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Discussions of ethnic or national identity in relation to Christianity must, at least from a New Testament perspective, engage with questions relating to Jesus’ mission among Jews and Gentiles and to the ways in which individual New Testament writings depict relations between Jewish and Gentile Christians in early Christian communities. With regard to John’s Gospel, there is a consensus among scholars regarding the Jewish matrix from which this document emerged, and about the prominence of Jewish Christians within the community to which this Gospel is primarily addressed. Much less attention has, however, been given to the nature and function of Gentiles in the Johannine narratives and discourses and what their presentation can disclose about the role of Gentile Christians within the Johannine community.

The unequal division of scholarly attention to the different ethnic groups mentioned in John’s Gospel would be understandable if one were to depend exclusively on statistics relating to its vocabulary. Whereas the designation ‘the Jew’ (ho Ioudaios) and its plural counterpart ‘the Jews’ (hoi Ioudaioi) occur seventy-one times in total, the term favoured by Synoptic traditions for ‘the Gentiles’ (ta ethnē) is completely absent from John’s Gospel.
 In addition, and again in the contrast to the Synoptic Gospels, John offers no record of Jesus’ movements among the Gentiles during his public ministry. In this respect his mission in Samaria forms a special case (4:1-42), because the Samaritans, while representing a religio-ethnic group separate from the Jews (cf. 4:9, 22), are not depicted as Gentiles as such. Admittedly, Pilate asserts his Gentile self-identity by denying that he is a Jew during his interrogation of Jesus (18:35), but his main role is to function as a representative of Roman imperial power rather than as a potential believer. And even in the case of the royal official whose son is healed by Jesus from a distance (4:46-53), and who serves as a possible Johannine parallel to the Roman centurion encountered in Synoptic accounts (Matt. 8:5-13; Luke 7:1-10), the fact that his ethnic identity is not specified indicates that it is of no particular interest to John.

This leaves one group of characters to be considered, namely those described as ‘Greeks’ (Hellēnoi) and whose appearance close to the end of the account of Jesus’ public ministry is described by John in the briefest of terms (12:20-22). This group emerges from among a crowd of pilgrims who have entered Jerusalem ‘to worship at the festival’ (of Passover). Their request, ‘We wish to see Jesus’, is communicated to Jesus through Philip and then through Andrew. It is this request that undoubtedly prompts Jesus to announce, ‘The hour has come for the Son of Man to be glorified’ (12:23). John’s subtle interlinking of this request and Jesus’ announcement of the arrival of his ‘hour’, anticipated since the early chapters of the Gospel (cf. 2:4; 7:30; 8:20), points to the strategic importance of the appearance of the Greeks within the Gospel’s narrative structure. Not only is this incident placed between the Sanhedrin’s verdict that Jesus should be condemned to death (11:53) and the evangelist’s reflection on unbelief as the dominant response to Jesus’ ministry (12:37-43), but it forms a bridge to Jesus’ withdrawal from public activity (12:36) and to the discourses about his departure and the disciples’ role in the world after that event. Despite (or perhaps because of) the brevity of John’s account regarding the approach of the Greeks, its climactic function within the Gospel narrative calls for an examination of the ways in which it may provide an interpretative key to the perceived role of Gentiles in John’s Gospel and to their status, in relation to believers of Jewish descent, within the Johannine community.

The Ethnic Identity of ‘the Greeks’

To ascertain whether the cameo role played by the Greeks in John 12:20-22 can cast light on the status and function of Gentiles in John’s Gospel, an attempt must be made to determine the ethnic identity of these ‘seekers’ of Jesus. Those scholars who are convinced that the provenance and the first readers/hearers of John’s Gospel should be located firmly and exclusively within a Jewish environment identify the ‘Greeks’ as Greek-speaking Jews from the Diaspora.
 A particularly widespread response to this hypothesis, however, is that John does not here employ the designation associated with Greek-speaking Jews (Hellēnistai; cf. Acts 6:1; 9:29), but rather a term used to identify persons of Gentile, non-Jewish, origin (Hellēnoi),
 albeit not necessarily of Greek descent.
 

This already suggests that ‘the Greeks’ described in John 12:20 are to be viewed as Gentiles rather than Jews. The adjoining comment that they were among those who had come to worship in Jerusalem during the Passover festival consequently not only acts as a necessary link between Jesus’ entry with pilgrims into Jerusalem (12:12-19) and the approach of the Greeks (12:20-22), but also indicates that they were Gentiles strongly attracted to Judaism.
 This is not to deny that there is a lack of specificity in the narrative with regard to their geographical origin, and the concise, even ambiguous, nature of their description as worshippers at the feast (12:20) also points to a certain blurring of boundaries with regard to their religious identity markers. Did their pilgrimage to Jerusalem simply amount to an expression of respect for Judaism, or did it form part of their more formal allegiance to the Jewish faith?
 In all likelihood, the open-endedness of the text on this use mirrors the circumstances of the Johannine community several decades later, in the sense that Gentiles who became Christian believers as a result of their initial attachment to the Jewish synagogue had previously straddled the boundaries between their Gentile self-identity and their attraction to the Jewish community in a variety of ways. 

That John’s aim is to highlight the non-Jewish identity of the Greeks rather than their religious status is supported, moreover, by the one other passage in John’s Gospel where the designation Hellēnes occurs. In a classic Johannine example of double entendre, ‘the Jews’ express their bewilderment at Jesus’ reference to his imminent departure (7:33) by exclaiming, ‘Does he intend to go to the Diaspora of the Greeks and teach the Greeks?’ (7:35). It becomes apparent, especially in light of the evangelist’s chosen vocabulary, that these Jewish inhabitants of Jerusalem speculate as to whether Jesus will enter the Diaspora of the Jews who live among the Greeks (= Gentiles) in order to teach the Greeks.
 The ironic overtones of this exclamation, as is true of so many polyvalent statements in John’s Gospel, are unmistakable. Jesus, through his followers, will indeed proclaim the Gospel to Gentiles in the Diaspora, including the region where the Johannine community itself is located.

‘The Greeks’ as Seekers of Jesus and Crossers of Boundaries

If the ironic exclamation of ‘the Jews’ that Jesus, through the community of believers, will eventually teach among the Greeks (7:35) anticipates the appearance of a group belonging to this ethnic category in Jerusalem (12:20-22), it may seem surprising, at one level, that John does not offer a fuller account of the arrival and request of the Greeks. There is possibly no other passage in John’s Gospel that lends itself more to the exercise of ‘gap-filling’ and, in fact, encourages the curious reader to speculate amidst the silence. In addition to questions about the place of origin of the Greeks and their status as worshippers at the Passover feast, one would like to know: Why do they wish to see Jesus? Having already hovered along one boundary (between their Gentile self-identity and God-fearing attraction to Jewish festival observance), what now prompts them to want to cross yet another (to Jesus)? Why, moreover, do they approach Jesus indirectly through his disciples, first Philip and then Andrew? And, above all, is their request to see Jesus actually granted?

What can be asserted from the outset is that, in a Gospel renowned for its symbolism and play on language, the request of the Greeks to see Jesus implies much more than their desire to get acquainted with him or to see him in a physical sense. Since the early narratives and discourses of John’s Gospel, readers or hearers have become familiar with the use of the verb ‘to see’ within contexts that are associated with the affirmation or acceptance of Jesus’ unique identity as the revealer of God.
 In addition, the terse statement of the Greeks, ‘We wish to see Jesus’, serves as the fulfilment of scriptural prophecy and, as a consequence, strengthens the claim that they function as potential Gentile members of the believing community. John’s indebtedness to the Jewish Scriptures is widely acknowledged, particularly his conviction that they function as decisive witnesses to Jesus, the one in whom they find their ultimate eschatological fulfilment. John 12, the chapter in which the Greeks make their appearance, is steeped in allusions to and quotations from the prophecies of Isaiah (cf. John 12:38-40). The aim, as I have argued elsewhere,
 is to present the Johannine Jesus as the fulfilment of the Isaianic promise of the return of the Lord as victorious king to a restored Zion, a return which marks the climax of ‘the way of the Lord’ prophesied by Isaiah and announced by John the Baptist in the first Gospel narrative (John 1:23; cf. LXX Isa. 40:3-5, 9-11; 52:7-10). Particular resonances with the triumphal procession of the Lord to Zion can be detected in the Johannine presentation of Jesus’ entry as king into Jerusalem (12:12-19), whereas the account that immediately follows of the appearance of the Greeks and Jesus’ response (12:20-36) possesses striking echoes with Deutero-Isaiah’s subsequent announcement of the exaltation of the Servant and of the nations’ response (Isa. 52:13-15), which is understood as the culmination of Lord’s return to Zion. Similarities between the Deutero-Isaianic and Johannine passages are not limited to their common pattern or sequence. The distinctive Johannine motif of ‘seeing’, given concrete expression in the request of the Greeks to see Jesus, possesses an interesting parallel in Isa. 52:15 LXX, which, in a more explicit manner than the Hebrew text, links the message about the Servant, his suffering and future exaltation to the response of many nations: their reaction to him will be one of wonder, because ‘they, who have never been told about the Servant, shall see (opsontai), and they, who have previously not heard, shall understand’.
 The purpose of such scriptural echoes is to depict the Greeks in the Johannine account as the fulfilment of Isaiah’s prediction that the nations shall ‘see’ Jesus himself as the exalted and glorified Servant of the Lord.

The access of ‘the nations’ to Jesus is, according to John, mediated through two of his disciples, Philip and Andrew, who are often paired together (cf. 1:44; 6:7-8). Several factors can account for this ‘two-tiered witness’ motif of person(s) coming to Jesus through another, which is in fact a peculiarly Johannine motif (1:35-51; 4:39-42; 17:20; 21:7). The specific naming of Philip and Andrew may result, for example, from references to their links with Galilee (1:43-44; 12:21), a region not only bordering with Gentile areas and strongly permeated by Greek influence, but one described by the prophet Isaiah as ‘Galilee of the nations’ (9:1; cf. Matt. 4:15). The seeking of Jesus through Philip and Andrew may also, on the part of the Greeks, be due to the fact that they are the two among Jesus’ disciples whose names are only known in a Greek form. But the perceptive reader will also recognize that Jesus’ ministry now draws to an end with the aid, in reverse order, of the witnessing activity of the first named disciples to seek Jesus (Andrew: 1:38-40) and to be found by him (Philip: 1:43). The first disciples to bring another to Jesus (Andrew leads Peter and Philip brings Nathanael) are consequently the ones who, for the last time during Jesus’ public ministry, lead others to him before his withdrawal.

Another issue that needs to be considered is whether the Greeks are actually led to Jesus’ presence and engage in conversation with him before he departs and hides from the crowds (12:36). At this juncture in the narrative the Greeks simply vanish from the stage with no further comment, only to be replaced by the disciples and the unexpected reappearance of ‘the crowd’ as the presumed audience of Jesus’ last public discourse (12:29; cf. 12:9, 12, 18). How should we interpret the lack of reference to the Greeks as the direct addressees of Jesus’ words, as well as their abrupt disappearance from the text? That it amounts to a form of indirect refusal is implied by the content of Jesus’ subsequent discourse. What follows is ‘a theological interpretation of their [earlier] presence’,
 for the arrival of the Greeks becomes the trigger for Jesus to make a solemn proclamation about his approaching hour of death, again echoing Deutero-Isaiah’s language about the glorification of the Servant, ‘The hour has come for the Son of Man to be glorified’ (12:23; cf. Isa. 52:13 LXX). That this hour must take place before Jesus’ gift of salvation can be extended to the Gentiles, or, in the words of the narrative, before the Greeks can ‘see’ Jesus, is made clear by the subsequent metaphorical description, in which the necessity for a grain of wheat to die before it can bear salvific fruit is emphasized (12:24). Thus, from the perspective of the Gospel’s narrative strategy, these late seekers of Jesus cannot yet become boundary-crossers, that is, at least until the post-Easter context when they will encounter him through the testimony of his followers (especially Philip and Andrew?) in ‘the Diaspora among the Greeks’. For now they must remain outsiders. However Jesus, through his death, will bring forth life and it will produce universal fruitfulness, as he then proceeds to explain: ‘And I, when I am lifted up from the earth, will draw all people to myself’ (12:32). As a result of his elevation on the cross, Jesus, through the magnet-like force of his presence as the crucified and glorified Servant, becomes the gathering point for all believers and the centre point of their unity.

The Transformation of Ethnic-Related Categories

One further striking Johannine literary technique to be highlighted at this point is the way in which readers of John’s Gospel are encouraged to persevere in their reading of the Johannine narrative so that they may grasp the meaning of veiled, but interrelated, statements through their cumulative effect, which is then crystallized in a decisive narrative illustration.
 If the brief account concerning the request of Greeks functions as an illustration of this kind, what additional clues have been provided along the route that point to the expansion of the Gospel beyond its pre-Easter geographical and ethnic boundaries? The ironic reference to Jesus teaching the Greeks has already been noted (7:35), but other, more theologically charged, statements also merit consideration, particularly those in which ecclesiological motifs and proleptic references to the effects of Jesus’ death abound.

One such statement occurs towards the end of Jesus’ exposition of the parable of the shepherd: ‘I have other sheep, that are not of this fold. I must bring them also, and they will heed my voice. So there shall be one flock, one shepherd’ (10:16). This declaration builds on the figurative motif of the sheepfold, which was first introduced in verses 1-5 and evokes a well-known pastoral image for God’s relationship with Israel. It is from this sheepfold that Jesus leads out his own sheep (i.e. the believing Jews). Since this fold stands for the Jewish nation, the ‘other sheep’ who do not belong to it must represent those Gentile (and Samaritan) believers who, together with Jewish followers of Jesus, will form one flock, a newly constituted community, under the leadership of one shepherd. Once again, as in the account of the approach of the Greeks, only the most basic of information is provided by the evangelist, with no details given of how Jesus finds these other sheep or how they will hear his voice. The core message is nevertheless clear. Jesus, as the good shepherd who lays down his life for the sheep, will lead those who follow him - from among Jews, Gentiles and Samaritans - into a new and united community of believers.

A closely related expression of this theme occurs in Caiaphas’ response to the fear ironically voiced by the Sanhedrin that ‘everyone will believe in him’ (11:48): ‘You do not understand that it is better for you to have one man die for the people than to have the whole nation destroyed’ (11:50). This politically-motivated piece of advice amounts to an unconscious prophecy on Caiaphas’ part, as is clearly highlighted by the evangelist’s own explanatory comment that Jesus’ death will be ‘...not for the nation only, but to gather into one the dispersed children of God’ (11:52). In a manner analogous to John 10:16, the evangelist is deliberately opening up, even transforming, the inherently Jewish perspective of the high priest’s words. The Greek terms to be rendered as ‘people’ (laos) and ‘nation’ (ethnos) are employed by Caiaphas (on the first interpretative level) to denote the chosen people of God, the Jewish nation. But the restrictive connotation of ethnos is qualified by the subsequent remark that Jesus’ death was not ‘only’ for this nation, and Caiaphas’ description of the Jewish nation as ‘the people’ (laos) is then explicated by the evangelist as a designation for ‘the dispersed children of God’ who will be gathered into one through Jesus’ death.
 The transformative force of this statement about Jesus’ death ‘for the people’ is confirmed by the retrospective paraphrase of the high priest’s words in the early sections of the Passion narrative (18:14), where the reference to ‘the people’ - but not ‘the nation’ - is repeated from 11:50.

Once again, as in Jesus’ commentary on the parable of the shepherd (10:16), the new salvific community unwittingly prophesied by Caiaphas is envisaged as overcoming ethnic boundaries. It is not a case of (Gentile) nations being incorporated into the (Jewish) people of God, but rather the formation of a single new people, irrespective of their ethnic origin. The subsequent reference to the gathering of the dispersed children of God cannot, moreover, be confined to Diaspora Jews (as some scholars have sought to do), since it has already been emphasized at the beginning of the Gospel that the power to become ‘children of God’ has been given to ‘as many as received him’, to ‘those who believed in his name’ (1:12).
 From a Johannine perspective, ‘the children of God’ who make up the new ‘people of God’ cannot be identified by physical descent, but by birth ‘from above’ through the Spirit (cf. 3:3-8; 8:31-37). Traditional Jewish categories are therefore appropriated by John, but transferred to the Christian community, in an attempt to articulate his ecclesiological vision: contrary to the hope expressed in a myriad of prophetic traditions, it is neither the tribes of Israel alone (cf. Isa. 43:5-7; Jer. 23:1-4; Ezek. 37:21-22) nor the nations alone (cf. Isa. 56:6-8; 60:6-7), but all believers, irrespective of their ethnos who will be gathered into one.
 This ingathering is none other than the ‘drawing of all people’ to Jesus (12:32) to form a new eschatological people, a new flock. But, as the short narrative about the Greeks and Jesus’ response succinctly illustrate, this ingathering is only made possible because his death possesses salvific power on a universal scale.

A New Inclusive Community: The Johannine Vision
If the kind of inclusiveness which holds together the corporate images of flock and people in John’s Gospel is one that refuses to recognize privilege based on ethnic descent, the narrative about the Greeks and its subsequent discourse clearly seek to root this vision of inclusiveness in the proclamation and promises made by Jesus during his earthly life. It is a vision inevitably shared by Jesus and the evangelist as narrator within the text, but also, unbeknown to themselves, by ‘the Jews’ (7:35), by Caiaphas (11:50) and by those Pharisees who, in the form of a prelude to the approach of the Greeks, exclaim, ‘Look, the world has gone after him!’ (12:19).

It has already been suggested earlier in this study that the Johannine vision of a heterogeneous and multiethnic community of believers does not function merely as an abstract concept or textual construct, but in all probability reflects the reality of the situation in which members of the Johannine community found themselves. The explicit incorporation of ‘the Samaritans’ and ‘the Greeks’ as followers or seekers of Jesus in the Gospel narrative suggests that these groups were important either to the memory or to the present membership of the community. In this respect a number of significant clues can be identified which indicate that John’s Gospel, at least by the time of its final form, is addressing an ethnically diverse group of believers. In other words, it reflects a situation whereby the Johannine community has, to a certain extent, moved beyond the boundaries of Judaism into the broader world of other nations, including Samaritans and Gentiles. 

The core of the community, including the evangelist himself, were ethnically Jewish Christians, as is suggested by the direct and allusive christological appeal to the Hebrew Scriptures and the evidence of one-time participation in synagogue worship (9:22; 12:42; 16:2). Narrative clues regarding the presence of Gentile Christians in the community include the translation of Aramaic and some Hebrew concepts and place names into Greek (1:38, 41, 42; 4:25; 9:7; 19:14; 20:16). This is a phenomenon not to be defined as one developed solely for the benefit of Greek-speaking Jews in the Diaspora, since other, much more general, explanatory notes about Jewish terms and customs (2:6; 6:4; 18:28; 19:40) point to the provision of information for the benefit of those with no previous knowledge of Judaism. Indeed, even the scripturally soaked christology of John’s Gospel would not have been totally inaccessible to Gentile Christians; the quotations and allusions to Scripture are drawn primarily from the Septuagint and, in certain cases, are even modified to accommodate non-Jewish readers.
 All this suggest that, while the Johannine community no longer defined itself within the ethnic boundaries of Judaism, it understood its identity both in continuity with, and in discontinuity from, the Jewish people (as ethnos) and its traditions.

The nature of the available evidence may not enable us to determine the actual ethnic balance of the community members nor to offer a precise reconstruction of the chronological sequence of their entry into the community. The actual evidence does nevertheless imply that John is more interested in reflecting the ethnic profile of the community than in promoting a strategic mission among the Gentiles that replaces a mission among the Jews.
 It may be significant in this respect that the Greeks approach Jesus of their own volition, having already hovered on the boundaries of Jewish festival observance.

The multiethnic composition of the Johannine community thus contributed significantly to the Gospel’s inclusion of a universalistic message of salvation that extended beyond the boundaries of Jewish (-Palestinian) particularism. A striking parallel is established within the text between territorial boundaries and its symbolic language, for the expansion of the message of salvation that moves geographically and ethnically from a Jewish to a Samaritan to a Gentile context mirrors and coincides with the dominant image of Jesus as the expanding light who stands over and against the ever-shrinking darkness. The universal tenor of the message of course flows from the universal significance attached to Jesus himself; because he is the light of the world (8:12; 9:5) he is not limited to any one nation, territory or time-period, as is explicitly asserted by the configuration of passages considered above (7:35; 10:16; 11:52; 12:20-22). And because the emphasis is upon Jesus as the unifying centre (or the holy space), Jews, Samaritans and Gentiles are incorporated into a unified identity; they are brought into a relationship with each other through their common relationship to Jesus. What this new paradigm signifies is that believers are no longer defined, or define themselves, by their ethnic background, but by their faith in Jesus (cf. 3:15-16; 6:37, 40), and it is what one recent writer has termed a form of membership based on ‘consent rather than descent’.

Interpreters must of course enquire whether the universalizing strategy arising from the John Gospel’s christocentric perspective and its vision of an inclusive community has the potential to play down the notion of difference. In other words, are there potential dangers for the multiethnic community to become transethnic in its outlook and perspective, as well as for the concerns of one ethnic group within the community to become (or continue to be) the dominant voice? Such questions are primarily being addressed by Pauline interpreters, although the issue as to whether John’s Gospel embraces the kind of universalism that stands above and distances itself from racial, ethnic and cultural particularism has not gone unnoticed in Johannine studies. Already in 1994 Tod D.Swanson drew attention to the ways in which the presentation of Jesus in John’s Gospel as replacing Jewish (and Samaritan) symbols, festivals, identity markers and sacred spaces could lead to the loss of meaning for the notion of diverse ethnic origins.
 With reference to Jesus’ declaration to the Samaritan woman, ‘The hour is coming when you will worship the Father neither on this mountain nor in Jerusalem’ (4:21), Swanson states: ‘This comment is provocative because it posits the place-bound character of ethnic identity as something to be overcome in the newly opened placeless place of Johannine worship’.

The situation is rather different regarding Jesus’ interaction with the Greeks in John’s Gospel, due largely to the scarcity and brevity of the explicit references made to them in the text. Difficulties may arise precisely because of this state of affairs, raising different, and yet related, questions about John’s rhetorical construction of a new, inclusive, community. Undoubtedly, the presence of the Greeks in the narrative is in itself a sign of the Gospel’s accommodation of difference and, from a socio-historical perspective, their brief appearance as latecomers in the narrative of Jesus’ public ministry may reflect the actual circumstances and shifts in the ethnic composition of the community. Furthermore, it is possible that receiving ‘the Greeks’ into that community was not a matter of contention, for there are certainly no traces of disputes over the need for Gentile Christians to be circumcised or to observe other Jewish practices. But John’s Gospel clearly has more difficulties in detaching itself from the issue of Jewishness, for a concerted effort is made throughout to engage with questions relating to the self-identity and concerns of believers of Jewish ethnic origin. But a reading of John 12:20-22 reveals that the character and motives of the Greeks are largely unexplored within the text; their specific origin and religious status remains undetermined, they are virtually voiceless, and they vanish from the scene as abruptly as they appeared. Despite the positive soundings about their entry into the newly constituted community, they remain very much the minority voice in the text and, as in the case of the ‘other sheep not of this fold’ (10:16), nothing more is said about their self-identity other than that they are not Jews.

What therefore emerges from these scant references to ‘the Greeks’ is a rather monolithic image of a group which, from a narrative-critical perspective, can be defined as ‘flat’ rather than ‘round’ characters.
 The narrative strategy which indicates that these Greeks cannot see Jesus until after his glorification also points to their role as symbolic or representative types, particularly as the presence of Gentiles in first-century Palestine (as pilgrims or otherwise) would mean that there were no geographical or temporal boundaries to prevent them necessarily from encountering Jesus during his earthly ministry. Their representative function is also suggested by the theologically charged and polyvalent significance attached to the verb ‘to see’ in connection with their quest. A consequence of this monochrome, one-dimensional depiction of the Greeks, particularly in John 12, can be outlined as follows: in their role as positive seekers of Jesus and crossers of boundaries, ‘the Greeks’ are depicted as representative of those believers who are open to seeing Jesus, over against ‘the Jews’ who are not. The dynamic between the boundaries of seeing and not seeing becomes particularly apparent in John 12 in its juxtaposition of the Greeks (12:20-22) and Jesus’ Jewish audience (12:19, 34-37, 42-43). As already noted, this passage displays an interest in Jesus, the exalted and glorified Servant, as the object of seeing, as the content of the revelation that will be seen by many nations (Isa. 52:15 LXX), as illustrated by the request of the Greeks to see Jesus. But in stark contrast to this there stands the reality of Jewish unbelief, which, as predicted by Isaiah and highlighted by John, manifests itself in their inability, despite the signs, to see (Isa. 53:1, quoted in John 12:38), because their eyes have been blinded (Isa. 6:9-10, quoted in John 12:40). The glory and salvation achieved by Jesus through his humiliation and death is perceptible only to those who have faith, and this is the glory that was seen by Isaiah, the paradigm of a true witness to Jesus (12:41).

This is the author’s chosen concluding reflection on Jesus’ public ministry (12:38-41) and it demonstrates that a particular form of universalism is advanced in John’s Gospel, one which proclaims a message of salvation for those who become insiders, but not for those who remain outsiders. This finds expression throughout the Gospel in a ‘rhetoric of binary opposition’,
 one which constructs humankind as belonging to two opposing and mutually exclusive groups. To this rhetoric belongs the polarization of ‘the Greeks’ as representatives of a positive response to Jesus (potential believers) and ‘the Jews’ as representatives of unbelief. Membership of the new community thus not only involves inclusion, but exclusion and further distancing, which, in the case of Johannine rhetoric, amounts to existence outside the boundaries as ‘the other’ belonging to the world below (8:23) which is devoid of light and life (1:5; 3:18-21; 12:35-36).

The dilemma posed by this language of otherness and exclusion in John’s Gospel has been addressed, successfully to a certain degree, by Christian interpreters in a post-Holocaust context. This task has been undertaken through attempts to translate the term ‘the Jews’, where possible, in something other than ethnic terms (‘the Judaeans’ or ‘the Jewish authorities’) or to account for the vitriolic references to ‘the Jews’ in socio-historical terms, as resulting from an intra-Jewish quarrel and painful process of separation between the synagogue community and Christian believers, in the sense that the difficult issues are to be located precisely at the boundary between ‘us’ and those who are ‘like us’. The dimension added to this discussion by the juxtaposition of ‘the Greeks’ and ‘the Jews’ as symbolic or representative types is that it does not convey the reality of complex or multi-dimensional relations; the Gospel narrative is unequivocal that there were some from among the Jewish ethnos who did become positive and successful seekers of Jesus, while there were some Gentiles who probably did not. But the fact that traditional ethnic terminology continues to be used within John’s Gospel to distinguish between insiders and outsiders means that careful consideration is required of the layered ambiguities of symbolic language, including its inclusive and exclusive aspects. By asserting the equal value of different ethnic and national identities within the community of believers and, at the same time, refusing to allow ethnic tagging to be manipulated in order to keep ‘the other’ in place as the object of suspicion and hatred, the Johannine vision of a truly multiethnic community can come closer to fruition.
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