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INTRODUCTION


In the group of seven letters called “Catholic Epistles,” as distinct from the body of letters attributed to Paul, three are assigned to John. However, few modern authors treat these three letters together with the other Catholic Epistles, but prefer to join them with the study of the Fourth Gospel and the Apocalypse (Revelation) of John. This decision is based on similarities in vocabulary, theological ideas, a common liturgical background (not very evident in the letters) and the social and cultural milieus in which they move. These common elements allow us to group these writings into a unified whole called the “Johannine Writings.”


Of the three Letters of John, the first is the longest and has always been given the greatest attention because of the importance and power of its theological and spiritual message, centered on love. Starting from God the Father, love is revealed and historically communicated in Jesus Christ, the Son and Word of life made flesh, and is prolonged in the life-experience of the community that welcomes the word and participates in the fellowship of love with God. The other two letters, given their brevity, are in fact two missives that respond to diverse circumstances, but are mutually related by their style and vocabulary.


In order to be able to study and reflect on these writings, which are in the tradition of the Beloved Disciple, we should first look at some previous elements regarding their literary and historical origin.

1. LITERARY LEVEL

1.1. Literary Genre of the Letters
1.1.1. Literary genre of the First Letter
In some Church documents, such as the canon of the Council of Trent and the editions of the Vulgate, 1 Jn is called an epistle. But it is not a letter in the strict sense according to Jewish-Hellenist models or even according to the Christian model used by Paul. I Jn lacks some external formal elements proper of the epistolary genre, such as an introduction and the name of the sender, of the addressees, an opening salutation and a closing farewell.

It is likewise not a “literary epistle” in which an unknown author gets in touch with and equally unknown public. For the author of 1 Jn, his readers are well known and familiar, as indicated by the pronoun “you,” which is often used along with the endearing epithets of “little children” and “little ones,” by which the members of the community are familiarly addressed.

It is not a “circular or encyclical letter” addressed to all Christians, nor is it a letter addressed to a single community, since it is clearly addressed to some Christians of Asia Minor, distributed in several communities.

In some respects, 1 Jn seems like a homily, because of the parenetic passages it contains. Wouldn’t it be better to classify it among kerygmatic literature, after the manner of a homily written and addressed to some Churches? Probably not, since 1 Jn is not primarily a sequence of discourses aimed at edifying the community; rather, its exposition of the faith outweighs its exhortations.

1 Jn is as original and independent writing aimed at defending and conserving the faith and at assuring the salvation of that ample group of churches entrusted to the care of the author. If it literally had to be assigned to some genre, it would have to be that of the letter, although it has a certain homiletic character.

1.1.2. Epistolary or pseudo-epistolary literary genre of the second and third letters
The second and third letters are genuine letters. Despite their brevity, their epistolary character is quite marked. They clearly conform to the structure of a letter properly so-called, but in a Christian mode such as we find in the Pauline Letters. These two letters have an introduction containing the name of the sender and his addressees, with corresponding greetings and a farewell. In this they differ from the 1 Jn, but also because they are not anonymous. They are both written by “the elder” (the presbyter). 2 Jn is addressed to the “elect lady” – an allegorical reference to a church. 3 Jn is addressed to a certain “Gaius,” obviously a member of a community in Asia Minor. This third letter has a more personal tone, like that in Paul’s letters to Titus and Timothy.

1.2. Structure of the Letters
In examining the structure of the letters, we will limit ourselves to 1 Jn, given the brevity of the other two. The structure of 1 Jn is still a real crux for exegetes. The number of proposals for its structure ranges from those who hold that it is made up of diverse redactional elements without any apparent order, to those who find a very careful structure in it, with a number of positions in between.

In Raymond E. Brown’s commentary on the Epistles of John, there is an appendix containing no less than 41 proposals for the literary structure of 1 Jn. From this list, five authors incline in favor of a two-part division, thirty-two in favor of a three-part division and finally four in favor of a seven-part division. It is neither very enlightening nor useful to reproduce these hypotheses here, but the reader can easily refer to them in R. E. Brown, The Epistles of John, New York, 1982, p. 764.

We need only mention some important aspects that are helpful in reading 1 Jn:

All authors recognize a prologue (1:1-4) and an epilogue (5:13-21) which some further subdivide.

The body of 1 Jn is divided into various parts.

2. Division into two parts. Ordinarily the two parts are as follows: Part I, 1:5 – 3:10 and Part II, 3:11 – 5:12, preceded by a Prologue, 1:1-4, and followed by an Epilogue, 5:13-21. However, some authors divide the two parts as follows: Part I, 1:5 – 2:28 and Part II, 2:29 – 5:13.

3. Division into three parts. Adopted by a notable group of authors, the three parts would be Part I, 1:5 – 2:28(29), Part II, 2:29 –4:6, and Part III, 4:7 – 5:12(13).

4. Division into seven parts. This division allows us to highlight the literary forms used in 1 Jn, and is also in harmony with the sevenfold structure used in some parts of the Apocalypse of John. This structuring is debatable, but in any case it serves for a unified reading of the letter (see G. Giurisato, “Struttura della prima lettera di Giovanni,” Rivista Biblica 21 (1973) 361-381).

The sevenfold structure is as follows:

1:1-4.
Prologue

a) 1:5 – 2:6
The theme refers to the commandments and sin.
b) 2:7-17
The theme of the passage is the commandment of love.
c) 2:18-28
Develops the theme of faith as aim and content of orthodox belief.

d) 2:29 – 3:10
Refers to the theme of justice and sin.
e) 3:11-22
The theme is mutual love.
f) 3:23 – 5:4a
The theme is faith and love.
g) 5:4b–17
The theme is faith.
5:18-21 Epilogue.

The plurality of solutions to the problem of structure gives us some idea of the complexity of the task and how difficult it is to find a criterion that is clear and acceptable by all. Hence, it is better to follow the succession of thoughts as they develop throughout the five chapters into which the text is divided.

Hence, the discussion on structure is not just an exegetical problem, but one from which we derive the elements for understanding the message and theology of 1 Jn, as we shall see later on.

1.3. Problems in the redaction and composition of the Letters
Some authors have pointed out different strata in the composition of 1 Jn and have distinguished three styles –prophetic, didactic and homiletic—which are intimately meshed. This difference in styles has led some to doubt as to the literary unity of the letter and to affirm the possibility of a two-tiered writing. Thus they postulate a first writing of a didactic character, built on a base of Semitic parallelisms, which would correspond to the “source.” To this was added a second writing including enlargements and rhetorical illustrations that would become a recasting of the work. If we acknowledge the stylistic differences that are common to any author, which are quite proper of rabbinical literature, one can show that these changes can be explained by the twofold concern of the author: on the one hand, to combat false prophets in a polemic and didactic style and, on the other, to exhort and encourage his communities in a homiletic and parenetic style.

1.4. Relationship between the Letters and the Gospel
In the Johannine writings, we find three different and well limned literary genres: gospel, letters and apocalypse. There are several reasons for grouping these three genres under a single classification:

A distinctive theological vocabulary, using some characteristic expressions, such as Logos (Jesus, as Word of the Father: Jn 1:1,14; 1 Jn 1:1; Rev 19:13); alethinós (true); zoé (life); martyría (testimony).

A common liturgical background that is especially notable in the Gospel and the Apocalypse, but is more discreetly present in the letters.

A common life situation that suggests communities beset with similar problems, such as persecution by the synagogue from the outside and the onset of heresies from the inside of the community itself.

In a special way, the First Letter has extraordinary affinities with the Gospel, both in ideas and in vocabulary. Nevertheless, the literary genre of the Letter gives it some particular feature of its own. Let us take a rapid glance at some points in which these two writings are similar and dissimilar.

1.4.1. Similarities
Literary. The style and language of the Letters are notably close to Jn. All offer a series of characteristic expressions, formulas and turns of phrase. One might note that the Letters have the same style as the Gospel, namely, a direct and simple style with a very elementary syntax. Phrases are often linked by the conjunction kai (and) or are simply juxtaposed. Many compound verbs are used, as well as synonymous and antithetical parallelism, and thoughts tend to be expressed twice, once in a positive form and then in a negative form.

Theological. The theological ideas are largely the same in both sets of writings. Many of the characteristic Christological terms used in Jn are also found in 1 Jn: Logos (Word, applied to Jesus: 1 Jn 1:1), Alétheia (Truth, said of the Spirit: 1 Jn 5:6), Monogenés (Only-begotten, applied to Jesus: 1 Jn 4:9), Sotér (Savior, predicated of Jesus: 1 Jn 4:14), Sarx (Flesh, the human condition, applied to Jesus, who gave his life for humankind: 1 Jn 4:2, 2 Jn 7). Likewise there is a stress on Jesus’ coming in the flesh and on the fact that he took away sin by his incarnation. In Jn and q Jn, adherence to Christianity is characterized by the passing from death to life as a new birth in which one is begotten of God, and as a life of faith and love. Both works also speak of the opposition between light and darkness, life and death, truth and lies, sons of God and sons of the devil, and disciples and the world. Both also attribute the same importance to the illumining role of the Holy Spirit and to fraternal love, called the “new commandment,” the fulfillment of which is basically set within the framework of the community.

1.4.2. Differences
Some authors have stressed the linguistic and theological differences between the Gospel and the Letters. C. H. Dodd has summed up these differences in The First Epistle of John and the Fourth Gospel (Bulletin of the John Rylands Library 21).

Literary. In 1 Jn there are 39 words that do no occur in the Fourth Gospel. Bur even more important is the fact that there are different groups of words relating to the OT that are present in the Jn but lacking in 1 Jn, such as nomos  (law), doxa (glory), doxázo (glorify), anabaíno and katabaíno (to go up and come down), hypsóo (to lift up) and kríno (to judge).

It is true that many of these terms and themes derive from the literary genre of each of these works. The narrative aspect of Jn cannot possibly parallel the didactic and doctrinal tone of 1 Jn. In 1 Jn this tone has a natural explanation in terms of its aim of confronting the Gnostic heresy of forcefully affirming that there can be no authentic Christianity without struggling against sin, keeping the commandments of God and an active love for our brothers and sisters, because this is the way in which our love for God must be demonstrated.

Generally speaking, we can say that it is not easy to frame a convincing reason to explain each and every one of these differences between Jn and 1 Jn. However, we can stress the fact that the general likeness that exists between both writings in vocabulary, style and theology, and even in the characteristic formulation of theological, thoughts, leads us to think that 1 Jn is a work that was drafted in the same circles as Jn and that there are no definitive reasons for denying the authorship of 1 Jn to the author of Jn.

In conclusion, we may say that this question of the likenesses and differences, which in some way lead us to the author of these two works, should remain open, without forgetting the conceptual, mental and cultural closeness of both writings.

2. HISTORICAL LEVEL

2.1.  History of the community of the Beloved Disciple. Socio-historical background of 1 Jn.

As we said before, the vocabulary and life-setting common to the works attributed to John point us toward a particular community with distinctive characteristics. This community as been called the “Community of the Beloved Disciple.” Johannine scholars find the explanation for these common traits in the tradition that the community received from its founder, and later developed by his community. Likewise, they explain the differences between the writings by appealing to the different historical situations of the Johannine communities and to the different redactors of the writings.

There are some excellent studies on the socio-historical background of the Johannine writings. The conclusion that we can draw from these studies is that the Johannine writings present a crisis of the dialogue between Christians and the Hellenistic cultural world. In a particular way, Johannine literature seems to react against a Gnostic interpretation that downplayed the incarnation of the Son of God and took a dim view of the humble and concrete concern for the poorest of the poor, as translated into a love for the least of the brethren.

Scholars speak of five stages in the history of the “Community of the Beloved Disciple” in which the Johannine tradition was formed. We have already referred to them in the General Introduction to the Johannine writings, but it would be helpful to recall theme here, after finishing our reading of the Gospel and in preparation for reading the Letters.

1. Birth of the Community. The community was born of Judaism and included disciples of John the Baptist. It began in Palestine. The group accepted Jesus as the Davidic Messiah, Prophet and King. It has a “low” Christology. Among the members of the community there was a man who had known Jesus and who in time would be known as the Beloved Disciple (Jn 1:35-51).

2. Shaping Community Identity. In this second stage the original community of the Beloved Disciple, in radical fidelity to the memory of Jesus, assumes a prophetic stance critical of the Law and the Temple, and at the same time opens its arms to the world of Samaritans and Greeks (pagans). This stage also gave rise to a “high” Christology based on the pre-existence of Jesus, and the community developed an intense living of the Sacraments of Baptism and the Eucharist, which publicly separated them from other groups (disciples of John the Baptist, as well as believers who did not live in accordance with their beliefs).

3. Persecution of the Community and redaction of the Gospel. During this stage the conflict between the community and the “Jews” (the leaders of the dominant Pharisaic Judaism of the academy of Jamnia) comes to a head. The community had by now moved to the north of Palestine, where it made a first draft of the Gospel of John, written in Greek and addressed to Christians who needed to be strengthened in their faith, given certain threats coming from the Jewish synagogue.

4. Defense of the Community against groups that threaten it, and a second draft of the Gospel. The community now had to face two harsh events: a) the defense of its identity against different groups that threatened it (the unbelieving world, the Jews, the disciples of John the Baptist, those Christians who secretly attended synagogue worship and Judaizers), and b) the death of “John” and the void that this meant for the community centered around him. All of these tensions are in some way reflected in a second draft of the Gospel, which thus took on an almost definitive form.

5. Internal crisis of the Community and drafting of the Letters. Finally, the Johannine reached its fifth stage. During this stage an internal crisis arose within the community itself. Doctrinal and disciplinary divisions began to appear. Within its own bosom it had to face a Hellenizing and Gnostic current that “spiritualized” the Gospel. It was the time of the second Christian generation which little by little began expressing its internal and external problems in terms of a choice between orthodoxy and heresy. At this time the three letters were written in order to rescue the community’s tradition and to reinterpret the Gospel in accord with what it “was from the beginning” (1 Jn 1:1-4). The first letter is a sort of commentary on the Gospel, aimed at bringing the community together in the face of dissidents.

2.2. Author of the Letters
The “First Letter of John” is presented as an anonymous writing, whose author is backed a group of authoritative Christians. It is sent in order to put other members of the Johannine communities on their guard against the threat of certain dissidents, called “false prophets” and “false Christs.” However, in the second and third letters, the author calls himself the “elder” or “presbyter,” who is writing to a community, in one case (2 Jn 1), and to a respected individual called “Gaius,” in the other (3 Jn 1). Although the collegial “we” appears more than once in 1 Jn after the prologue (see 1 Jn 2:12-14; 5:13), it really refers to an individual who is addressing this letter to other Christians. Yet 1 Jn as a whole does not allow us to deduce further details about the author, who sometimes uses “we” to identify with a group and several other times uses the first person singular “I am writing these things to you” (1 Jn 2:1, 7, 8, 12-14, 21, 26; 5:13).

From the similarity of language and style with the other letters, we may deduce that they are by the same author, “the elder,” who represents the same theological and spiritual milieu that has been called the tradition or community of the Beloved Disciple and puts himself forward as the authorized and legitimate interpreter of this tradition. In effect, he can address himself to other community leaders, informing them of his visit or tour of inspection, in order to establish what he calls “the truth” or “the teaching of Christ,” namely, the good news that has been announced from the beginning.

2.3.  Date and Place of Composition of the Letters

It is difficult to pin down the date of composition of the letters. The three letters, probably in the order they appear in the canon, already existed near the beginning of the 2nd century (between 100 and 110 AD), if we hold that the Letters followed the Gospel, which was finally redacted between 90 and 110 AD. However, given the data we have at present, we cannot be more exact on this point, which must thus remain open.

As for the place of composition, we also lack any clear data. From the letters themselves, we can deduce the probable existence of many communities spread through the relatively large geographic area of “Asia Minor.” More concretely, we may look to Church in Ephesus as quite possibly being the place where the tradition of the Beloved Disciple was formed and conserved.

3. THEOLOGICAL LEVEL

3.1.
The Love of God
In order to understand the theology of the Johannine writings and in particular the theology of the Letters, we must delve more deeply into their definition of God, namely, “God is love” (1 Jn 4:8, 16). In fact, God is presented and described as love – the origin and full manifestation of love. God lives in and from love. He acts because He loves, and creation and history find their reason for being in the love of God.

The structure of this theological statement is similar to another that we find in the Johannine writings. For the author of the Letters, “God is Light” (1 Jn 1:5), and for the author of the Gospel, “God is Spirit” (Jn 4:24). These statements highlight an essential property of God. God does not possess these qualities, but rather, in essence, God is Love, God is Light and God is Spirit. In effect, God does not just abound in love, but is himself essentially love. Love is something that explains his identity, and hence, God’s manifestation and God’s action in history are loving.

That God is love in his deepest being is summed up by the author in two aspects of the revelation of the Father: in sending his Son and in his Son’s sacrifice on Calvary. “This is how God’s love was revealed in us: that God has sent His only Son into the world so that we might have life through him. In this, then, does love consist: not that we have loved god but that He loved us and sent His Son as an atonement for our sins” (1 Jn 4:9-10). Only in this way is the love of God toward humankind manifested. Only in the Son and through the Son do we know the Father’s love and His feeling of love toward humankind. “For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who believes in him may not perish but may have eternal life” (Jn 3:16). Bit it is also through the Son that God has enabled us to become his children in an authentic and essential sense, and has granted us his fatherly love in a direct way (see 1 Jn 3:1). This compassionate love of God is set above all in such a dominant and exclusive way that it amounts to being the fundamental characteristic of God’s acting. God is no longer shown as loving and at the same time wrathful. God is love and all his action is a loving action. And thus, love also become the distinctive mark of his children; although these children love and can love through the power of God, because God has loved them first and has given them the capacity to love.

3.2. The Love of God in Christ
Christ if the perfect manifestation of the Father’s love. In several instances and without the least equivocation, the author of 1 Jn proclaims that the supreme proof of God’s love for humanity lay in giving us his Son. Hence Jesus, in his person and in his work, constitutes the fullest revelation of God’s love for the world (1 Jn 4:9-10). In this manner, the whole person of Jesus is the gift of God’s love, and in Jesus the Father definitively reveals himself to humankind.

As we remarked earlier, 1 Jn sums up the two aspects of the revelation of the Father’s love in his Son’s incarnation and in his death on the cross. Hence, the revelation or supreme proof of the father’s love for sinful humanity is constituted by his Son, who died on the cross to the utmost limit of laying down his life for us. In like manner. We can say that the love of Jesus to the point of giving his life for us is possible, because in turn Jesus has received life from the Father. Jesus receives this life, and can give or lay it down. In this sense, Jesus’ love for his own, even to the point of laying down his life, fully coincides with the mission that Jesus has received from the Father. In these terms, no greater or stronger love than that of God and of his Son can be conceived.

3.2.1.
Christological position of the dissidents
The First Letter directly confronts the dissidents with a strongly polemic accent, even though the author’s immediate concern is not to attack them, but rather to exhort and encourage the Christian community to persevere in faith. “I have written these things to you who believe in the name of the Son of God, so that you may know that you have eternal life: (1 Jn 5:13). The urgency of this exhortation, which is based on faith in Christ, stems from the threat of those whom the letter calls “antichrists” (1 Jn 2:18, 22; 4:3; see 2 Jn 7), “liars” (1 Jn 2:22) or “false prophets” (1 Jn 4:1). These dissident members of the community are becoming a danger, because through their propaganda they are exerting a certain influence on the persons to whom this letter is addressed. It is hard to pin down just who these dissidents are, because the letter assumes that they are well known by the addressees and so it evokes their characteristics only by way of allusions and references that will help to unmask and combat them. Yet given the few references scattered throughout the letter, we can pinpoint their position. What sort of erroneous doctrine do they hold? The answer is: a false Christology, a failure to take sin seriously, and a lack of fraternal love.

The Christological heresy appears with special clarity in 1 Jn 4:2 ff. The false teachers deny “that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh” (see 2 Jn 7) and in so doing they annul the reality of Jesus. Beginning with their rejection of the incarnation, the other charges leveled against them take on meaning. The heretics deny that Jesus is the “Christ” (i.e., the Messiah, 1 Jn 2:22), the “Son of God” (2:23). That is to say, they deny Jesus, the Christ and Son of God, because they separate the historical Jesus –the Jesus of the “flesh”—from the Christ of faith.

On the ethical level, the fact that they do not take sin seriously and lack fraternal charity are quite in line with their sort of Christology. The heretics deny the bond between salvation and the historical man Jesus. They claim to communicate directly with God, since they claim to possess the Spirit (1 Jn 4:1). Their boast and the aim of their propaganda is that they have knowledge of God (1 Jn 2:4; 4:8), the vision of God (1 Jn 4:12) and the love of God (1 Jn 4:20), that they have been born of God (1Jn 4:7; 5:1), and above all that they are without sin (1 Jn 1:8-10).  The heretics claim to have all these things in a direct way. Moreover, they understand everything on an individualistic level, unrelated to their neighbor. This charge is borne out by the constant accusation that they scorn the commandment of brotherly love (1 Jn 2:9-11; 3:10, 14; 4:8, 20; 5:2).

This self-conceit of spiritual perfection, which views the ethical life as irrelevant for final salvation or eternal life, seems to be related to the supposed role of the Spirit. These false prophets or teachers consider themselves to be authorized guides, appealing to the inner dimension of the Spirit and disregarding the community’s historical tradition (1 Jn 4:1-6).

3.2.2. Christological response of the Letters. Confessions of faith (statements about Jesus) 
Before we tackle this theme, perhaps we ought to bear in mind that the high Christology of Jn is open to a minimalist interpretation of the humanity of Jesus. It runs the risk –which the dissidents took—of transforming the figure of the Messiah-Son of God into a sort of celestial envoy who never truly took on human reality. Against a possible interpretation of this sort, the author of 1 Jn appeals to tradition, underscoring the traces that mark the earthly reality of Jesus – his human condition. This is the basic argument that 1 Jn advances against the glorious Christology of those who walked off in the wrong direction. Let us look at the most important outlines of its christological presentation.

The term “Jesus” appears twelve times in 1 Jn and twice in 2 Jn. In 1 Jn, two Christological confessions call Jesus Christós, that is, the Messiah (1 Jn 2:22; 5:1). Moreover, there are more frequent allusions, if we bear in mind that Jesus is often referred to by means of pronouns, such as ekeînos (that man) or autós (he).These pronouns connote an extraordinary familiarity with the figure of Jesus. The overall effect is a striking concentration on Christ, hence we will not underscore any nuances of titles or names, but simply the thrust of this fundamental presence in the Christology of 1 Jn.

The Christological faith in 1 Jn identifies Jesus as the Christ, the Son of God, recognized and accepted in the traditional formulas of faith relating to Jesus: “Whoever confesses that Jesus is the Son of God, God abides in him and he abides in God” (1 Jn 4:15); “Everyone who believes that Jesus is the Christ has been begotten by God (1 Jn 5:1). As opposed to the reductionist Christology of the dissidents, the author insists on the traditional faith, which he declares from the very outset: “But if we walk in the light as He Himself is in light, we have communion with one another, and the blood of Jesus, His Son, cleanses us from all sin” (1 Jn 1:7). This genuine Christological faith, based on tradition, is presented as a militant and persevering faith, a faith that is victorious over the evil one (1 Jn 2:13-14) and over false teachers (1 Jn 2:19; 4:4). In fact, the historical and saving manifestation of God’s love in Jesus is the foundation of the way true believers act: “This is how we have come to know what love is: that He [Christ] laid down his life for our sake. We, too, ought to lay down our life for the brethren” (1 Jn 3:16). In this way we understand the consequences that derive from an authentic Christology, both on the salvific level and on that of Christian and ecclesial life.

3.3. The love of God in community
Salvific love, which has its source in God and is manifested in Jesus Christ, the Son whom he handed over even to the extreme of Death, becomes the deep reason for Christian life and the basis for community life. The author is concerned with tracing the sure path that sets us on guard against the risk of separating genuine faith from its practical and ecclesial consequences. He presents the fulfillment of the commandments, or rather the single commandment, “that we should love one another” (1 Jn 3:11), as the full and definitive fulfillment of God’s will. Moreover, we have known the deepest reality of love through Jesus: “This is how we have come to know what love is: that He laid down his life for our sake. We, too ought to lay down our life for the brethren” (1 Jn 3:16). But the implications of this “laying down of our life” is not left to the will or whim of each one of us: “How can God’s love abide in anyone who has worldly means and sees a brother or sister in need, yet shuts his heart to them? Little children, let us love, not in word or speech, but with actions and in truth” (1 Jn 3:17-18).

This text sends us back to consider the efficacy of love. It reminds us that concrete love should start from the needs of our brothers and sister whom we love. Hence, efficacious love means struggling tirelessly to eliminate the causes that lead to the death of the poor. This is the only way, not only to love our neighbor, but also to enable God’s love to be manifested in the world.

3.3.1. The ethics of Christian life
Loving Christ and loving our brothers and sisters. The relationship between Christology and Christian ethics is an important and central dimension in the Letters. The “ethics” involved here is moral not a moral code or a compendium of rules for social behavior, but is expressed fundamentally in the “new” commandment given by Jesus to the disciples and transmitted by them to Christian communities (see 1 Jn 2:8-11). For the author of the Letters, Christian morality is constantly based on Christ: because He acted thus, we should act as He did.

In the Johannine writings, the obligation of loving our brothers and sisters has become an imperative for living the Christian life. “Those who say, ‘I love God,’ and hate their brothers and sisters, are liars; for those who do not love a brother and sister whom they have seen, cannot love God whom they have not seen” (1 Jn 4:20). Loving the brethren becomes an act of justice, a duty, for all those who acknowledge that Jesus, the Christ, has come in the flesh. We cannot confess that Christ “has come in the flesh,” if we do not love our brothers and sisters concretely, “in the flesh.”

Fulfilling the commandments. Jesus invited his disciples to a strong and concrete love. In his discourses in the Gospel, he speaks frequently on the theme of loving the brethren, as a witness to our following of him and as a commitment of Christian life.

The author of 1 Jn echoes this teaching of Christ. “For this is the message that you have heard from the beginning, that we should love one another” (1 Jn 3:11; see 2 Jn 5 ff.), even to the point of laying down our life for them, following the example of the Son of God (1 Jn 3:16). We Christians should love one another concretely, according to the command of the Father (1 Jn 3:23). Imitating God, who manifested his immense love for humankind by sending his only Son, the members of the community have to love one another: “We love because He first loved us” (1 Jn 4:19). In reality, we Christians should base our behavior on the love of the Lord Jesus, who went so far as to offer his life for all of us.

For John, Christian morality is summed up in a single commandment: to believe in the crucified Son of God and to love our brothers and sisters. Believing and loving are two acts, founded on a single commandment. Faith is the step that precedes observance of the commandments. Believing and loving are two permanent acts. We must love always and never cease believing. Hence faith should be a living reality projected on our whole moral life and manifested in union with Christ and in an explicit commitment to our brothers and sisters. Christians are people who love their brothers and sisters.

3.3.2. Community life

All that we know about the life of the communities to whom the letters were sent comes only from what the letters tell us about them. Despite the scarcity of this information, the data provided help us to form a notion of the Johannine communities.

The communities were dispersed in several places, probably located in cities, given the fact that Christianity began as a urban phenomenon. Moreover, the distance between the communities must have been considerable, since the “elder” (presbyter) asks Gaius to provide the needed support for the missionaries’ journey (3 Jn 5-7), which must have been rather lengthy.

Another concrete situation that we find in the communities is the way they handle authority. A certain Diotrephes speaks ill of the elder, criticizing him and refusing to receive the missionaries in his very inhospitable conduct (3 Jn 9-10). In doing so he has broken the fundamental precept for truly living the faith, namely, the commandment of fraternal charity. However, the context shows that the obstacles that Diotrephes has set before the community by his abuse of power have failed, and that the community itself put brakes on the pretensions of this ambitious man. The community did not consider itself obliged to unlimited obedience, which the “hierarchical” position of Diotrephes might have led him to expect. Indeed, they did not obey him even under threat of  being expelled from the community.

This reality helps us to grasp that the structuring of the primitive churches must have been a complex task when it came to articulating orthodoxy and practice. The principles of equality that were stated in the gospel and transmitted by the apostles were probably insufficient. In fact, these same years saw the development of the structure of a monarchical episcopacy, which would deeply mark the evolution of the church. This situation is also reflected in the Pastoral Epistles, which allow us to glimpse something of a hierarchical organization of the Church. At any rate, there is something paradoxical about the fact that the preaching of Jesus should have been translated into the ample and complex ecclesial structure that has come down to us.

Another important reality that these communities experiences was the presence of itinerant missionaries who were devoted to visiting the different communities in order to act as co-workers in spreading the truth (3 Jn 8). The expression “to become co-workers with the truth” has a certain missionary ring that alludes to the itinerant work of missionaries in the various communities.

These missionary excursions were probably made because the missionary charge that Jesus gave his disciples (Jn 20:21) were also extended to the second generation of Christians. These missionaries were supposed to be received “like the Lord himself,” since they were truly his envoys from the communities. Itinerant missionaries, following the counsel of Christ our Lord, “What you have freely received, give freely” (Mt 10:8), traveled without receiving anything from their own communities. Hence, other Christians were duty bound to assist them and provide them with whatever they needed for their lodging and their journey. This attitude was well suited to the Christian mindset. On the one hand, the gospel told them that “the laborer is worthy of his hire” (Mt 10:10) and, on the other, the duty to go out on mission was a commitment that obliged everyone. Those who could not do so personally used to help with and finance the material needs of the itinerant missionaries, and thus become co-workers with the truth. The truth was personified in the missionaries, who, through their preaching efforts, spread the gospel.

3.4. The Holy Spirit
There are few mentions of the Spirit in 1 Jn (3:24; 4:2, 13; 5:6-8), but wherever the author mentions the Spirit, it is based on a concern that Christians do not have enough of the gift of discernment in order to resist the arguments of “false prophets.” These false prophets, with their introverted and individualistic piety, appeal to the Spirit to justify their own teaching (1 Jn 4:1). The author of 1 Jn speaks of an experience of the Spirit: “In this we know that we abide in Him and that He abides in us: in that He has given us of His Spirit” (1 Jn 4:13; see 1 Jn 3:24). This experience brings a knowledge, that is, a full understanding of the message of Jesus, through the presence of the Spirit. The bond of communion with the Son and the Father, and above all of confessing the Son through the Spirit, deserves to be highlighted. Confessing the Son in docility to the Spirit is a means for abiding in Him and, at the same time, a criterion for knowing that God abides in us.

Furthermore, the Spirit of God is known precisely in the confession that Jesus has come in the flesh (1 Jn 4:2). This is the way to discern spirits. Anyone who does not confess that Jesus has come in the flesh, undoes or annuls Jesus (1 Jn 4:3), and thereby distorts the fundamental confession of the community. To this the author adds a mention of the witness of the Spirit, which must be joined to that of the blood and the water (1Jn 5:6-8). This can refer to the baptism of Jesus, bur above all it can refer to the death of Jesus. Here we find the presence of the Spirit, along with the blood and water that flow from the side of Jesus after he has died (Jn 19:30-37). Let us recall that as Jesus is dying, he hands over the Spirit. Thus the Spirit is the one who bears witness, that is to say, it is the Spirit who reveals the identity of Jesus. In this sense, the Spirit is truth (1 Jn 5:6). And so, even though 1 Jn does not state it explicitly, we must say that the Holy Spirit is the love with which the Father loves us through Jesus.

CLARETIAN KEY

TO LOVE IN TRUTH


In his short work “The Temple and Palace of God our Lord,” published in 1866, Claret speaks of the love of neighbor. He states: “Anyone who wants to practice the love of neighbor truly, constantly and perfectly, must reflect on three things: 1) who he himself is, 2) who his neighbor is, and 3) that everything he does to his neighbor, he does to God and must do it all only for the sake of God” (SSW, p. 204). These are the three points of reference that are summed up in the Johannine letters:

· an awareness of our own smallness and the greatness and gratuitousness of the love with which God has loved us;

· an awareness of the presence of our brothers and sisters, and of their concrete situation. Love must be concretely embodied in actions, and this means knowing the needs and aspirations of others;

· obeying the commandment of Jesus and being docile to the action of the Spirit, who keeps building up within us the image of the Son.

There is no other way to show out love for others.

Our Constitutions cite several passages from 1 Jn. They invite us to be aware of the anointing of the Spirit, in order to remain in the Truth (CC 39). They ask us to gladly live our solidarity with those who are suffering (CC 44), thus expressing our identification with Him who so loved us that he gave his life for us. They ask us to strive to build a fraternal world of solidarity through our ministry, because there are many who oppose the Kingdom (CC 46). They point out that our priests need to ask the Lord for the kind of pastoral charity that will enable them to lay down their lives for their brothers and sisters (CC 84).

Taking up the Johannine letters in a vocational key presupposes that we ask ourselves whether our praxis proclaims the love of the Father, manifested in Jesus and pour forth in the hears of all human beings. The life of Claret and the example of so many of our brethren constitute an excellent criterion for measuring just how far we have gone in “domesticating” the demands of the message we have meditated on.

SITUATIONAL KEY

1. In a world of so many kinds of loving and unloving. All human beings believe in love, and nobody can be a person without being loved and without loving. But there are loves that give life and loves that kill, loves that save and loves that lose, and there are very many kinds of unloving. Today, our turn-of-the-century world tends to commercialize love in a thousand ways. It fosters easy loves and exploits the markets of love and of its degradations. It also fosters and commercializes the denial of love, the growing lack of solidarity, of individualism and of narcissism. Indeed, a kind of narcissism has infiltrated some “enlightened” spiritualities –Christian or non-Christian-- that aggravate the cult of self-esteem.


In this human tangle of loves and hatreds, we believe in the love of the God of Jesus. Perhaps, if we limited ourselves to our own regional world (without forgetting the global framework that affects love everywhere), we could ask ourselves what best characterizes the most loves and dislikes in our day, and what best identifies Christian love in our day. We should also try to see whether in the universal Church, or in our own particular Church, Christian love has the same identity that it had in these Letters of John, or whether it has become contaminated by the current falsifications of love.

2. The love of God, humanized in Jesus, in societies that have become dehumanized. The God who is love was made human and was sacrificed in Jesus, so that human beings might become divine by loving their neighbor as He does. The author of 1 Jn attributes this logic and this dynamism to the incarnation of the love of God in Jesus. In order to know whether the love of God is in Christians, it is enough to see whether they are as human as Jesus is. “For if someone has the goods of this world and sees a brother in want but shuts his heart against him, how can the love of God abide in him?” (1 Jn 3:11-17).


This kind of love has immense possibilities and tasks before it in a world that is rapidly becoming dehumanized, both in the increasingly unbalanced and poor countries and cities of the South, and in the rich yet also unbalanced countries of the technologically advanced countries of the North.  Under the system of life and death that has now become global, the greatest challenge to men and women of good will –and also to Churches and their evangelizing pastoral mission—is how to “humanize” human beings in the situations and structures they live in.


What signs of dehumanization do we see in the countries and places where we live or mission? And is the love of God at work in Christians (communities and persons) as they face these concrete forms of dehumanization with the clarity of the spirit of Jesus? What aspects are wanting, or at least need to be intensified, in the love of Christians where we live?

3. “Antichrists” today? The author of 1 Jn puts the Johannine communities on guard against harboring “antichrists.” He tells them that they have already arrived and points out their errors. The tendency to label others as “antichrists” has often arisen in Churches and in sects, where people have often used that dread label with irresponsible levity. Some have applied it to the Pope, while others have hurled it at anyone who dissent from their own doctrinal tastes.


If we want to contextualize our reading of this letter in today’s human and ecclesial situations in order to ask whether there are any antichrists in sight, we have to formulate our question on the basis of the deviations and errors that the author of 1 Jn indicates as the corpus delicti of people he called “antichrists.” He points out that they deny the incarnation and humanity of Jesus, claiming that the Word of God did not take on human reality, that Jesus is not the Messiah and Son of God, and that there is no sin in refusing to show effective love to the brethren. They believe that they are perfect because they practice a spiritualistic Christianity, inspired by a so-called “Spirit” which does not connect Christians with the historical Jesus or with his practice, which revealed the love of God.


To contextualize this “antichrist” matter today, the question would be: In today’s Church are there some or many who in theory or practice deny the incarnation of the Word of God? Do they deny the historical Jesus and his incarnate practice of God’s love even to his cross and resurrection as Son of God and Messiah? In their “spiritualizing” of Jesus and Christianity, do these people refuse to love the brethren by refusing to share with them the good they need in order to live with a dignity become human beings and children of God? In any case, our answer would have to be based on evidence.


Clearly, if we formulated the question this way, it would also imply some further questions. How much, for example, does each and every one of us have of the “antichrist” in us today? How far have we gone in denying or ignoring, in teaching or in practice, the historical Jesus and his practice of love even to dying on the cross? Could it be that we have gone so far from Him and from practicing his love toward our needy brothers and sisters that we are harboring within us a “Holy Spirit” that is not His Spirit?


In today’s Church are their any Christologies (whether in doctrine, devotions or reductionist spiritualities) that ignore or forget the real, historical Jesus and the historical practice of love for the brethren, as a demand of faith for actualizing the love of God’s incarnate, crucified and risen Son?

EXISTENTIAL KEY
1. Allowing God’s love to invade our existence. Reading and praying 1 Jn with simple and heartfelt faith can enable us to enter, through Jesus, into the deepest vein of God’s love, flooding our personal history, conscience and everyday existence with the pure, active hope that comes from God’s love as projected on our brothers and sisters. We need to allow our existence and our missionary tasks to be invaded by that love.

2. Like two-edged swords. That is how the messages of God’s Word act in 1 Jn. They offer us both a consoling light and a challenge for our prophetic proclamation. They are like a light that probes the conscience and practice of each missionary. “Whoever says that he is with God, has to act as Jesus did.” “Whoever does not practice justice, is not of God.” “Let us love one another not only in word, but also in deed and in truth.” “Whoever does not love his brother, does not know God” and “is a murderer.”

3. The risk of minimizing the Incarnation. Theoretically, we don’t see that we are beset by this danger. But in our teaching, our spirituality and pastoral ministry, we always run the risk of not weighing or evaluating the historical realism with which the Word of God’s love was incarnated and made human in Jesus. This, in turn, gives rise to the further risk of not incarnating our faith in this love in our daily words and works, and of not focusing the faith of those who accompany us in our ministry on this incarnation. Examining our conscience on this twofold historical realism will always be salutary for our own faith and for that of our Christian faithful.

4. Expressions that have an impact. This letter has some expressions that suggest and communicate a great deal. Selecting the ones that have had the greatest impact on me and can have an equal impact on the individuals or groups for whom I have the greatest missionary concern, can provide me with material for prayer, guidance, dialogue, group discussion and searching for the right words. And if we take “we believe in love” as our starting point, we can, for example, create professions of faith in love, not only our own, but also that of young people, married couples and communities.

COMMUNITY MEETING
1. Opening prayer or song.

2. Reading from the Word of God: 1 Jn 4:7-21.

3. Dialogue on Theme VII 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.

