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The meaning of Jesus’ crucifixion is a question that occupies a central
place in Christian theology, and Raymond Brown made invaluable contribu-
tions to the discussion of this question through his magisterial commentary on
John’s gospel and his two-volume study of the Passion narratives.! Brown rec-
ognized that as a source for theological reflection the Fourth Gospel has few
peers. His revised introduction to the gospel observes that if the Christian tra-
dition regularly identified Paul as the Apostle, it hailed John as the Theolo-
gian, a title that befits a gospel writer of such depth.? Nevertheless, interpreters
find that inducing John the Theologian to give a clear answer to a theological
question can be a formidable task. We may ask whatever questions we like,
but the reply always comes back in the same form: John tells the story of
Jesus. The gospel carries no separable theology of Jesus® death; John’s under-
standing of it must be discerned in and through his telling of the story.®

Traditionally Christians have woven John’s story of the crucifixion to-
gether with those of the other gospels to create a single multicolored tapestry.
By way of contrast, critical scholarship has more commonly moved in the
other direction, seeking to disentangle the four stories so that each can be seen
in its own right. Rather than looking for the similarities between the gospels,
studies have usvally stressed the differences, and John’s account does not al-
ways fare so well in the process. The reason is that where the Synoptics teil of
Jesus’ suffering, John tells of Jesus’ triumph. In the Synoptic gospels Jesus
warns that the Son of Man must undergo great sufferings and be rejected and
killed (Mark 8:31; 9:31; 10:33-34 par.). In John, Jesus says that the Son of
Man must be “lifted up,” an expression that suggests exaltation to glory (John
3:14; 8:28; 12:32), and he speaks of “going away” to the Father, which might
imply that his death simply marks the transition between his life in the world
below and his resumption of majesty with God above (13:1; 14:2; 16:5, 7).
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142  The Death of Jesus and the Human Condition

According to John the soldiers approach Jesus in the garden, but they can at-
rest him only after falling to the ground when he utters the words, “L Am.” On
the way to Golgotha, Simon of Cyrene does not bear esus’ cross; Jesus car-
ries it himself. The scenes of mockery at Golgotha are gone, replaced by a
gentle episode in which Jesus entrusts his mother to the Beloved Disciple.
There is no pall of darkness, there is no cry of abandonment, but in triumph
Jesus declares “It is accomplished,” and hands over his spirit. The story seems
to be a seamless outworking of the divine will.

Interpreters respond in different ways to John’s account of Jesus’ death.
John Ashton provocatively remarks that the painful and shameful elements are
so thoroughly suppressed that in the case of the Fourth Gospel the term “pas-
sion”—which means suffering—is really a misnomer, since Jesus controls
and orchestrates the whole performance.* From this perspective what is dis-
turbing is not the crucifixion, with its horror and shame, but John'’s treatment
of the crucifixion, a treatment that replaces suffering with glory and humilia-
tion with triutnph. Others, however, find in John’s gospel a deeper sense of
paradoxical truth, the truth that divine glory is manifested in human flesh and

| that life with God is given through a crucified Messiah. They observe that if
' Jesus being “lifted up” connotes exaltation or glory, it is an exaltation that
must be understood in terms of the crucifixion, since Jesus will be lifted up on
the cross as Moses lifted up the serpent on the pole (3:14), and the evangelist
makes clear that in speaking about being lifted up, Jesus points to the kind of
death by which he will die (12:32).5 These also point out—rightly in my judg-
ment—4hat the crucifixion plays a defining role in the gospel, from the mo-
ment Jesus is introduced as the sacrificial Lamb of God in chapter 1 to the
climactic scenes in which the risen Jesus shows his wounds to Thomas in
chapter 20. Accordingly, the meaning of Jesus’ death must be understoed in
light of the gospel as a whole
As we consider John’s theology we do well to distinguish between what
the gospel presupposes and what the gospel argues. The gospel presupposes
that Jesus was a man who died by crucifixion. Throughout the gospel every-
one in the story, both friend and foe, assumes that Jesus is a human being. His
opponents may question his sanity, but they never doubt his humanity. For tie

Jewish leaders the issue is not whether Jesus is a human being, but whether hi:

is 2 human being claiming equality with God. When Jesus declares, I and {he
Father are one,” they charge that “you, th
God” (10:33). His humanity is a given; his higher claims are the problem.”

In the same way, the gospel assumes that the man Jesus died by cracifizioi.
The reality of his death 1s not in question. John’s Passion account may help
readers see the divine victory in the events surrounding Jesus’ death, but the

victory remains hidden from the people in the narrative. Readers may se 1he
unfolding of God’s purposes, but the participants in the story sce only the exe=

cution of a man from Nazareth. The Fourth Gospel says that the soldiers ar=

ough a man, are making yourself
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John’s account of Jesus washing the disciples’ feet reinforces the pmr{t.
The passage begins by saying that Jesus, “having loved his own th) were in
the world, loved them to the end” (13:1). By introducing the scene with an ex-
plicit statement about Jesus” love, the gospel enables readers to see the foot-
washing as a tangible expression of that love—and most carly readers would
have needed help seeing the footwashing in this way. If J esus’ stateme.:nt about
laying down one’s life for one’s friends sounds the lofty tones of virtue -and
heroism, his act of washing feet smacks of scandal and self-abnegation.
People normally washed their own feet or had them washed by a slave. There-
fore when Jesus the master washes the feet of the disciples he does the work (_)f
a slave, and Peter emphatically objects to his behavior, s?,ying “Lord, you will
never wash my feet” (13:8). There were, of course, rare instances :when a free
person would assume the role of a slave and wash apother person s'feet as an
expression of complete devotion, but these were extremes—which is why the
action suits Jesus’ purposes so well.1? He washes fe.et to show extreme love, to
convey scandalous devotion, and to foreshadow his consummate act of self-

iving on the cross. .
gw'll?l%eolove expressed through the footwashing antici_pates the 1ove. given
through the crucifixion.! The gospel links the footwas_hmg to the cmc?ﬁxmn
by framing the episode with references to the impending be_:trayai {13:2, 18(-1
30), and by saying that Jesus “laid down” his garments, echpmg wha?: was sai
earlier aboui laying down his life (10:17-18; 13:4). The 11.1tro'duct10n t_o th_e
footwashing said that Jesus loved his own “to the end,” which in Greek‘1s eis
telos (13:1), and this expression anticipates his final word from thf:t Cross: tete-
lestai, “it is accomplished,” “the telos has been reached.” Connecting the fgot—
washing to the crucifixion enables readers to see th.at thg love J esus shows n}lJ a
preliminary way by washing feet is the love he gives in a definitive way by

i his life. ]
13Y;§1rii?1\:’i2g the crucifixion as love in human terms i.s theologically impot-
tant for at least two reasons: First, it shows that if love is to be given to human
beings it must be given in forms that can be grasped by h}lman beings. Jesus
comes from above, but he cannot reveal the things of God in heavenly speech.
Human beings belong to the earth, and in his teaching Jesus refers to the
things of the earth—such as bread, light, and water—to convey what comes
from above. In the same way, Jesus washes feet like a slave and _speaks of lay-
ing down one’s life for a friend, drawing on patterns of earthly 11f<? to commu-
nicate with earthly people so that they might grasp the love he gives through
his service in life and finally through his death. o
Second, love is conveyed in human terms so that it can be hvec.i in hum.zm
terms. Jesus’ death is both the source and the norm for (.3h1:15t1a1’1 diSClp]EShlP,

according to John. After showing love by washing his disciples’ feet Jesus di-

rects them to wash one another’s feet, saying, “as I have loved you, you also
should love one another” (13:14-15, 34). Again, when explaining that the
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highest form of love is to lay down one’s life for others, he relates this to the
new commandment, that the disciples are to love one another as Jesus loved
them (15:12-13). Since Jesus’ love is the source and norm for Christian disci-
pleship, he gives his love in tangible worldly forms so that his disciples might
give their love in tangible worldly forms. Jesus’ love is conveyed in human
terms so that it may be lived in human terms.™

Sacrifice for Sin

Readers find themselves in a different theological context when they con-
sider the death of Jesus through the words of John the Baptist: “Behold the
Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world” (1:29). Here we move
from the realm of love and service to the sphere of sin and sacrifice. Rather
than relating the crucifixion to the circle of Jesus’ friends, the passage relates
it to the world and its sin. This perspective on the death of Christ presupposes
a more radical sense of human alienation from God. Although some inter-
preters have argued that John’s Lamb of God imagery is an isolated vestige of
early Christian tradition that has little importance for Johannine theology, the
final form of the gospel gives the imagery a prominent place.'s Jesus is called
the Lamb of God at the moment he first enters public view in chapter 1, and no
one follows Jesus until John the Baptist says again, “Behold the Lamb of
God,” prompting two of John’s own disciples to follow Jesus (1:29, 36). To
discern the theological implications we must consider each part of John’s
statement in turn.

First is the expression “the Lamb of God.” Introducing Jesus as the Lamb
at the beginning of the gospel anticipates his death at Passover at the end of
the gospel. According to John’s distinctive chronology Jesus ate his last meal
with the disciples on the night before Passover, rather than on Passover
evening as in the other gospels (13:1). On the morning before Jesus’ execution
the Jewish authorities avoided entering the praetorium in order to keep them-
selves pure for the Passover meal that evening (18:28). Jesus was taken out to

be crucified on the day of preparation for the Passover at about noon, when the
sacrifice of the Passover lambs began in the Temple (19:14). The slaughter of
the lambs was to be completed before sundown, and John relates that the sol-
diers saw that Jesus was dead before evening fell (19:31). The soldiers broke
the legs of the two men who hung beside Jesus, but they did not break Jesus’
legs since he was already dead. The gospel relates this to the Scripture passage
that says, “His bones shall not be broken” (19:36), citing the Torah’s stipula-
tion that the bones of a Passover lamb are not to be broken.

The link between the crucifixion and the Passover sacrifice seems clear, but
its meaning is not simple. A Passover lamb was not generally regarded as a
sacrifice for sin, but was more closely associated with deliverance from death.
According to Exodus 12 the people of Israel observed the first Passover in

s
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Egypt by putting lamb’s blood on their doorposts and lintels, not to atone for
sin, but to prevent the destroyer from entering their homes and slaying their
firstborn. The annnal Passover sacrifice of the lambs commemorated this de-
liverance. To account for the connection between the Lamb of God and sin,
some interpreters plausibly suggest that the gospel combines Passover im-
agery with that of the suffering servani of Isaiah 53, who is compared to a
lamb that is led to the slaughter and who is said to bear the sins of many."”” By
drawing on these and other packgrounds the Fourth Gospel develops a new
type of imagery in which Jesus the Passover Lamb of God delivers people
from death precisely by delivering them from sin.

This brings us to the second element in John the Baptist's testimony: “the
sin of the world.” Sin, in the Fourth Gospel, is fundamentally a theological no-
tion; it is a problem in one’s relationship with God that by extension affecis
one’s relationships with other people. Sin is the aliepation from God that is ex-
pressed in a refusal to believe in Jesus, the one whom God has sent. The par-
ticular sins that people commit mapifest this underlying antipathy toward Ged
and Jesus, so that sin encompasses both unbelief and the actions that proceed
from it (15:18-25). The sin of the world is fundamentally the world’s alien-
ation from God and the one whom God sent.

The third element of John the Baptist’s testimony is that the Lamb of Ged
“takes away” sin. The Fourth Gospel regularly uses this verb (airein in Greek}
to mean taking away Or 1emoving something.'® If sin is the unbelief that seps-
rates people from God, then the Lamb of God removes sin by removing unbz-
lief. In Johannine theology sin is taken away when faith is evoked. Sin is the
opposite of faith, and both are relational notions. If sin is a deadly alienation

from God, then faith is a lifegiving relationship with God, and the death of
Christ takes sin away when it moves people from sin into faith. If sin is the ba-
tred that separates people from God, then faith awakens the love that binds
people to God, and the death of Christ calls forth human love for God by cen-
veying God's love to humankind.

The dynamics of divine sacrificial love are refiected in John 3, which anfic-
ipates that as Moses lifted up the serpent on the pole, so must the Son of Man
be lifted up on the cross, so that whoever believes in him may have eternal fife
(3:14-15). The passage goes on to say that it was because God so lovad the
world that he gave his only Son—and in light of the previous verses Goid's
giving of the Son includes giving him up to die (3:16). It was because God so
loved the world that he gave his only Son up to death, so that whoever believes
in him might not perish but have eternal life. If on one level the crucifizion

conveys Jesus’ love for those who followed him, on another level it conveys

God’s love for the world that hated him. John’s ominous sense of the world's
sin is what gives this text its edge. The “world” in J ohn’s gospel is not characs
terized by radiant sunsets and gentle breezes, by the colors of spring flowers
or the golden hues of fall—it requires no sacrifice to love a world like that. But
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310.2 (1)?;: %osPel Gﬁd loves the world that hates him; he gives his Son for the
at rejects him; he offers his love to a w im i
f)rder to overcome its hostility and bring the worlc;] ll;lfilcl‘:sitnrsgl ff;‘;tif(r;?hjhlm':;
its Maker. The proper theological term for this is “atonement,” for if Etzvl
ment means reconciling parties that have been separated then, the sacriﬁ;ei
_1]?1;6 of .God, conveyed .through the death of Jesus, brings a,bout atonement inaa
- ﬂal..rgune sense when it overcomes the hostility of unbelief by bringing about
ars'["::ll; v;a;zu(;fl :I:geistt?n;lhng John’s lmguage differs from the views of schol-
i lat if the gospel uses sacrificial language it must construe
H] e?ath as a vicarious or substitutionary sacrifice.?’ The notion of vicari
otis sa_cnﬁc'e re\f:olves around the two poles of justice and mercy or law Z::d
f;:i;gg: 1]::;6; l:lsn tl;atdw;fn somec;ne transgresses a law, justice requires that
per: shed. In cases of severe wrongdoing, justice might requi
that a person surrender his or her own life. As a owever 3
lLE'an SETESSOT might be allowed to offer somcthingni;l C;x?:flan:legf)ft)? ﬁge:reﬁei
T:fe.]a :/1canous sac.nﬁce. When this paradigm is transferred to the realm of
JE{J ogy, human beings are regarded as sinners who are justly condemned b
Qnd. Becar?lse God is just, he expects the penalty for sin to be paid, but b d
;:atu se God is 'me}'ciful he allows the penalty for sin to be paid by his ;wn S:r;
1%".31. who dies in tht? ]:Jlac'e of sinners. The result is that Jesus® self-sacrifice
onoss the need for divine justice while making room for divine merc
The Fourth Gospel, however, operates with a different theologicalyfram
work, The gospel does not relate Jesus’ death to the need for divine justice be-
o the need for human faith. When the gospel speaks of the wrathJ of Godl%:
says that the wrath of God threatens those who do not believe (3:31). Wh :
Jgau.as tells his opponents that they will die in their sins he adds th;tt tl{e eﬁ
die 1n their sins unless they believe (8:24). When the Advocate, the g Wlt
comes 1o com.fict the world of sin after Jesus’ return to the Father. ’readerlsj.l;’
!:csld that the sin that brings judgment is the world’s unbelief ( 16:8:9). Accord?
:Ill.gt[ﬂ ihe Gospel of J ohn, people fall under divine judgment because of unbe-
.131 .'1!:1(1 they are delivered from divine judgment by being brought to faith
q3:l?11. When the love of God, revealed through the death of Jesus, overcom
gt;dx? cff }mb'clief by e'voking faith it delivers people from the j;Jdgment gi
Eot ]-::mr:]l;!i::i] :;nif_m into true relationship with God. This is atonement in
! Pmpﬂm’m?s of a substitutionary view sometimes respond that John’s gospel
might exhibit a vicarious notion of sacrifice in the sayings about theg y d
Ishephe‘m laying down his life “for” (hyper) the sheep (10:11, 15) and if (()30
I‘ﬂ]:ihﬂ.ﬁ & repnark that one man should die “for” the people (1 1:,50).21 Neverth::
tﬁﬁh[heic f;s no s.ulgges.tlon that the good shepherd lays down his life to deliver
flock from d1‘vme judgment. Instead, the shepherd shows his devotion b
taying down his life for the flock in contrast to the hired hand who cares nothing
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for the sheep (10:13-14). Later, Caiaphas’s comment initially has to do with
Jesus dying in order to save the people from the consequences of a popular up-
rising, rather than from divine judgment. The evangelist .mtc.arpret.s the mean-
ing of Caiaphas’s comment in terms of Jesus’ death unifying his followers
{11:51-52). Laying down one’s life for (hyper) otlllers. expresses love, but
John'’s gospel does not develop the idea in terms of vicarious atonement.

The theme of cleansing is another way the gospel relates the death of Jesus
to the removal of sin.”> When Jesus washes the disciples’ feet he says, “If I do
not wash you, you have no part with me” (13:8). We have already noted that
Jesus washes the disciples’ feet to show his love for them, and that the love he
shows by washing anticipates the love he gives by dying. Therefore when Jesus
says he must wash people he indicates that he must cl.eanlse them by the 1ove‘he
conveys through his death. The counterpart to washing is uncleanness, which
in John’s gospel is associated with opposition to Jesus and the God who sent
him. The account of the footwashing specifically identifies Judas as unclean
because of the hostility he shows by betraying Jesus (13:11). For people to be
made clean, their opposition to Jesus must be removed. They are Washed v&ihen
the love Jesus extends by his death purges away the aliena-tion of sin anq bnngs
people into the relationship with Jesus that is faith. To be in such a relationship
is to be clean and to have a part with Jesus (13:8; cf. mer’ emou, 17:24). ‘

Presenting Jesus’ death as the means of remoxting _sin adds th-eologlcal
depth to the Fourth Gospel in at least two ways. First, it takes serloufly the
depth of the world’s estrangement from God. When we looked at‘ Jgsus deat.h
as love in human terms we noted that he spoke of laying down his life for his
friends (15:13). Now we see that he lays down his life for a w_orld (fharacter-
ized by sin. Sacrificing one’s life for a friend expresses a rglatlonsmp of love
that already exists; sacrificing one’s life for a sinful world is done tf) create a
relationship of love where one does not exist. Jesus’ death may provide an ex-

ample of love for people to follow, but a sinful world needs more tl:lal’l an ex-
ample or it will not follow. The Lamb is sacrificed to create a relationship of
faith in the face of the alienation created by sin.

Second, the sacrificial dimension accents the singular quality of what God
does through the death of Jesus. Many lambs were slaughtqred at Passover,
but Jesus is the Lamb of God in the singular. Many human beings have shOWI}
their love by laying down their lives for others, but in Joh_n’s gospel Jesus
death is a unique and definitive action. The Lamb of God is the Lamb from
God, the Lamb that God provides. It is out of God’s love for the world that he
gave his one and only Son to be crucified in order to bring an estranged world
back into relationship with its Creator.
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We enter yet another theological world when we hear Jesus say, “Now is
the judgment of this world, now will the ruler of this world be cast out; and I,
when I am lifted up from the earth, will draw ail people to myself”; the narra-
tor explains that Jesus said this to show by what death he was to die (12:31-
33). Rather than speaking of love and friendship or sin and sacrifice, this
passage interprets the crucifixion in terms of conflict and victory in a world
dominated by a hostile power.> Here the basic problem is not so much human
sin as it is the oppressive power of evil. People are not only sinful and in need
of atonement, they are oppressed by evil and in need of liberation. Jesus’ op-
ponent, according to this passage, is the ruler of this world, whom the gospel
also calls Satan, the devil, and the evil one (13:2, 27; 17:15). John never fully
personifies Satan, but by telling of Jesus’ clashes with opponents he alerts
readers that evil works through human actions such as hatred and deceit (7:7;
8:44). Therefore, as the battle with evil reaches its climax in the Passion, Jesus
must meet hatred with divine love and deceit with divine truth.

Judas is the devil’s ally in the Passion story. Judas is initially linked to evil in
John 6, but the plot thickens in John 13, where readers learn that the devil himself
has determined that Judas will betray Jesus (13:2-3). Jesus’ strategy in the con-
flict with evil is to show unwaveting love (13:1). He assumes his batfle dress by
laying down his garments, girding himself with a towel, and taking up a basin to
wash feet. The text makes clear that Jesus does not act out of weakness, but out of
the strength of one who has come from God, who is going to God, and who has
been given authority by God to manifest his power in an act of devoted love
(13:1, 3). God has put all things in Jesus’ hands, and Jesus uses his hands to wash
the disciples’ feet, apparently including the feet of Judas. Therefore if Judas Te-
mains unclean, as the text says he does, it is not because Jesus excludes him from
his cleansing love, but because Judas is resistant to what Jesus offers (13:11).%¢

The gospel indicates that Jesus possesses superior battlefield intelligence
and knows that Judas will hand Jesus over to his enemies, Yet when asked.to
identify the betrayer, Jesus dips bread into the supper dish and gives it to
Judas—a gesture commonly understood to show favor.25 This gracious act on
Jesus’ part provokes intense demonic resistance in Judas, for when he receives
the bread, Satan enters him (13:27). The action and response disclose the na-
ture of the conflict, for what evil resists is the graciousness that Jesus extends.
The gospel says that Jesus chooses Judas, washes Judas, and gives Judas food
(6:70-71; 13:1-11, 26), so that Satan’s entry into Judas marks opposition to the
graciousness Jesus shows. This opposition does not mean that evil is the supe-
rior force, however, for Judas does not depart from the table until Jesus gives
him leave, saying, “What you are going to do, do quickly” (13:27), Judas
leaves the table only at Jesus’ bidding, and in scenes to come Jesus will turn the
destructive designs of evil toward the accomplishment of God’s saving ends.
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Jesus tells the disciples who remain with him, “I will no Jonger talk much
with you, for the ruler of this world is coming. He has no power over me, but
I do as the Father has commanded me so that the world may know that I love
the Father. Rise, let us be on our way” (14:30-31). When Jesus finally leaves
the supper and arrives in the garden he is met by Judas and a group of soldiers
and police, who serve as agents of the ruler of this world.?® Jesus seizes the
initiative by asking whom they are seeking. When they reply “Jesus of
Nazareth,” he says “I Am,” using words that recall the name of God, and Judas
and the soldiers draw back and fall to the ground. The episode bears out that
the ruler of this world has no power over Jesus (18:5-6).

Many a scriptwriter would end the scene here, with Judas and the soldiers
lying helplessly on the ground and Jesus standing coolly erect after his effort-
less victory, but John does not do so. At the end of the episode the soldiers ar-
rest Jesus, bind him, and take him away. So why subdue the opposition only to
be taken captive? Jesus subdues the opposition long enough to secure the re-
lease of his disciples: “If you are looking for me, let these men go” (18:8).
John tells the story to show the extent to which Jesus cares for his own. Divine
power is used for human deliverance. Jesus subdues the opposition so that
others might be set free, but he himself is bound and taken away by his captors
because the battle is not yet over and he must infiltrate more deeply. into his
opponents’ territory where judgment will take place.

John’s gospel understands that people are judged by their positive or nega-
tive responses to Jesus.”’ A saying earlier in the gospel sets the tone: “Those
who believe are not condemned; but those who do not believe are condemned
already” (3:18). Therefore during the hearings before Pilate and the J ewish au-
thorities the world is judged as it passes judgment on Jesus. Jesus engages in
this conflict by rejecting the weaponry of the world and meeting his opponents
armed only with truth (18:36-37). In some of the gospel’s most ironic scenes,
Jesus’ accusers make charges that bring Jesus closer to death while bringing the
accusers themselves under judgment. The I ewish leaders charge that Jesus
opposes Roman rule, yet they are the ones who demand the release of Barabbas
the insurrectionist, and they insist that Jesus opposes God by elevating himself
to divine status, yet they finally give their highest loyalty to the emperor, one of
the men who was regularly elevated to divine status.? Pilate the gentile fares no
better. He claims to have the power to do whatever he wants with Jesus, and he
declares three times that Jesus is innocent, which is true. But if Pilate knows

the truth, he proves powerless to do the truth, for in the end he hands over an in-
nocent man to be crucified. In one sense this episode is a defeat, for the claims
made against Jesus lead to his death, but in another sense it is a victory for truth
since the world’s pretensions to power and right are exposed to the readers. In
passing judgment on Jesus the world reveals the truth about itself.

“Now is the judgment of this world; now will the ruler of this world be cast
out” (12:32). John’s gospel describes no mythic fail of Satan, but it intimates

Craig R. Koester 151

that the ruler of this world is cast out as the crucified Jesus is lifted up as the
?vorld’s trie sovereign.®® Jesus is given his royal robe and crown of thorns dur-
ing the scourging that prepares him for death; Pilate acclaims him a king be-
fore handing him over to his executioners; and Jesus is enthroned by means of
crucifixion. If the sign above the cross reads “Jesus of Nazareth, the King of
the Jews,” it says this in Hebrew, in Latin, and in Greek for all the world to
see. On the cross one sees the proper ruler of this world, according to John, the
king whose love and truth cast out the power of hatred and deceit. His king-
dom is not “from” the world since his power comes from above rather than
below (18:36; cf. 6:13), yet fesus does reign for the world and rightly bears
the title “Savior of the world” (4:42).3!

The theme of conflict and victory enables John'’s story of the crucifixion to
confront readers with two forms of dominion. One is that of the crucified
Jesus, whose resolute love, witness to the truth, and obedience to God bring
him to his throne on Golgotha. The other is that of the sinister ruler of this
world who entwines his allies in a web of hostility and deception as he seeks
to bring about the death of the Son of God. From this perspective readers find
that there is no place for neutrality. In the cosmic battle between God and evil
the question is which claimant to the throne will obtain the readers’ loyalty.
The fourth evangelist is a participant in the conflict, exposing the pretensions
of evil in order to capture the readers for the crucified and risen king.

Love remains central to John’s understanding of the crucifixion, but when
viewed in the context of conflicting powers it assumes a new vitality. Love is a
weapon in a conflict, and it serves along with truth to dethrone the forces that
oppose it. Those who follow Jesus are called to love as he loved, and if Jesus
wielded love in the face of evil, then his disciples’ love may also take militant
forms. The expression of love is complex rather than simple. Jesus loved by
washing feet and contending with Satan. For those who follow, love means
service 1o others and witness to truth; it entails giving of oneself and opposing
evil. For the writer of the Fourth Gospel, authentic love encompasses all of this.

-

Revelation of Divine Glory

Shifting our perspective one last time, we can consider the crucifixion in
terms of glory. Jesus’ final prayer before his arrest sounds the theme: “Father,
the hour has come; glorify your Son so that the Son may glorify you . . .1
glorified you on earth by accomplishing the work you gave me to do. So now,
Father, glorify me in your own presence with the giory I had in your presence
before the world existed” (17:2, 4-5). The theme of glory takes us info yet an-
other theological world, one that deals with the human need to know God.*
The word “glory” (doxa) sometimes connotes honor (5:41), but in John’s
gospel glory also has to do with the way God is revealed to human beings.
This theological world recognizes that people were created to know God, and
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cross without comment. Yet other passages do connect glory more directly to
the crucifixion itself. When Jesus enters Jerusalem at the end of his ministry
he says: “The hour has come for the Son of Man to be glorified,” and he com-
pares himself to a seed that must fall into the earth and die (12:23-24), When
Judas receives the piece of bread and departs to betray him, Jesus says: “Now
the Son of Man has been glorified, and God has been glorified in him”
(13:31). The saying does not limit glorification to what happens after the cru-
cifixion, but links glorification to the process of betrayal that culminates in the
crucifixion. And this brings us back to the prayer in John 17 where Jesus says
that he has glorified God on earth by accomplishing the works God gave him
to do. The Greek word for “accomplish” is teleioun, the word Jesus will utter
at the time of his death when he says fetelestai, “it is accomplished.” If Jesus
glorifies God on earth by accomplishing God’s works, he glorifies God by the
crucifixion that completes these works, The question is how he does this.
Given the way Jesus manifested divine glory by miraculous acts of power
during his ministry, we might expect a battery of miracles to occur during his
crucifixion. The patristic writer John Chrysostom evidently had this expecta-
tion, but when commenting on how Jesus could be glorified by crucifixion he
found no Johannine miracles to suit his needs. To explain how the Fourth
Gospel could suggest that the crucifixion manifested divine glory, Chrysos-
tom hiad to import material from the Synoptics.* It was in Matthew, Mark, and
Luke that he found the cross most vividly framed with displays of divine
power. He understood that the eerie pall of darkness the Synoptics place over
the crucifixion was a visible sign of supernatural force, and that the dramatic
fearing of the Temple curtain revealed the hand of God. He understood that
God’s glory was palpable in Matthew’s account of the earth quaking and the
sains rising on Good Friday.”” The irony is that these traditional signs of di-
vine power are missing from John’s gospel. John gives his readers no portents
in heaven or on earth. If readers are to see glory in the crucifixion, they must
see it in another way.
Fut briefly, if the signs reveal God’s glory by displaying divine power, the
crucifixion reveals God’s glory by disclosing divine love.” The crucifixion
tompletes Jesus® work of glorifying God on earth, for by laying down his life
he gives himsell completely so that the world may know of Jesus’ love for
“Lod and God’s love for the world (3:16; 14:31). By his resurrection and as-
CCension Jesus returns to the heavenly glory God prepared for him in love, and
Jesus prays that his followers will one day join him in the Father’s presence to
:ﬁ, fein this glory and love (17:5, 24-26). To the eye of faith, however, the
“glory of the exalted Lord is already present in the crucified body of Jesus.® If
glory defines what the crucifixion is, the crucifixion defines what glory is. The

Siucifixion manifests the scope of divine power by disclosing the depth of
divine love.

i
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Concluding Reflections
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The Love of God Incarnate

The Life of Jesus in the Gospel of John

Gail R. O’ Day
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Professor Koester identifies four “frames of refcrence"’ through v_vhlch the
Gospel of John “consirues the crucifixion™ as an expression of. love in human
terms, as a sacrifice for sin, as conflict with and victory over evil, and E'iS arev-
clation of divine glory. Professor Koester does a careful job of showing how
each of these frames of reference is visible in the story of the Fourth Gospel.

Koester’s analysis also shows that these four frames of reference are not re-
ally four distinct perspectives, but are mscparably overlapping. '1:‘he Fomoz
piece of all four perspectives is the centrality of love. In Kt_aester s d1s§uss1tt])1
the meaning of love comes to the center of ej,ach perspe'ctlve as muc thasﬁ Set
meaning of the crucifixion does. The centrah?y of love is explicit in e.ﬁr
category (defining love in human terms), but is also cen.tral to the exposi ton
of the other three categories, For the category of sacrfﬁce Koester writes,
“[People] are washed when the love Jesus exiends ‘by hl? dea.th purges awa.y

the alienation of sin and brings people into a relationship W.lth Jc:‘sus tha.t is
faith.” For the category of conflict and victory Koester writes, Love 11; z:
weapon in a conflict, and it serves along with fruth tc: dethrone the forcis gf
oppose it.” For the category of the revelation of Qod s _glory Koester wri esﬁ
love, “If the signs reveal God’s glory by displaying dlvu?c power, t.he crucl t};—
ion reveals God’s glory by revealing divine lqve." In his ’conclusmn Koe; ;
writes, “One might say very simply that according to Tohn’s gospel, Jesus die
’s love known.”
e rgzkisce}?jl as Koester’s paper is in identifying the frames of reference
through which one can understand the crucifixion o.f Jesus in John, th,e, pﬁper
vests on a question that is not John’s central thc?loglcal concern. J o}m 5 s ?11:
ing theological question is not about the meaning of the death of‘ : esus; 1 1
about the meaning of the life of Jesus. Koester rightly notes that “the gospe.
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contains no separable theology of Jesus’ death,” and that John’s understanding
of the death must be discerned in and through his telling of the story. But he
nonetheless treats Jesus’ death as a distinct category. In John, Jesus® death is
inseparable from his life, which is why love comes to the center in each of
Koester’s categories. Jesus did not die to make God’s love known; Jesus lived
to make God’s love known,

In this response I will explore the inseparability of Jesus’ life and death in
John from theological and literary perspectives. First I will Took at the incar-
nation, Jesus’ life and death, as the definitive theological category for John.
Then I will look at how the theological centrality of the incamnation informs
the way John tells the story of Jesus’ life and death. The gospel integrates the
ever-present reality of jesus’ death into the narration of his life.

“And the Word Became Flesh”

For the Gospel of John the defining theological category is and remains the
incarnation. This is a commonplace in Johannine studies, but it needs to be re-
stated and reasserted in the context of any study of the death of Jesus in John.
Three statements in the Prologue warrant special attention for fixing the cen-
trality of the incamation: the classic statement of 1: 14, *And the Word became
flesh and dwelt among us and we have beheld his glory, glory as of the only
begotten of the Father, full of grace and truth™; 1:16, “From his fullness we
have all received grace upon grace™; and 1:18, “No one has ever seen God. Tt
is God the only Son, who is close to the Father’s heart, who has made God
known.”

These verses are the necessary—and to a degree, the only necessary—
frame for understanding the revelation of God in Jesus. God is made known in
the enfleshed life of the Word in the world, and that life is one of fullness and
grace, not sacrifice and emptying. John 1:14 could not be farther removed
from the kenotic perspective of Phil 2:6-8, for example. Both Paul and John
begin from a pre-incarnational perspective, but they part ways at the moment
of the incarnation. For Paul, and this is the perspective that dominates most
Protestant conversations about the life and death of Jesus, the incarnation is a
moment of emptying, of “giving up” that reaches its nadir in the death on the
cross (Phil 2:8). The low point of the death is then balanced by the high point
of exaltation (Phil 2:9). But for John the incarnation is not an emptying; itis a
moment of fullness.

To say that the Word becomes flesh, sarx, leaves little doubt as to the tangi-
ble presence of the incarnate Word in the world. The radical theolo gical claim
here is often overlooked because (1) many Christians look beyond the incar-
nation for redemption and salvation in the death of Jesus, and/or (2) we read
sarx through the lens of Paul and Bultmann and not through John. “Flesh” is
never identified with or used as a metaphor for the realm of human sin or even
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human brokenness in John. Sarx is the coinage of human life and mortality.
When it is used as a figure of speech, sarx is more synecdoche than metaphor
in John. It is the part, flesh, standing for the whole, human life. We see this in
1:13 when the gospel contrasts new birth as children of God with birth “of the
will of the flesh.” The flesh is the realm of ordinary human existence, as it is
also it John 3:6, “The one who is born of the flesh is flesh,” and 17:2, “you
have given him authority over all flesh.”

When the Word becomes flesh, flesh is at that moment redeemed. Jesus’
death is not necessary to redeem humanity; he redeems flesh by becoming
flesh. Flesh is now the habitation of the holy. Human flesh is now the embod-
iment of God in the world. The presence of God dwells in the flesh, not in the
shekinah of the wilderness tabernacle or of the Holy of Holies. God can be
seen and kriown in a human life and in the fullness of that life. The Word be-
comes flesh and dwells among us. The intimacy of this theological moment
cannot be overemphasized. God is known because the Word, who dwells near
the Father’s heart, also dwells with human hearts. Indeed, the Word has a
human heart. The incarnation places the most positive value on human life.

Koester makes a very helpful distinction in his paper between what John
presupposes and what the gospel argues. In announcing the incarnation John
presupposes, and does not argue, that the Word-become-flesh will die. One of
the marks of the flesh, of a human life, is mortality. By becoming flesh the
Word joins humanity in its mortality. It would not be the incarnation if there
were no death, which is something that docetics and their opponents readily
recognized. It borders on the tautological to say that Jesus is human because
he dies and he dies because he is human, but such a tautology has real theo-
logical significance. Death is redeemed and redeeming because Jesus dies, be-

cause the Word-made-flesh lives a full life.
This affirmation of the life of Jesus, of which his death is a part, as the
locus of revelation and redemption runs counter to understandings of soteriol-
1 ogy and redemption that place the definitive weight for redemption on Jesus’
I death on the cross. Koester writes, for example, that “The dynamics of divine
sacrificial love are reflected in John 3:16, which says that God so loved tie
world that he gave his only Son up to death so that whoever believes in him
might not perish but have eternal life.” Koester's sentence is a direct quote of
John 3:16, with the significant exception of the addition of the words *“up to
death” as the interpretation of “give,” didomi. While this addition may be war-
ranted by theological interpretations that equate Jesus’ decisive gift with his
death, I do not think this addition can be supported by the text of the Gospel of
John. John 3:16 is about God’s act of Iove in the incarnation, not singly about

God giving Jesus up to death.

The importance of the incarnation for this verse is indicated by one of it
key words, monogenés. John 3:16 and 18 are the only occurrences of mone-
genés outside of the Prologue. In the Prologue monogenés is the decisive ad-
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f;ccgi‘;; tl;:i gl:es thc? mc:,arnatiox.l a human face and form. It brings the langnage
ikl ﬂglen;l;:ltftljii: mtlo the 1n.camation'. Much of Christian theology movis
At 0c;:lrla ”meanmg qf this adjective, often translating it as
Yet given John's propeniitﬁgrdf:;l:;?%g:;g;iks . t;le ‘;al;irth” et
' ven J . ng & double meani -
SE:LIJ);@HIIH t::ziiec?o}r)l of chapter. 3 (andthen, pneuma, hypsod )—analr?f f_o:iﬁzt
o meanin E aod e 3;1 essenFlal part of what the word communicates, one
vt o Sucha ;n;e :elailyzglrllsl ;s 131:1? at play };ere with the use of m,ono-
jenes : e sense of “unique,” bu
21;:; 01:1 Z;ﬁ;lgtgs thelsource of tl-le uniqueness, “onlyqbegotte:l.?’t'It'EZ Zi::i
3 on of father and ri;):ll an%uage YVlth monogenés in John 1 and here in John
i o imm_pmptirl ce 0 the: birth and generation metaphor field in trans-
A" thg ;nonogenes. It pelougs to the language of incarnation
Tesus e s e dang‘uage. of birth and incarnation also fits with wl;at
b ittt o sse d?'lm Nicodemus in the preceding verses. Nicodemus
ot Hold e ot Crs;:an dng the }:%nguage of anéthen, in part because he can-
poc b mjsundezs t ad_an the spm.tual together. Jesus tries to clarify Nicode-
s e w:tne r1;1gdbsy felstftmg the kind of birth he envisions with the
s oot “n pfit. This phrase highlights the new life of which
s m;w < m;i“ water” evokes the .waters of physical birth and “spirit”
B 1o . birh rorg God. The physical birth and the spiritual rebirth go
e o he en,v o e(g ef:ause flesh and spirit belong together in the new
body; one is reboizslgo anzel\irr;iof;rfv]??hr'n tt%a oy ‘Iife bty T i
Jesus offers Nicodemus is what Jesuls hljrrlnse‘ifpiﬁillclal'b{)dy.'m -~ ion, o
made-present in the flesh. el intheTncamation: God
Ast i i
i aﬁzﬁﬁgﬁﬁz 3f61ncfamauon, monogenés helps to interpret the gift of
e — th. t ;e ers an_cl the shape of God’s love that is visible in the
EaiS C gra:e fm z{tlri::tt;?”zis language about the incarnation in John
1= (ol 1 ;” "grace upon grace”} is repeated here in the
¥ ot love and gift. One is not required to see a reference to the giving

up to death; i
P t0 death; rather, the Johannine context leads one to see instead the full gift =~

of the incarnation as that which makes eternal life possible

“My hour has not yet come”

The i : .
g Evcghn;p;tse n;tegrauon of Jesus’ life and death in the incarnation shapes
VA pel story is told. I want to focus on t i i :
shzrlgj‘m & can be seen in the unfolding of the gospel stc)r‘;'r © ays In which this
.I I . .
the ;:fZ;:t?efg}?spE?l regularly mentions Jesus’ death as part of the narration of
L § of his life. The two main events narrated in John 2—the miracl .
n2 wedding and the cleansing of the Tempie—show this clearly. |
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The conversation between Jesus and his mother at the Cana wedding 13
punctuated by Jesus’ reference to his “hour™: “My hour has not'yet come,
(2:4). Jesus mentions the non-arrival of his hour in response to his rr}other 5
comment that the wine at the wedding is gone. His mothel" mal-ces no direct re-
quest of Jesus, but Jesus responds to what he takes as her 1mp11ed_ request,_that
he do something about the problem. To speak of Jesus’ pour in John is to
speak of the interrelated moments of Jesus’ death, resurrectmr,l,. and ascension.
This constellation of moments will reveal God’s glory. Jesus initial rebuﬂ? of
his mother in v. 4 seems to suggest that she is asking th to reveal som-cthlflg
that can only be revealed in his hour. And yet—and this is the.key to this mir-
acle—IJesus acts in advance of his hour. He provides more wine fgr tl?e wefl-
ding, and as the narrator concludes, “Jesus did this., the ﬁr§t of h.1s s1.gni, in
Cana of Galilee, and revealed his glory, and his disciples bel1e\:'cd in him.

Here, in the opening act of his ministry, Jesus does What. will also lat_er be
said of his hour: he reveals his glory. Nothing in the narra'tmn of t_he miracle
story indicates that this is a partial or even p.roh?pti.c revelatlgn of his g%orjlf.l'ljo
the contrary, this revelation of glory leads his disciples to falll;h. Jot?n 2:1- is
the first example of what Jobn 1:13 p;téﬂ]ils.es: “to all who believed in his name

ower to become children of God.”

e gﬁl\;: Etory shows how Jesus’ life and death are (_)f.a pie.ce. The referem;e tltlo
the hour in v. 4 places the opening act of Jesus’ mlnlstry.m the context o . e
closing acts of that ministry, and the narrator’s comment inv. 11 suggests that
the effects of Jesus’ life and death are the same. John 2:4 is 'the ﬁrst_occunence
of “hour” in John, so the reader is not equipped fully to decipher th.l‘S reference
at this juncture; the significance of the “hour” for‘the s”tory will become
clearer as the story progresses. But the reference to “hour” nonetheless sug-
gests that Jesus’ death is not to be isolated to the end of the story. The wondel,‘
enacted by this miracle cannot be interpreted apart from the context of Jes;usf
hour, but equally, Jesus’ hour cannot be interprfatﬁd. apa_rt from the cqnte)]( 0
his life. The beginning and the ending are both in view in the Can'a miracle.

Jesus’ death is also imported to the beginning of his pmmstl'y in the scene

that immediately follows the Cana miracle, the clea@n.smg of the _Jf:rusfalem
Temple. The conversation between Jesus and the rf311g10u§ autponne; in v;f.
18-21 hinges around the warrant for Jesus’ preceding actions in the emple
{“what sign can you show us?”). As a sign, Jesus challenges the author}t‘Ies to
destroy the temple, which he will then raise up three days later. J tas.us1 mteré
locutors respond with details of the construction of the cu_rrent Temple, ;E
scoff that forty-six years’ work could be redone by Jesus in three days. The
narrator’s comments again, as at 2:11, hold the key to the story. 'I'he narra‘tor
tells the reader (but Jesus does not tell his interlocutors) that he was “speaking
f his body.”

o tll;:: r:gpaljenowe: find airucial link between the ipcamatiqn and the events of
Jesus® hour, The temple is the place in cultic Jewish practice where the pres-
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ence of God is said to dwell. For Jesus to speak of his body as the temple is for
him to speak of his body as the place where God dwells, the place where
God’s presence can be found in the world. Jesus makes a similar claim about
himself in 1:51 (“you will see angels ascending and descending on the Son of
Man”). In that saying he positions himself as the ladder of Jacoh’s dream se-
quence (Gen 28:10-17), the place where the holy becomes available. Both of
these affirmations, and the temple affirmation most explicitly, use the lan-
guage of Jewish religious practice and tradition to express the claim of the in-
carnation: the Word became flesh and dwelt among us,

The use of sGma in 2:21 also warrants our attention. The only other occur-
rences of sdma in John refer to dead bodies (19:31) and most particularly the
dead body of Jesus (19:38 [2x], 40; 20:12). In those instances soma functions
as a synonym for corpse, a common usage (e.g., Luke 17:37). There is no
symbolic use of séma in John; it always evokes the physicality of a human
body. There is no conventional eucharistic presentation in which Jesus, hold-
ing a piece of bread, says “This is my soma” (Matt 26:26; Mark 14:22; Luke
22:19; 1 Cor 11:24). Jesus’ death is a physical, tangible reality that points to
the incarnation: the body in which God dwells is a human body that will ex-
perience death. God dwells in Jesus’ body, and the warrant for Jesus’ actions
in the Temple will be seen in the death and resurrection of that body. But im-
portantly, Jesus acts on those warrants in his lifetime. What will be revealed
about God and Jesus in death and resurrection is already enacted by Jesus in
the Jerusalem Temple at the beginning of his ministry.

The Temple story illustrates a second major technique the evangelist uses
to shift the emphasis in the gospel story from Jesus’ death as a single defining
moment to Jesus’ death as part of the story of the incarnation. In John the
Temple story isplaced at the beginning of Jesus® ministry, in contrast to its
placement as part of the final events of his life in the Synoptics. This has led to
many different theories about the chronology of Jesus’ ministry and the com-
position and editing of the Fourth Gospel. Yet the primary lens for these theo-
ries is often that of gospel harmonization or the quest for the historical Jesus,
and not the Fourth Evangelist's own narrative techniques. I suggest that the
placement of the Temple incident at the beginning of Jesus’ ministry can most
helpfully be understood as an example of something that happens many times
in the telling of the Jesus story in John: traditions conventionally associated
with the events leading up to the death of Jesus in the other canonical gospels
are moved out of the Passion narrative and into the story of Jesus’ life and
ministry,!

Other traditions that are located within the Pagsion narrative in the Synop-
lic Gospels and are placed before the account of Jesus’ last days in John in-
clude the Sanhedrin’s decision to put Jesus to death (11:47-53); the anointing
a1 Bethany (12:1-8), which takes place before the triumphal entry; the
“agony” in the garden of Gethsernane, which is refracted in 12:27-28; and the
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eucharistic traditions, to which we will turn below. This handling of somg of
the “Passion” traditions is consistent with the integration of literary techm-qu,e
and theological interpretation that characterizes this gospel. T he evangehsF s
intent is not to present a chronicle of the life of Jesus, but to interpret the life
of Jesus for his community.

T have little doubt that John knew his readers would notice that the cleax.ls—
ing of the Temple was located at the beginning of Jesus’ ministry and not with
the last events of Jesus® life. We sell John and its readers short v&.fhen we pro-
pose theories that seem to assume that readers would not have. noticed the shift
of location for this tradition from its placement in other tellings of the Jesus
story. Many theories of redaction or displacement inadvertently suggest that
the first readers of the gospels were very poor readers. On the contrary, my
surmise is that John counted on his readers noticing the shifts he wor.kec‘l with
tradition, so that they would then be led to ask about the Temple incident,
I is this story told here?”

wr’ll"slflesre are 102 of possibie answers to “why is this stor)_r tgld here?’ One
possibility is that John wanted to create an inaugural event s1m.11a1;' to the syna:
gogue inaugural in Luke 4, a tradition Luke moves to the beginning of Jesus
ministry, a shift in the location of this tradition in Mark and Matth_ew (Mark
6:1-6; Matt 13:53-58). The answer I would like to propose hert?, is that the
placement of the Temple story at the beginning of Jesus’ ministry is Part of an
intentional narrative and theological strategy to show how Jesus llf’e a‘nd
death are seamless. Placing this tradition in the opening events of Jesus’ min-
istry shows that the decisive and defining moments are not rese,rv‘ed for. th.e
story of Jesus’ death but are played forward into the story of Jesus hfe‘.‘ This is
the Tealization to which John wants to draw his readers as tl.u?y ask “why is
this story told here?”—not that John did not knovs.f the tra'dltlon or that the
gospel must have had a careless editor, but that the incarnation so mfl'lses the
Jesus story with meaning that the last days must be understood as being part
of the first days. S
John 2:22 (“After he was raised from the dead, his dlsc1p}e‘s remembere.d

that Jesus had said these things”) is one way the gospel explicitly communi-
cates this theological reality to its readers. John 2:22 (and its pa}rallel in 12:12,
a narrative comment also associated with a traditional “Pass.mn” event) ac-
knowledges that traditions take on different meanings- depending on the con-
texts in which they are remembered. The reader is s1mu1ta13e01-xs_1y asked to
interpret the Temple incident as part of the opening of Jes.us mlmsuy. and to
look ahead to its meaning when placed in a post—resurrectxgn Perspectwe':. By
moving traditions associated with Jesus’ death intq the beginning and r.md_dle
of the story of Jesus’ life, John asks his readers to incorporate the crucifixion
i larger story of the incarnation. .
lm“)AtthtTlea;Eents O?J esus’ Last Supper in John 13 there is no (fonventlonal nar-
rative of the institution of the eucharistic meal. The supper is marked by the

.
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footwashing, not the ritual sharing of bread and wine, and the traditional
words of institution appear nowhere in John. Again we misjudge John and his
readers if we think John did not assume that his readers would not notice that
this key piece of the Jesus Story was not present in its traditional form and lo-
cation in this gospel. The words of institution clearly traveled as a significant
piece of oral tradition in early Christianity, as their presence apart from a nar-
rative context in | Cor 11:23-26 attests. The absence of a narrative of instity-
tion at the last meal would evoke a variety of related questions from early
Christian readers, including “Why the foot washing instead of the bread and
wine?” and “Where is the story of the institution?”

As with the Temple incident, John has moved the eucharistic traditions out
of the traditional chronological frame of the Passion narrative and shifted
them forward into the narrative center of the recounting of Jesus’ life and min-
istry. The eucharistic traditions of the gift of Jesus’ body and blood are re-
formed and expanded in the feeding story and discourse of John 6. The extent
and significance of eucharistic traditions in this chapter has long been an in-
terpretive crux in Johannine studies and is often a divide between Protestant
and Catholic interpreters of John. What John does with the eucharistic tradj-
tions does not fit easily with much Protestant eucharistic theology, since most
Protestants approach the Eucharist as a meal that commemorates “the night on
which he was betrayed.” Because John dislodges the eucharistic traditions
from the night of betrayal and death, this understanding of the Eucharist and
this way of articulating its theological and salvific value for the faith commu-
nity are not usefuf interpretive lenses for reading Johannine sacramentalism,

Contained within the rich symbolism of the bread of life in John 6 are as-
sociations with the Exodus manna tradition (e.g., John 6:32-34) and the Wis-
dom tradition of the lifegiving word of God {e.g., John 6:35). All these
symbols and resonances shape the narrative and theological context in which
John places the traditions about Jesus’ flesh and blood (6:51-58). Exodus and
Wisdom traditions, paired with “I am” sayings (6:35, 41, 48, 51) that mark
Jesus’ self-revelation throughout his life, show that the gift of God that Jesus
brings is not limited or demarked by the events of the night of betrayal and
death. The gospel reader is not asked to choose among these meanings of
bread, but to see them as expressions of the multiplicity of ways that Jesus’
life makes life available to the believer.

The muitiplicity of possibilitics can be seen in Jesus’ words of 6:51, “T am
the living bread that comes down from heaven. Whoever eats of this bread will
live forever; and the bread that 1 will give is my flesh for the life of the world.”
John 6:51a draws on the Exodus and manna allusions that informed the first
part of the discourse; v. 51b can be read as drawing on the Wisdom traditions
that shape much of vv. 35-40 (“Whoever comes to me will never be hungry,
and whoever believes in me will never be thirsty”). Verse 51c, however, is the
decisive theological lens that holds all the multiple images together. The
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phrase, with its vocabulary of flesh, give, world, and eternal life (live forever),
recalls 1:14 (“and the Word became flesh) and 3:16 (God so loved the world
that he gave his only Son so that whoever believes in him might not perish but
have efernal life”).

John 6:51c, like 1:14 and 3:16, speaks of the incarnation: the gift of the
Word-made-flesh as a sign of God’s love for the world. The use of flesh, sarx,
in 6:51-58 locates this discourse solidly within the rhetoric of the incamation.
Jesus® words do look ahead also to his death, as there are clear resonances of
the traditional eucharistic setting in much of John 6. By refracting the euchar-
istic traditions through the primary lens of the incarnation, however, John re-
minds his readers that what is revealed in the death has already been revealed
in the incarnation. Jesus’ life is the life of the Word-made-flesh, already carry-
ing in his flesh God’s love for the world.

The institution of the Eucharist is moved forward into the middle of Jesus’
ministry so that it can be theologically reconfigured as the feast of the living
bread, not the feast of betrayal and death. Jesus’ life, not solely his death, is
celebrated and experienced in the eucharistic meal. The host of the eucharistic
meal provides a superabundance of gifts that surpasses the needs and expecta-
tions of those who are present for the feeding. The radical interpretation of the
eucharistic traditions that John works in chapter 6 presents the eucharistic
meal as a sacrament of the incarnation, a meal of Jesus’ living presence for the
community.

Conclusion

Professor Koester’s approach to the death of Jesus in John and my ap-
proach to the life of Jesus in John are not contradictory, yet they are not sim-
ply complementary either. It makes a difference for any theological construal
of the Fourth Gospel whether one finds redemptive significance in the incar-
nation as incarnation or whether one places the redemptive weight more on
the crucifixion.

I emphasize the need to keep the incarnation in the center of the theologi-
cal conversation because I am convinced that this is John’s distinctive contri-
bution to theological conversations about redemption, atonement, and
salvation. John’s distinctive theological contribution is often not given its full
voice because the weight of centuries of Christian tradition, not to mention
other New Testament witnesses, falls more on the crucifixion as the defining
locus of redemption. John’s distinctive understanding of soteriology and the
incarnation is also often muted by popular Christian appropriations of John
that reduce John to maxims, and by some of John’s own ways of positioning
Christian faith in the world.
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John’s focus on the incarnation nonetheless remains a crucial perspective
for contemporary Christian theology and one that needs to be integrated as a
full voice in conversations about the meaning of Jesus’ life and death. John
envisions the possibility of grace and new life that come from fuliness, not
emptiness and sacrifice, from an image of God that creates new possibilities
out of the stuff of human flesh, from love that dwells incarnate.

Notes

1. This view was proposed by Wilhelm Wilkens in the 1950s but has received little attention.
See Wilckens, “Das Abendmahlszeugnis im vierten Evangelium,” EvTh 18 (1958) 354-70, and
Die Entstehungsgeschichte des Vierten Evangeliums (Zollikon: Evangelischer Verlag, 1958).
Wilkens links this move with a redactional theory and carefully delineated antidocetic purpose,
but his sense of the ways in which John incorporates the “Passion” into the telling of the life story
remains helpful. See also David Rensberger, Johannine Faith and Liberating Community
(Philadelphia: Westminster, 1988) 71-77.



