scenes that take place in a garden. Scene A, which shows Jesus, even during his arrest, to be full of power and endowed with a transcendent condition, parallels scene A’, which describes the royal honors which two disciples coming from Judaism bestow with pious veneration on the body of Jesus. Scene B combines two pericopes: the interrogation in the house of Annas and the denials of Peter. Jesus is mistreated by his enemies and denied by one of his disciples, yet he clearly manifests his condition as universal Revealer. Scene B’ is a series of small pericopes that portray Jesus as a serene and majestic king in the midst of his passion and death. He walks freely towards the place of crucifixion, where he is enthroned and proclaimed king to the whole world, and addresses his final instructions to his new community, represented by his Mother and the Beloved Disciple. Jesus decides the moment of his death, to which he gives a sacramental and salvific meaning for the life of the Church as the fulfillment of ancient prophecies. Both scenes, B and B’, serve to manifest the glory and kingship of Christ in the midst of the passion. At the center of it all lies scene C, the Roman trial.

1.2.2. Structure of the Roman trial (18:28 – 19:16a)
The trial before Pilate is the heart of the Johannine Passion Narrative; hence the author gives it a special treatment with special structure. The text of Jn 18:28 – 19:16a is divided into seven scenes, centered on the royal coronation.


Scene I

(18:28-32)
Outside (Pilate and the Jews)


Scene II
(18:33-38a)
Inside (Pilate and Jesus)


Scene III
(18:38b-40)
Outside (Pilate and the Jews)


Scene IV
(19:1-3)
Inside (Jesus and the soldiers)


Scene V
(19:4-6)
Outside (Jesus, Pilate and the Jews)


Scene VI
(19:7-12)
Inside (Pilate and Jesus)


Scene VII
(19:13-16a)
Outside (Jesus, Pilate and the Jews)

The scenes are not determined by the symbolic number seven, but by the evangelists desire to brightly highlight the coronation scene, which condenses the passion and palpably demonstrates the kingship of Jesus, the theme of the whole trial. Moreover, bearing in mind the cyclical structure of the narrative, the scenes of the presentation of Jesus before the people, both of which are intimately related and complementary, are given a heightened importance. The movements of Pilate back and forth between the inside and outside of the Praetorium provide us with a rather clear indicator of the division of the scenes: “he went out” (18:29), “he entered” (18:33), “he went out” (18:38b), “he went out again” (19:4) and “he entered” (19:9). In 19:13, the homogeneity of these tags is somewhat broken by the expression “he brought Jesus out.” Although Jesus is the central personage of the whole account, Pilate is the one who is present in all its scenes. At the center, the coronation scene does not follow the same rhythm as the others, but the outline that situates the action in two different scenarios is quite clear.

1.2.3. Concentric structure of Jn 19:16b-42
The fourth evangelist, who during the trial had felt free and had worked with extreme independence, now returns to the broader tradition, from which he selects materials and transforms them. Moreover, he adds some and omits others, following as ever the dictates of his theological interests and the impulse of his highly personal interpretation of events. Besides the fundamental motif of Jesus’ kingship, the evangelist reminds us at each step that the will of God is being carried out in fulfillment of the Scriptures (see Jn 19:24, 28, 36). Thus he describes Jesus’ death as a saving mission, not presenting it as a shameful burden, but as the fulfillment of God’s plan and as the lifting up of the Messiah-King on the throne of the cross. Hence he eliminates all those Synoptic elements that portray the cross as a gibbet and not as a throne: the mockeries, the darkness, the desperate cry of Jesus and the rending of the temple veil. In a solemn setting, the Johannine Jesus delivers his final instructions. The crucifixion is, then, a peak moment of revelation (see Jn 8:28). Jn repeatedly interrupts the narration to comment on the death of Jesus and to inform the community on the deeper meaning of what is happening. He himself becomes an exegete of the text, which is rich in symbolism and veiled allusions, where the OT background is mentioned both explicitly and implicitly (see Jn 19:23-37). Here everything is suffused with a majestic serenity that befits an enthronement. Indeed, the them of kingship, which had dominated the trial, here reaches an exceptionally high point, so that in the eyes of the evangelist, the crucifixion is the kingly enthronement of Jesus and the inscription on the cross is a proclamation urbi et orbi of his royal dignity.

The account, which had previously come in large draughts, now takes the form of six brief scenes, which the author organizes in concentric parallelism, thus giving rise to three diptychs.

Scene I

(19:16b-22)
Kingship of Jesus


Scene II
(19:23-24)
Fulfillment


Scene III
(19:25-27)
Eschatological gifts


Scene IV
(19:28-30)
Eschatological gifts


Scene V
(19:31-37)
Fulfillment


Scene VI
(19:38-42)
Kingship of Jesus

It is not hard to grasp the correspondence between scenes I and VI. Both are related to the theme of kingship, the first openly, in the inscription over the cross, the second implicitly, in the description of the costly burial of Jesus. Scenes II and V, dealing with the fulfillment of Scripture, are in parallel. Scene II focuses on the division of Jesus’ garments and of his seamless tunic (see Ps 22:19). Scene V enlarges on the account of the lance thrust, which recalls some OT events (see Ex 12:46; Zech 12:10). Scenes III and IV tell of the effects of Jesus’ death on the community. In scene III Jesus entrusts his Mother to be mother of the new community, represented in the Beloved Disciple. In scene IV Jesus relives the thirst of Ps 22:16, and after tasting the vinegar, echoing Ps 69:21, he “hands over the Spirit,” thus making the scene into a true Pentecost.

1.2.4. Structure of Jn 20
This chapter can be divided into five well marked-out pericopes, made up of analogous elements that are concentrically arranged.

A) 20:1-10
a) Time. Dawn of the first day.



b) Place. Inside the tomb.



c) Persons. Peter, the Beloved Disciple, Jesus absent.



d) Actions. Going, running, entering, “seeing and believing.

B) 20:11-18
a) Time. Dawn of the first day.



b) Place. Outside the tomb.



c) Persons. Magdalene, angels, Jesus present.



d) Actions. Weeping, searching, seeing, turning around.

C) 20:19-23
a) Time. Evening of the first day.



b) Place. A locked room.



c) Persons. The disciples and Jesus present, Thomas absent.



d) Actions. Fearing, rejoicing, seeing, receiving.

B’) 20:24-29
a) Time. Evening of the eighth day.



b) Place. A locked room.



c) Persons. The disciples, Thomas and Jesus present.



d)Actions. Not seeing,not believing, seeing, believing, proclaiming.

A’) 20:30-31
a) Time. Anytime.



b) Place. Anywhere.



c) Persons. Believers, Jesus, Messiah and Son of God.



d) Actions. Believing without seeing, having life.

1.2.5. Theology of Jn 20

The structural arrangement of this passage gives us some idea of how carefully it was redacted and how neatly it encapsulates its message. Jn wants us to know that the historical Jesus is the Son of God, subject to time, yet enduring forever. He is the Word of God, God’s only Son, who became enfleshed in time and who, in dying, “returned to the Father” from who he proceeds. This passage to eternity is presented scenically in the time of the Risen Christ’s appearances to the disciples. Here Jesus manifests himself in both a sensible and glorious way, so that he can be both grasped by the eyes and received by the vision of faith. All of this unfolds in chapter 20.

In scenes A and A’, we see how Jesus disappears from the tomb and from the earthly dimension, but remains “visible” through faith. Mary Magdalene at first remains trapped in the sensible vision of Christ. She does not understand the empty tomb or the angels. She does not “see” the Lord as the one who ascends to the Father. Nevertheless, she prepares the understanding of the disciples and acts as an intermediary between the empty tomb and the Eleven, who in turn do the same for Thomas, as the text does for all of us. The understanding of the Beloved Disciple is incomplete. He still needs to read the event from the standpoint of Scripture, and he can only do so through contact with the Risen Lord and the gift of the Spirit. But his insight, quickened by love, makes him closer to Jesus. For the faithful of the future, the sign of Christ’s eternal presence will not be the empty tomb, but rather the gospel that relates the signs worked by Jesus.

Scene C is the unifying center. Jesus is at once sensible and glorious, seen by the eyes and by faith. Both aspects are intermingled. Christ defines himself in relation to the father and to the Spirit, and the Trinitarian missions are prolonged in the mission of the disciples. This presence of the Lord and of the Spirit leads them from fear to joy and from enclosure to mission.

In scenes B and B” we meet two persons: Mary Magdalene and Thomas. Both of them lack a unitary balance. Magdalene is looking for the dead body and for the “Rabbouni” of the past. Jesus makes her “turn around,” changes her attitude and manifests himself to her as the one who is ascending to the Father and who constitutes his disciples as his brothers. Thomas does not accept the testimony of the community. He sets up some strict conditions of continuity between the Jesus who died and the Jesus who is risen, because he does not yet understand the resurrection. Jesus comes down to Thomas’ level and leads him to a new vision of Himself, thus eliciting from him the fullest confession of faith of the primitive community. Jn, who was writing for a community at the end of the first century, when the eyewitnesses of the Christ event had already disappeared, places on Jesus’ lips the blessing of those who have not seen and yet have come to believe. This whole chapter breathes with the assurance of a faith that overcomes fear, hiding, sadness, doubt and the lack of sensible support. Moreover, it describes the nature of the adherence of the post-paschal community as a new creation through the working of the Spirit.

1.3. The language and style of Jn 18 – 20

1.3.1. The redaction-tradition of Jn 18:1 – 19:42

The author of the Fourth Gospel differs considerably from the Synoptics in his account of Jesus’ public ministry, but at the beginning of the Passion Narrative he seems to rely on an ancient common text, which is substantially similar in all four Gospels, including the accounts of Jesus’ farewell, arrest, judgment and condemnation by Pilate, death and burial. The Johannine account of the Passion is by far the longest. This is all the more clearly seen if we count the farewell discourse (14:1-16:33) and an introduction to it and if we bear in mind that the passion of Jesus is already presaged in chapters 11 – 12. The points of verbal contact between Jn and the Synoptics are few, but we can discover certain affinities between Jn and Mk and between Jn and Lk, although we cannot deduce from them any sort of direct dependence. In effect, the Fourth Gospel is a new and original interpretation of the traditional data. It presents such a high number of omissions and additions of its own that they make it unique both in its orientation and its style. In other words, the redactional work of Jn is so vast and its theological interpretation is so thoroughgoing that it is hard to distinguish its narrative and the underlying tradition.

The Fourth Gospel presents a series of omissions vis-à-vis the Synoptics: the agony in the garden, the naming of Judas as one of the twelve, the traitor’s kiss, the flight of the disciples, the accusation of blasphemy during the Jewish trial, the help of the Simon of Cyrene on the road to Calvary, the taunts against Jesus on the cross and the desperate last cry of Jesus, as well as the miracles that accompany the death and resurrection of Jesus in the Synoptics. There are also some distinctively Johannine touches: the revelation of Jesus with the solemn “I am” statements, the leading role and eloquence of Jesus in the Jewish and Roman trials, the relief given to the kingship and political innocence of Jesus during the Roman trial, the self-sufficiency of Jesus in carrying the cross by himself, the solemnity of Jesus’ death as expressed in “it is accomplished” and “he handed over the Spirit,” the dispute of the Jews about the trilingual inscription over the cross, the presence of Nicodemus, the royal anointing of the body of Jesus and finally, the burial of Jesus’ body in a garden near Golgotha.

1.3.2. Style and language of Jn 20:1-31
We note a clear plan in the layout of the materials:

a) Mary announces the empty tomb; Peter and John visit it (20:1-10).

b) Mary in the tomb; her encounter with the risen Lord (20:11-18).

c) Jesus appears to the disciples (20:19-23).

d) Jesus appears to the disciples with Thomas present (20:24-29)

e) First conclusion of the Fourth Gospel (20:30-31).

Despite the inconsistencies and lack of unity in this chapter, we can appreciate the recourse that Jn has had to oral or written traditions that already existed and were being circulated in Christian communities regarding the following: the women visiting the tomb, the disciples’ inspection of it, the appearance of angels, the appearance of Jesus to Magdalene, Jesus’ charging the women or Magdalene to bring the news to the disciples, etc.

2. HISTORICAL LEVEL
Jesus of Nazareth was tried and condemned to die on the cross: these are historical data attested to by Roman, Jewish and Christian authors in existing documents. As facts, these data can be the subject of historical investigation regarding the accusation for which Jesus was tried, the basic steps of the judicial process and the course of the trial (see P. Winter, On the Trial of Jesus, 1961, and “Josephus on Jesus,” 1968). Nevertheless, in first-century Judea, a condemnation to death by crucifixion had to be approved by Roman authorities. In the year 6 BC, Judea was already a Roman Province, and the Sanhedrin was deprived of its rights regarding capital punishment. The ius gladii (the right of the sword) was reserved to Roman authorities. There were exceptions. For example, Jews could execute a pagan who crossed the threshold of the temple, since it was a matter related to worship, a vital matter that Rome had to protect. After 70 AD, some such killings took place probably outside Jerusalem, although others, such as the execution of Stephen and James, were probably looked upon by the Romans as lynchings on the margin of legality.

John provides us with some historical indications that we should not take lightly. He speaks of the Praetorium, the palace of the Roman Prefect in Jerusalem. The Prefect had his ordinary residence in Caesarea Maritima, the political capital. Herod the Great had built a sumptuous palace that served as a Praetorium (see Acts 23:25), but on the great and heavily attended celebrations of Passover. The Procurator moved to Jerusalem,, the religious capital, in order to discourage any threat of an uprising. There are also some other important chronological indications in Jn. The day of Jesus’ trial and crucifixion was the 14th day of Nisan, a very special day, the Eve of Passover. Hence, the trial and execution had to be done with a certain haste, in order to end before sunset, when the Passover Feast itself began.

Regarding the burial of Jesus, we should recall that the restitution of the body of an executed person to his family or friends for burial rarely occurred among the Romans, although it could be granted, above all in relation to Feast Days, except in the case of one executed for sedition. This was what Jesus was tried for, but Pilate granted the requested authorization because he was convinced of Jesus’ innocence. Add to this the fact that Jewish law did not allow the bodies of condemned men to remain exposed overnight (Dt 21:23; Jos 8:29, 10:26).

3. THEOLOGICAL LEVEL

3.1. The glorious Passion of Jesus in the Fourth Gospel

It is precisely in the Passion Narrative that Jn has chosen to concentrate his reflection on the messianic kingship of the Savior. Indeed, we can readily see that in the Johannine account of the Passion the main theme is the kingship of Jesus. In it, the vocabulary of kingship is much more dense and significant. Of the 16 uses of the word basileus (king) throughout this Gospel, 12 of them are accumulated in chapters 18 – 19. Here we meet some clearly regal themes: the dialogue with Pilate in which the main theme is the kingship of Jesus; his investiture with the crown of thorns and the purple robe; the solemn scene of the Lithóstratos, where Jesus is presented as “King of the Jews”; the enthronement on the cross; the royal inscription and the royal burial. All of these things transform the ensemble into an authentic “epiphany” of Jesus the King. This “ceremony” can be seen as comprising the following steps:

· Royal proclamation made by Jesus before Pilate.

· Royal coronation by the soldiers.

· Royal epiphany before the people.

· Royal acclamation made by the people.

· Jesus’ ascent to the throne of the cross.

Throughout the Gospel, Jesus has already been referred to as “king” (in 1:49 by Nathanael; in 6:15 by the wish of the crowd; in 12:13, 15, during the entry into Jerusalem), and in each of these cases Jesus makes some gesture or statement to redefine and throw light on the notion of kingship. Now, during the hour of his passion, Jesus makes a clear proclamation of his kingly condition and the contents of his kingship. It is interesting, moreover, to note that on each of the occasions we just mentioned Jesus alludes to the glorification of the Son of Man (see Jn 1:51; 6:62; 12:23-24). From this it follows that the true kingship of Jesus will be fully manifested only in the moment of his glorification, and for Jn, this happens on the cross, since the lifting up of Jesus on the throne of the cross is the culminating point toward which the whole Fourth Gospel tends in a well thought-out progression.

3.1.1. The peak of theological reflection
The Johannine Passion Narrative represents the latest and highest point of the primitive Christian community’s reflection on the death of Jesus. This death, as a fundamental faith-event, still had its sorrowful aspect. In effect, the apparent failure of the Master, with all its connotations of scandal and defeat, seemed to roundly contradict any OT promise and threatened to extinguish all the messianic hopes of the newborn community. It was a “trauma” that would be overcome thanks to a progressive work of theologizing. Many of those who were enlightened at Pentecost had already tried their hand at overcoming this dark moment of Jesus’ apparent end by illumining the meaning of his death in the light of the Easter experience. The had had recourse to the Scriptures to find in them some explanation for the mysterious “necessity” of the cross and to see in it the fulfillment of ancient prophecies, and in their own way they succeeded in doing so. But John outstripped all his predecessors. He alone, around the end of the first century, was able to transform the painful moment of the passion itself into a true “apotheosis” and the crucifixion into a veritable “Pentecost.” This reveals a considerable development over the Pauline and Synoptic writings, as well as a definitive overcoming of the traditional antithesis between humiliation and exaltation. John superimposes both aspects: one the one hand, the risen Jesus shows the marks of his passion to his disciples, and on the other, the dying Jesus hands over the Spirit as if he were already risen. Whereas the pre-Johannine tradition united the resurrection and exaltation (see Php 2:9-11), John goes further. In the Passion Narrative itself, he includes the victory of Jesus. This change was so radical that for John the resurrection event barely confirms the sense of triumph already present in the crucifixion. Hence John represents the most developed stage of theological reflection in this respect. For the Fourth Gospel, the sign is always accompanied by the word that explains and comments on it. Thus, John devotes chapters 13 – 17 to the glorious passion of Jesus, which is the “final and all-encompassing sign” (Dodd), as an interpretation of its meaning and scope. The evangelist steeps the historical fact of Jesus’ death in the light of glory and broadens it in order to make it accessible to later generations of Christians. This intention of the author demands that we read the passion attentively, so as not to neglect either of its two levels: the historical and the theological.

3.1.2. The exaltation of Jesus
The Fourth Gospel integrates other theological themes that run through the Gospel and are now used to underscore the enthronement of Jesus on the cross. These themes are hermeneutical keys that help us to understand the passion itself as the moment of the lifting up of the Son of Man as a new sign of salvation that exerts a special drawing power over all people (Jn 12:32-33). The three passion predictions of the Synoptics, presented as the humiliation of the Son of Man, have their parallel in John, except that for him, the passion that is announced is an exaltation. For John, the lifting up of Jesus on the cross is the saving and redeeming event that manifests, on the one hand, the Father’s overwhelming love for humanity (Jn 3:14b-16) and, on the other, the true identity of Jesus (Jn 8:28), who is shown to be the divine conqueror of the Evil One and of the World. Whereas the Synoptic Jesus begins to show his glory after his resurrection, the Johannine Jesus does so from the outset of his ministry. “The exalted Jesus must also be the earthly Jesus suffused with glory” (J. Oriol Tuñí).

3.1.3. The “hour” of Jesus
The passion of Jesus is understood as the arrival of the “hour” announced and looked forward to during the ministry. The Synoptics also referred to the “hour” as applied to the passion, but it John who developed this theme. The “hour” looms over all of the activity of Jesus from the outset, dividing it into two periods: the wait for the “hour” (2:4; 7:30; 8:20) and the arrival of the “hour” (12:23, 27; 13:1; 17:1). We see that all these texts, with the exception of 2:4, constantly allude to the death of Jesus. Jesus lives in an awareness of this final “hour,” so much so that the passion will not take him by surprise. On the contrary, he knows that this is why he has come (12:27), that this hour means his exaltation and glory, and that for him it will not be the hour of the power of darkness (as it is in Lk 22:53), but rather the hour of his triumph over them.

3.1.4. The majesty of Jesus
An important moment in the manifestation of the mystery of Jesus occurs in the scene of Gethsemani with the expression “I AM,” which derives its power by its link with the divine name of Yahweh in the OT. His epic story is not the result of petty provincial interests; rather it is one of cosmic proportions, the ultimate confrontation between the powers of eschatological dualism, the struggle between good and evil, light and darkness. Fully aware of this, Jesus does not act as a victim, but rather as a sovereign whose dignity no being can eclipse. This expression of the kingly majesty of Jesus makes quite clear the glory of him who journeys toward the cross and sets the scene for the royal self-proclamation before Pilate.

3.1.5. Jesus’ knowledge
Another element that has a special relevance in this hour of the passion is Jesus’ superhuman knowledge. He always “knows” what is going to happen (Jn 13:1, 19; 14:29; 16:1, 4, 33; 18:4; 19:28). He announces his own death (12:24, 27; 18:32), because for him it is not a distressing mystery, but rather his passage to the Father. He has a crystal-clear comprehension of God’s design and he faces his destiny with the greatest serenity, since it is a gift of God (18:11), a destiny which is also a result of his ministry as Witness to the truth, in an open break with official Judaism.

3.2. Epiphany of Jesus in the garden
John omits the prayer and agony of Jesus in Gethsemani, since they do not fit well with his particular theological vision. Instead, he highlights the grandeur and majesty of Jesus at the moment of his arrest. Jesus, who possesses superhuman knowledge, is not surprised at the action organized against him. He goes forward to meet the cohort and the guards, and asks them for whom they are looking. When they answer, “Jesus of Nazareth,” he states, “I am.” These words of Jesus, which might be construed as a simple identification (“I am he”), have a special value in the Fourth Gospel. Jesus has just pronounced the divine name of Yahweh, at which the armed men step back and fall to the ground. They are in the presence of the mysterium tremendum that shines through the person of Jesus and imposes itself with all its power and might. With this scene, John expresses the divine and sovereign character of the one who voluntarily hands himself over. Indeed, Jesus again addresses the soldiers and servants, asking them to take him and not his followers. He thus shows his own superiority and his pastoral care for his own, whom he protects from all evil and forbids them to used armed force on his behalf, since the ensuing events are all part of the Father’s pre-established plan.

3.3. Epiphany of Jesus as King even in his sentencing and death

3.3.1. Dialogues with Pilate
One of the most typical Johannine creations are Jesus’ dialogues with the Procurator, Pontius Pilate, during the Roman trial (Jn 18:33-38a; 19:7-12). Pilate, aware of the political pretexts for Jesus’ arrest, begins the conversation with the accused by alluding to the title on which the accusation is based. “Are you the King of the Jews?” This question cuts to the essence of the trial: the kingship of Jesus. Pilate repeatedly refers to Jesus as “king.” For John, this is a matter of the highest importance. The highest representative of the imperial power in Palestine proclaims Jesus to be a king before the eyes of the world, represented by the Jews. In any case, the Jewish accusation involved a contradiction biased by envy. In reality, they had rejected Jesus because the kind of messiah he prophesied was apolitical, religious, interior, full of radical demands, with nothing resembling a deployment of troops. Now they were accusing him before Rome for supposed schemes of a nationalistic sort. Jesus, setting aside any kind of “messianic secret,” explicitly and unequivocally reveals his kingship, but declares that “my kingdom” (he basileía he emé) is not of this world. It is not a political kingdom –and many Jews hoped and as Rome feared—but a reality that comes from above, based on Jesus’ divine character and unfolded through its revealing function in the world. The spiritual, absolute and imperishable Reign of Jesus stands above that of Israel and Rome. It comes from God and derives its power from God; hence Jesus avoids any sort of investiture that comes from mere human beings. Consequently, this Reign is not imposed by force, as human kingdoms are, but is implanted through the service and the offering of its Master. Nevertheless, the Reign of Christ is not “against the world,” neither is it purely interior, nor will it take place only as an eschatological event. Jesus’ Kingdom radiates its action on the world through its revelation of salvation, hence it can come into conflict with earthly powers, since it is a threat to any sort of earthly messianism and unmasks their untruth. Finally, even though Jesus leaves Pilate’s question about truth unanswered, the Johannine reader knows that Jesus himself is the truth.

3.3.2. The origin of Jesus
The Jews, who have not impressed Pilate by charging Jesus with sedition, now accuse him of blasphemy: “We have a law, and according to that law he ought to die, because he made himself the Son of God” (Jn 19:7). In this second part of the dialogue (Jn 19:8-12), Pilate asks Jesus about his origin, “Where are you from?” In Johannine language, the procurator’s question is a very deep one, pointing toward the personal mystery of Jesus, a theme that has recurred throughout the public ministry (see Jn 7:27-28, 40-42, 52; 9:29-30). Jesus does not answer immediately, so the procurator threatens to subject him to the full power of his imperium. Jesus shows the relativity of the procurator by reminding him that his authority –the authority to crucify—does not come from Rome, but from God, whose will is done through the procurator’s competence, who thus becomes an historical agent of the economy of salvation. Pilate’s action enables Jesus, in full obedience, to carry out God’s plan. This divine foresight does not, however, rob Pilate of his free will or deliver him from the responsibility for the option he makes. Hence one may speak of a sin on Pilate’s part. He has not really heeded the voice of the Witness of Truth. He acts against his convictions, condemning Jesus in order to protect his own position.

3.2.3. The royal investiture
The Jews abandon the charge of blasphemy and return to the political charge: Jesus, by reason of his messianic claims, not only contradicts but actually opposes the Emperor. In view of this, Pilate has already decided to ridicule any such pretension on Jesus’ part by having his soldiers dress him up like a king (Jn 19:1-3). This scene is at the center of the sevenfold structure of the account of the trial, and is thus at the very heart of the whole passion narrative. Jesus, though already judged innocent by Pilate, was subjected to Roman flagellation. Unlike Jewish floggings, which were strictly regulated (see Dt 25:3; 2 Cor 11:24), there was no limit to the number of stripes in a Roman scourging. Jesus was crowned with a cap of thorns, wrapped in a purple robe –one of the royal insignia—and was greeted with “Hail, King of the Jews!” The soldiers clothed Jesus in royal apparel and rendered him a mock homage, but John regards this travesty as an authentic royal investiture. Moreover, the evangelist sees fit to have Jesus honored with an echo of the well-known imperial salute, Ave Caesar!
3.2.4. “Behold the Man”

Wearing the crown of thorns and the purple robe, Jesus was led outside by Pilate and presented to the people (Jn 19:4-6). This scene is strongly marked by the theme of Jesus’ innocence, acknowledged three times by the procurator (Jn 18:38b; 19:4, 6). Pilate’s behavior is riddled with contradictions. He publicly declares that he finds no case against Jesus, but he has him scourged and mocked. In the end he caves in to pressure from the Jews and eliminates him. Pilate presents Jesus with the words, “Behold the Man!” He means these words as an appeal to the good sense of the Jews: this man offers no danger at all to the Empire, and hence there is no need to subject him to further humiliation. In passing, Pilate expresses his contempt for Jewish messianic ideas and their nationalistic pretensions by presenting them a king in a lamentable state. But all is not explained by this reading of the events. To the Johannine mind, the expression, “Behold the Man,” points to a deeper theme. Jesus is the “man of sorrows” that the prophet speaks of in Is 52:13 – 53:12. But even more than this, he is the historical man in whom the revelation and redemption that God had promised is realized. It is in his humanity that the Logos manifests the concreteness of his incarnation and through which he lets his glory shine. Here “Man” is a title equivalent to “Son of Man,” a designation that parallels that of “King” in the royal Johannine passages.

3.2.5. “Here is your King”
Paralleling this scene is the scene of the “Lithóstratos” or Stone Pavement (Jn 19:13:16a), in which Pilate presents Jesus to the crowd a second time. The Jews have just threatened Pilate: if he lets Jesus go free, he is not fit to claim the title of Amicus Caesaris (friend of the emperor), since he would be protecting a subversive. The Roman magistrate gives in. He does not want to risk his career by a bad report to Caesar, nor does he want to be on harsher relations with the religious authorities of the country. He condescends, even if this means closing his ears to the truth. But before he gives in, he does something that amazes and outrages the Jews. He leads Jesus out, takes his seat on the judge’s bench and tells them: “Here is your King!” This gesture of Pilate’s completes what his soldiers had begun, namely, the parody of the Kingship of Jesus. Now Pilate presents Jesus as true King and Judge, whereupon the dramatic movement of the account reaches its climax. For John, this is such a decisive moment that he gives us a detailed description of the place (the Stone Pavement, a prominent place) and a precise time (about noon on the day of Preparation for the Passover). For John, Jesus is crucified on the same day and at the same hour that the paschal lambs are immolated in the Temple. The evangelist uses obvious typological traits to show that Jesus is the true Paschal Lamb. In the words of Pilate, “Here is your King,” it is clear that Jesus is no rival of the emperor. Moreover, these words take on their meaning when they are understood as a fulfillment of the gesture of seating Jesus in the judge’s bench and are heard by the Christian community as the official proclamation of the messianic Kingship of Jesus. In response to this gesture of Pilate, the chief priests of the Jews express their final blasphemy: “We have no king but Caesar.” With this they abdicate their status as the chosen people and put themselves on the same level as pagan peoples.

3.2.6. The throne of the cross
The scene of the crucifixion (19:16b-22) has been drafted by John in a much more careful and broad form than by the Synoptics. Although the responsibility rests with the Jews, to whom Jesus has been handed over (19:16a), the actual carrying out of the servile supplicium (humiliating death penalty) is handed over to the soldiers, who are the long arm of Pilate. In contrast with the Synoptics, John tells us that Jesus personally bore the cross, because according to John’s distinctive christological vision, Jesus has free will and self-awareness until the very end. In this instance, he performs a sovereign gesture. Taking the initiative to carry out the passion to its very end, he places upon his own shoulders the instrument of human redemption, which is also the instrument of his own exaltation. Flavius Josephus regarded crucifixion as “the most miserable of deaths.” It not only involved excruciating physical torments, but also, in a Jewish setting, a divine curse, in keeping with the clear statement of Dt 21:23. John also departs from the Synoptics in the way he describes the two men crucified together with Jesus. In John, they are simply there, bearing silent witness on either side of Jesus in the center. John does not call them thieves or criminals. For him, they are simply attendants beside the throne of the Messiah King.

3.2.7. The “title” over the cross
John describes the Via Crucis rather hastily. In contrast, he spends quite some time on his account of the sign affixed to the cross. The reason is that for John, it is not just an inscription or a criminal charge (as it is in the Synoptics), but a title (títlos, a Greek transliteration of the Latin titulus). According to the Fourth Gospel, Pilate is responsible for drafting and placing the title, “Jesus of Nazareth, the King of the Jews,” a title which has already appeared five times in the mouth of the Procurator. John describes in detail people’s reactions to this title. Since the place of the crucifixion is near the city and the inscription is written in three languages, it can be understood by all who pass by, including pilgrims heading to Jerusalem to celebrate the feast of Passover (19:20). The title was written in Hebrew, the local dialect and the proper language of the Jewish religion, in Latin, the language of politics and the official language of the Empire, and finally, in Greek, the common cultural language of the Mediterranean world. The Kingship of Jesus is now clear for all people to see. Pilate becomes the main witness to the Kingship of Jesus. Pilate declares, insists on and ratifies his verdict before all nations: Jesus truly is King. The title on the cross witnesses to this truth, affirmed by Pilate, rejected by the Jews, but effective and universal.

3.2.8. A royal burial

Early on, the burial of Jesus (19:38-42) awakened great interest among the members of the primitive community. Apologetic arguments stressed the aspect of a tomb that was unique, well known and nearby. John stresses the fact that Jesus’ burial was carried out by two important Jews whose witness was beyond dispute regarding the place and circumstances. But the Fourth Gospel goes even further in highlighting the honors paid to the body of Jesus. In each detail we can note the desire to manifest the sovereignty and grandeur of the Crucified. Pilate grants Joseph of Arimathea permission to bury the body of Jesus, and he hastened to remove the body from the cross. Also involved in the burial is another secret disciple of Jesus, Nicodemus, who brings a hundred pounds of a costly embalming mixture of myrrh and aloes. In reporting this very generous amount of aromatic materials, John means to set Jesus in the line of the kings of Israel. Judas was scandalized when Mary poured a pound of nard to anoint Jesus’ feet in Bethany (Jn 12:3-7); here the quantity used for the burial is a hundred times greater! In the Synoptics we note a certain haste in burying Jesus before sunset in order to respect the legal norms for Passover. In contrast, John’s account of the funeral is so meticulous and definitive that it would make the visit of the women on Passover morning unnecessary. Jesus was places in a new and uncontaminated tomb located in a garden near the place of the crucifixion. There may be an allusion here to the royal burials of Manasseh and Amon in their own gardens (2 Kgs 21:18, 26), or to the burial of Asa “on a bed filled with spices of all kinds, expertly blended” (2 Chr 16:14). Now Jesus too could rest in his own garden as King David had.

Thus the evangelist ends in keeping with the theme that underlies the whole account. Jesus has been crowned and proclaimed king in the trial; he was enthroned and constituted king on the cross; and now he is buried like a king, with full decorum and honors sponsored by two important persons of official Judaism. We can say, then, that in the Fourth Gospel the glorious Passion of Jesus is a true “epiphany of Jesus the King.”

CLARETIAN KEY

CONTEMPLATIVE DIMENSION OF THE MISSIONARY LIFE


Long hours of prayer went into building up the image of Jesus within Claret. In his book “The theoretically and practically well-instructed seminarian,” Claret asks the priest to “Look at Jesus nailed to the cross on Mount Calvary, and copy him within yourself, until you can say, I live, now not I, but Christ lives in me. Thus, when you have become a perfect disciple, you will be able to say by your conduct, as the Apostle did: Imitatores mei estote, sicut et ego Christi – Be imitators of me, as I am of Christ” (SSW, p. 358). This same idea is expressed in our Constitutions: “The anointing of the Holy Spirit, whereby we are anointed to preach the Good News to the poor, is a sharing in the fullness of Christ. For this reason, we who have been called to follow the Lord and collaborate with him in the work assigned him by the Father, must keep our gaze fixed on Christ, imitate him, and be so steeped in his spirit that it will no longer be we who live, but Christ who truly lives in us. This is the only way in which we will become effective instruments in proclaiming the kingdom of heaven” (CC 39).


Contemplating Jesus on the cross, as he hands over his life-giving spirit, is an indispensable exercise in order to live the missionary life dynamically. To realize that one is part of this Mystery of love, that one is redeemed and sent to proclaim this Good News to everyone, constitutes a foundational experience in a missionary’s life.  We know how important meditation on the mystery of Christ was for our Fr. Founder. For a Claretian, reading the passion, death and resurrection of Jesus in the Fourth Gospel is a strong call to enhance the contemplative dimension of his life.

SITUATIONAL KEY

1. The Cross of Jesus. We may be helped in our reflection and dialogue on the true meaning of the cross by some trenchant verses by Bp. Peter Casaldáliga in his poem, “Cursed be the cross.”

Cursed be the cross

That we bear without love,

As a sort of fatal heritage.

Cursed be the cross

That we heap on the shoulders

Of our littlest brothers.

Cursed be the cross

That we do not smash to pieces

In freedom and solidarity,

Stripped for the fray,

Rebelling against death.

Cursed be the cross

That oppressors display

On the walls of banks,

Behind an impassible throne,

On coats of arms

On silken bosoms

Before fearful eyes.

Cursed by the cross

That power forces upon the People,

In the name of God perhaps.

Cursed be the cross

That the Church justifies

--Perhaps in the name of Christ—

When it should burn it

In prophetic flames.

Cursed be the cross

That cannot be The Cross!


The cross is the symbol with which we usually identify persons, institutions and places related to Christianity. “Cross” is a word we use to describe different painful experiences in life, in social situations, etc. We might want to dialogue on the meaning and reason for so many of the crosses that we meet every day. Which of these “crosses” are a sign of the Cross of Jesus and are truly united with it? When, on the contrary, do they constitute a blasphemy against the Cross of Jesus?


2. The Kingship of Jesus and the Kingdom of God. Each year the Church celebrates the Feast of Christ the King as the conclusion of the liturgical year. We know quite well how this title has come to be manipulated throughout the history of Christianity, putting it at the service of the most varied interests and using it as a pretext to commit barbarous acts against persons and countries. The kingship of Jesus can only be understood within the framework of the Reign of God, a reign of justice and truth, of peace and mercy, a place of true fraternity. If the one who is greatest in the Kingdom of Heaven is the one who serves and gives one’s life for all the rest, then Jesus is the King. The Gospel of John has presented us with Jesus the King on his throne, the Cross. From the Cross he handed over his spirit for the life of all. To celebrate the Kingship of Jesus is to place the Kingdom in the center of our lives. The dialogue between Jesus and Pilate invites us to reflect on some aspects of this King and of his Kingdom. But we need to do so in the context of our own particular history. What are we Christians being invited to do in confessing that Jesus is King in the social context in which we live? What demands does the mission of being a sign of this Kingdom entail for the Church?


3. The risk of telling the truth and the value of living it. We often have the impression that the truth isn’t interesting. It seems that on the scale of values the truth has lost ground, especially as a reference point for personal behavior. Decisions are made based on other criteria, and relationships between persons and peoples are built on the basis of other principles. It is costly to tell the truth and costlier still to shape one’s life on it. Pilate’s question to Jesus, “What is truth?” still resounds as a contemptuous remark to one who made his testimony the reason for his life. Pilate seems like one of those who downplay truth in order to defend their own position. He does not hesitate to condemn an innocent man. We know many witnesses of the truth. Some have confirmed their fidelity to it by laying down their lives. We also know many cases where the truth takes a back seat to selfish interests. We might be able to comment on the testimony of these “witnesses of the truth.” Let us also share the reaction we feel when we discover persons and situations that trample on the truth by subordinating it to other interests. How does the witness of Jesus, “the way, the truth and the life,” throw light on these realities?

EXISTENTIAL KEY

1. Is the Crucified truly our King? How does our spirituality live and express this reality?

2. How do we integrate the contemplative dimension into our missionary life? What resonance does the contemplation of the passion, death and resurrection of Jesus encounter in our heart? 

3. What does witnessing to the Truth demand of each of us today?

COMMUNITY MEETING
1. Opening prayer or song.

2. Reading from the Word of God: Jn 19:1-6a.

3. Dialogue on Theme V 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.

