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110 The Gospel of John

Reconciliation:
Lazarus (11:1-44)
“Whose sins you shall forgive shall be forgiven, etc.” (20:23)
“He who has bathed does not need to wash, except for his feet.
(13:10y
Baptism:
The baptism of Jesus (1:32-33; 3:26)
The marriage feast at Cana (2:1-11)
The “cleansing” of the Temple (2:13-25)
The conversation with Nicodemus (3:1-21)
The conversation with the Samaritan woman (4:1-30)
The healing at Bethsaida (5:1-17)
The walking on the water (6:16-21)
The source of living waters (7:38)
The healing of the man born blind (9:1-38)
The Good Shepherd (10:1-18)
The raising of Lazarus (11:1-44)
The foot washing (13:1-20)
The miraculous draught of fishes (21:1-8)
Eucharist:
The marriage feast at Cana (2:1-11)
The “cleansing” of the Temple (2:13-25)
“My food is to do the will of my Father” (4:31-34)
Chapter 6, especially 6:1-15 and 6:51-58.
The foot washing (13:1-20)
The vine and the branches (15:1-11)
The meal of bread and fish (21:9-14)
Baptism and Eucharist:
Blood and water from the pierced side of Jesus (19:34)
Water and blood as witnesses (1 John 5:8).

1

This list is clearly “maximal.” It gathers indiscriminately from the
suggestions of scholars, some of them reflecting upon the text from a
more systematic perspective or reading it in the light of subsequent pa-
tristic and Church thought and practice. For the contemporary biblical
critic it probably comes as something of a surprise that certain events
have been read as containing explicit teaching on the Christian sacra-

> The words €1 un 10vg n6dag are textually doubtful, and may have been
added by a copyist to solve the problem of sinfulness after baptism. For a dis-
cussion of this issue, with bibliographical details, see Francis J. Moloney, The
Johannine Son of Man. BibScRel 14 (2nd ed. Rome: LAS, 1978) 192-93.
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ments. One might ask, for example, how the anointing of the feet oA,,
Jesus might be linked with the Catholic sacrament of anointing, of
how the cleansing of the Temple, where there is no reference to any
baptismal symbols or rituals (especially water), however subtle, could

refer to the fundamental Christian sacrament of baptism? ‘
These questions could go farther, as contacts between most of the
texts cited and the sacraments of the Christian tradition are tenuous mm
best. A further point should be raised as we begin this study. Scholars
who have produced these various claims do not fall into clearly de-
fined confessional groups. It is interesting to note that the defense of
many explicit contacts between the Johannine gospel and the Christian
sacramental system is not the sole preserve of conservative Catholics,
Similarly, we must note that the rejection of sacramental teaching in
the Fourth Gospel is not only found in schools of radical Protestant
scholarship. I have no intention of discussing the details of this long
and unresolved debate, of which Raymond E. Brown remarked: “Per-
haps on no other point of Johannine thought is there such division
among scholars.”* Anyone interested in a fuller discussion should con-.
sult the surveys done by Brown in his New Testament Essays® and in his
comumentary on the Fourth Gospel,® and the useful survey contained in
Herbert Klos’s book.” Thinkers from all schools take up a variety of po-
sitions on the issue. A careful reading of this scholarship shows that, mmw
always in approaching New Testament texts, what ultimately deter-
mines the answer to the question “when is John talking about sacra-
ments?” is the set of criteria and methods adopted by each scholar in
approaching the text. I will limit myself to a few contrasting positions
in this debate before setting out on my own discussion. However, there
are still some introductory remarks that have to be made. Indecd, the
following brief discussion is partly indicative of the “criteria and
methods” [ adopt in my subsequent reading of the Johannine text,

1. “WHEN IS JOHN TALKING?”

It is not accurate to ask about a single character called “John,” nor
are we justified in referring to “John talking.” The apparently never-
ending debate over the author of the gospel we call “of John" is well

*Raymond E. Brown, The Gospel According to John. 2 vols AB 2929, (New
York: Doubleday, 1966-70) 1:cxi. ,

“ Brown, “The Johannine Sacramentary,” 51-56

“ Brown, John 1:cxi—cxiv.

" Klos, Die Sakramente im Johannesevangelium. See n. 2 above.
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114 The Gospel of John

Fourth Gospel in this wider sense does not call for a search for criteria:
“Ultimately, the sacramental principle in the Fourth Gospel is Jesus,
manifesting himself in the Church, who experiences and bears witness
in and by her own history to her divine filiation in the Spirit.”** I hope to
return briefly to this issue at the end of my paper, but, as Sandra Schnei-
ders fully appreciates,’® this argument in no way annuls the validity of
our quest. Are there descriptions of events from the story of the life of
Jesus, as it is told by the Fourth Evangelist, that clearly indicate the
practice and theclogy of a sacramental life, apart from the evange-
list’s seeming conviction that the very existence of the Johannine com-
munity as the continuing presence of jesus’ sonship in history made
the community as such in some way sacramental?"’

As I have already indicated, there are many scholars who would
reply positively to that question. The departure point for a widespread
understanding of sacramental references in the Fourth Gospel is found
in the evidence that the early Church had practices that later tradition
identified as sacramental. The synoptic tradition and Paul carry words
of institution, and even though they can be reduced to two basic tradi-
tions they show that these words of Jesus, supposedly uttered on the
night before he died, have had a considerable history in the life of vari-
ous Christian communities before they were eventually inserted into
their present contexts in the New Testament literature. The Pauline tra-
dition (1 Cor 11:24; see also Luke 22:19) carries a command that may
have come from liturgical practices: “Do this in remembrance of me,”
yet in other ways this tradition preserves the original setting of a
meal.'® While there is no command to repeat the action, the setting

Editrice Anselmiana, 1977) 221-35; eadem, “The Foot Washing (John 13:1-20):
An Experiment in Hermeneutics,” CBQ 43 (1981) 76-92.

1 Schneiders, “Symbolism and the Sacramental Principle,” 235.

' See especially Schneiders, “The Foot Washing (John 13:1-20),” 81-82.

7 Xavier Léon-Dufour has argued for a deeper appreciation of two levels of
understanding for a proper evaluation of the Fourth Gospel. He interprets the
cleansing and the sign of the Temple, the dialogue with Nicodemus and John 6
at the level of Jesus in a non-sacramental way, and then argues that the risen Lord
present in the Spirit in his community makes the same texts sacramental. See
Xavier Léon-Dufour, “Towards a Symbolic Reading of the Fourth Gospel,”
NTS 27 (1980-81) 439-56. See especially p. 455: “The historical events call forth
the mystery which sheds light upon it, but the mystery itself would peter out
in pure imagination if it did not ceaselessly find its nourishment in the rich soil
of time past.”

1 See further Francis J. Moloney, A Body Broken for a Broken People. Eucharist
i the New Testament. (Revised ed. Peabody, Mass.: Hendrickson, 1997) 165-77.

When Is John Talking about Sacraments?  115-

within a meal has not been lost in the eucharistic practice behind the
Markan tradition, repeated by Matthew (Mark 14:22-25; Matt 26:26-
29). The practice of baptism in the pre-Johannine churches is clearly
indicated in the solemn closing words of the Matthean Jesus:

“Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the
name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit” (Matt 28:19).%

If there is sufficient evidence to show that pre-Johannine Christian-
ity celebrated at least Eucharist and baptism in its various forms of
early Christian worship, it seems logical that the author of the Fourth
Gospel might also show that these sacraments had their basis in the
words and works of Jesus.?! To affirm this much, it appears to me, is
correct. Here [ am in general agreement with those scholars who see
regular references to the sacraments in John, including the celebrated
but contentious claims of Oscar Cullmann. But from this starting point
Cullmann’s tracing hidden references to the sacramental revelation of
the pvotiprov of God at every turn as the key to an understanding of
the gospel as a whole is, in my opinion, carrying a basic truth too far#

¥ For a lucid presentation of this case see Joachim Jeremias, “The Words of
Institution,” in Patrick McGoldrick, ed., Understanding the Eucharist. Papers c\
the Maynooth Union Summer School 1968 (Dublin: Gill and Macmillan, 1969)
18-28. Still a classic in all these discussions is the same author’s The Eucharistic
Words of Jesus (London: SCM, 1966).

2 There is universal agreement among contemporary scholars that Matt
28:16-20 is central to an understanding of the Matthean vision of his church
and its mission. See, for example, Wolfgang Trilling, Das Wahre Isracl. Studien
zur Theologie des Matthius-Evangeliums. SANT 10 (3rd ed. Munich: Kosel, 1964)
21-51; John P. Meier, Law and History in Matthew's Gospel. A Redactional Siudy of
Mt. 5,17-48. AnBib 71 (Rome: Biblical Institute Press, 1976) 25-40; W. . Davics
and Dale C. Allison Jr., A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Gospel Ac-
cording to Saint Matthew. 3 vols. ICC (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1988-97) 3:676-91,
See p. 687: “The grand denouement, so consonant with the spirit ol the whole
Gospel because so full of resonances with earlier passages, is, despite its terse-
ness, almost a compendium of Matthean theology.”

2 On this see Léon-Dufour, “Towards a Symbolic Reading of the Fourth
Gospel” (n. 17 above).

2 Qscar Cullmann, Early Christian Worship. SBT 10 (London: SCM, 1953). Fon
his theological and exegetical argument for the second element of his position,
which does make some very valid points to which we shall eventually veturn,
see pp. 38-59 (especially 47-50). His argument swivels around the important
conclusion on p. 56: “The implicit assumption of this Gospel is that the historical
events, as here presented, contain in themselves, besides what

immediately
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118 The Gospel of John

end, provide a satisfactory solution to the literary and theological ten-
sions that abound in this gospel,” but they do take us back to a point
made earlier: this gospel was not written overnight. It had a long his-
tory within the life and faith experience of a concrete Christian com-
munity. I am prepared to accept that the sacramental passages in 3:5,
6:51¢-58, and 19:34 came into the Johannine tradition late rather than
early, but I see no need to omit them from an authentic interpretation
of the Johannine gospel as we now have it. Raymond E. Brown again
summarized my position well when he wrote:

The recognition that some of the explicit Sacramental references belong to
the final redaction does not mean any acceptance of the theory that the
original Gospel was non-Sacramental or anti-Sacramental. It is a question
of seeing different degrees of sacramentality in the work of the evangelist
and that of the final redactor.®

The two opposing positions | have just outlined show different
methods of approach and different criteria. From Cullmann we must
learn that the gospel as a whole is the life story of Jesus, and that there
is often a subtle use of that life story from the past to root community
practice of the present in his life. From Bultmann, however, we must
also learn that the gospel may reflect a long and perhaps troubled se-

* Two important recent books on the Fourth Gospel have their starting point
in an appreciation of Bultmann’s approach to literary and theological tensions
in the gospel. In the end each of these scholars parts ways with Bultmann, but
this contemporary recognition of his asking the right questions tells of his on-
going significance to New Testament scholarship. See John Ashton, Under-
standing the Fourth Gospel (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1991), and Paul N.
Anderson, The Christology of the Fourth Gospel: Its Unity and Disunity in the Light
of John 6. WUNT 2nd ser. 78 (Tiibingen: Mohr; Valley Forge, Pa.: Trinity Press
International, 1996).

YW And, | would add, the Spirit-filled journey of a community behind all the
stages of development! For the citation see Brown, John T:cxii. It is here that |
would differ from the suggestions of Léon-Dufour, “Towards a Symbolic Read-
lgnoring all the recent work done on the Johannine community and its
journey of faith, he insists, for example, that 3:5 and 6:53-58 would make perfect
sense to a Jewish audience as they stand, and that there are no indications in the
text itself (e.g., introduction of “water” into 3:5) to show a growing sacramental
awareness within the Johannine community. See pp. 449-54. In the light of a
more contemporary understanding of the developing theological awareness of
the Johannine community 1 would argue for a growing awareness, reflected in
a growing text. In the more than thirty years since Brown wrote his commen-
tary and the almost twenty years since [ first wrote this study both of us became

N

less certain that we could distinguish between the evangelist and the redactor!
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ries of internal and external conflicts, producing a gospel of extraordi-
nary christological and ecclesiological complexity. I would like, now,
to steer a middle course, offering four criteria for the discovery of
sacramental teaching in the Fourth Gospel. The first two of these crite-
ria are well-established and widely used. They are somewhat “exter-
nal” to the material. They attempt to provide some reliable “rule of
thumb” by which the exegete may work. In many ways these are rather
“negative” criteria, and I suppose there is a danger that some impor-
tant material will escape them. However, | believe that this is a sounder
way to start an investigation, since it is possible that, once we establish
a firmly based “minimum,” more material might come to light because
of its close contacts with that minimum.

The first criterion must be a rigorous search for elements in the text
itself indicating that the author is referring to some form of sacramen-
tal ritual and symbol. For example, in John 3:5 there is the explicit ref-
erence to a “rebirth,” the use of the word “water,” and the idea of
“entering the kingdom of God,” expanding on the earlier statement in
3:3 about “seeing the kingdom of God.” The same cannot be said, for
example, of the curing of the paralytic in John 5:1-8. In fact, the restora-
tion of the man (a positive element in itself) is not effected through
water, but independently of it, simply at the word of Jesus: “Stand up,
take your mat and walk” (v. 8). The tradition at the pool was that the
water would heal (see v. 7). Jesus transcends that tradition and heals
by the power of his word. The sequel to the miracle shows no further
understanding or life of faith in the cured man; in fact, he appears to be
extraordinarily obtuse. This lack of elements within the text itself
makes a baptismal understanding of John 5 most unlikely."" This be-
comes particularly clear when one looks to the curing of the man born
blind in John 9, a story in many ways parallel to the cure in 5:1-8. Here
the miracle is effected by contact with water at the pool of Siloam,
which the evangelist then further explains as meaning “Sent” (v, 7).
The cure is followed by a gradual movement to theological sight and
light as the series of interrogations of the man leads him through a
journey of confessions of faith:*

¢ To his friends he says: “The man called Jesus” worked o miracle
(9:11).
To the Pharisees he says: “He is a prophet” (v. 17).

¥ For a study of John 5, with detailed bibliography, see Moloney, Sonof Alan
68-86.
I For further detail see ibid. 142-59.







