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Nils Alstrup Dahl

Cf. Bultmann (1955) 92,
Th. Preiss (1954) 9-31.

Cf. ezpecially B. Noack, Zur Johanneischen Tradition (Kobenhaven, 1954). K.
Stendahl, The School of St. Matthew (Lund-Copenhagen, 1954) 31 and 163,
asaumey the exisience of a “school of St John”, and 1 think that my observations
give new support o his thesis. A. Kragerud, Der Lieblingsjiinger im Johannese-
vamgelinn (CGsle; 1959), would rather think of the Johannine circle as a collective
body of windering prophets, symbolized by the beloved disciple; even if this
hvpothiesis hordly carries conviction, it draws attention to the inspired nature of
Tohn's handling of texts and traditions. Cf. as an analogy 1QpHab 2:5-10.

The standard iexts of iie Merkabah mysticism (Exod. 19, Isa. 6, Ezek, 1, Dan. 7,
etc.), which in Jewish tradition were combined with one another and also with
Gen. 15:7-13, 28:12, etc., in a remarkable way reappear in the Revelation of St
lohn. The vision of John, Rev. 4—5, may help us to understand how the OT
witnesses’ visions of Christ were visualized by the author of the Fourth Gospel.

The heretics combated by Jo}m {cf. also John 2:18-27; 4:1-6; 5:5-8; 2 John 7) seem
to have been of much the same type as those of the Ignatian letters —cf. E. Molland,
“The Heretics Combated by Ignatius of Antioch”, Journal of Ecclesiastical History,
5 (1954) 1-6. E. Schweizer also recognizes an anti-Docetic tendency in the Fourth
Gospell of. “Das Johanneische Zeugnis vom Herrenmahl™, EvT 12 (1952-3)
34]-63. T.do not suggest that the antiheretic purpose should be taken to be the
major one; the aim is, certainly, also missionary, apologetic, and devotional, We
should, I think, not even expect any precise answer to the question whether the
Giospel is mtended for Christian, Jewish, or Gentile readers. According to the
Johannine. concept, the answers which might be given are aspects of the one
purpose of the Gospel, to bear witness to Christ in the “lawsuit” between God
and the world,

1 have not taken account of questions of literary criticism in this essay, not becavse
I do not think a complicated history of tradition preceded the present literary
form of the Gospel, but because I am inclined to think that the Evangelist was
himself the “ecclestastical editor” of the traditions of the Johannine *“school”.
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The Man from Heaven
in Johannine Sectarianism”

WAYNE A. MEEKS

The uniqueness of the Fourth Gospel in early Christian literature
consists above all in the special patterns of language which it uses to
describe Jesus Christ. Fundamental among these patterns is the
description of Jesus as the one who has descended from heaven and,
at the end of his mission which constitutes a krisis for the whole
world, reascends to the Father. Not the least of Rudolf Bultmann’s
enduring contributions to Johannine studies was his recognition and
insistence that any attempt to solve the “Johannine puzzie” must
begin with this picture of the descending/ascending redeemer. More-
over, he saw that it is not simply a question of explaining the concept
“pre-existence”, but rather of perceiving the origin and function of
a myth. The solution could not be found, therefore, by comparisons
with philosophical developments in the hellenistic schools, such as
the long-favored logos spermatikos of the Stoics, or its adaptation by
middle Platonists or Alexandrian Jews. Myths have a logic of their
own, which is not identical with the logic of the philosophers.!
Nevertheless, Bultmann's own proposed solution has not com-
manded general assent. To be sure, his observation that the closest
extant analogies to the Johannine myth are to be found in the literature
of gnostic movements stands firm and has been reinforced by more
recent discoveries. The problem comes in assessing the very important
differences between the typical gnostic myths and that of John, and
therefore the direction of the relationship between the two patterns.
Perhaps the most important difference, which Bultmann did not fail
to notice, is the fact that in gnostic myths most comparable with the
Johannine pattern the redeemer’s descent and ascent parallel the fate
and hope of the human essence (soul, pneuma, seed, or the like),
while in the Fourth Gospel there is no such analogia entis between

* First published in JBL 91 (1972) 44-72.
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redeemer and redeemed. Bultmann’s hypothesis is that the typical
gnostic myth was deliberately modified by the fourth evangslisi,
effectively “demythologizing™ it. This hypothesis, plausible as it is,
ran into difficulties of two sorts: (1) It required the support of very
complex additional hypotheses about the literary sources of John.
about the relationship between the Johannine Christians and ihe
disciples of John the Baptist, and about the latter’s role in the origiis
of the Mandean sect. None of these hypotheses has received support
from further specialized investigations.? (2) The typical gnostic myvih
with which Bultmann compared the Johannine pattern is an abstrac-
tion, obscuring the variety of actual gnostic myths in extant texis.?
Furthermore, Bultmann’s synthetic myth is heavily dependent on the
terminology of the Fourth Gospel; there is hardly any single document
other than John in which all the elements of the “gnostic redeemer
myth” listed by Bultmann in his 1925 article are integrally displayed.+

A number of scholars have proposed to stand Bultmann’s hypo-
thesis on its head: Johannine Christology was not an adaptation of
gnostic myth, they would say, but a step fowards gnosticism, Older
forms of this proposal, supported only by pointing to the lateness of
the Mandean and Manichean sources used by Bultmann, are not
adequate. While no extant document of definite pre-Christian date
may present a descending/ascending redeemer of the gnostic type,
sufficiently strong inferences may be derived from later sources to
make an argument from silence highly precarious.’ More weighty are
studies which use the logic and literary form of the Johannine
christological discourses to suggest a historical location somewhere
between primitive Christianity and emerging gnosticism. For example,
Siegfried Schulz’s study of the Son of Man passages in John, despite
the occasional artificiality of his “themageschichtliche Analyse”, is
able to show frequently that the reinterpretation of a basic substratum
of apocalypric motifs serves as the center for “Crystallizations of
gnostic hellenistic elements’.® Helmut Koester locates the Johannine
farewell discourses at ‘‘a crucial place in the development of the genre
‘Revelation’” which would lead to such theophany-type revelations
as the Apocryphon of John.” M. Jack Suggs has very plausibly argued
that the identification of Christ with Sophia by Matthew, in contrast
to Q, and by Paul, in contrast to his opponents in. Corinth (so also
Koester, against Wilckens), created a peculiar symbolic dialectic that
paved the way for the developed gnostic Sophia-myths.? What he
says could be applied mutatis mutandis to John.

It is now commonly agreed that the Jewish Wisdom myth in some
form lies behind both the Johannine Christology and the gnostic soul
and savior myths.® The question is whether both the Johannine and
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the pnostic myihs are independent variants of the Jewish, or whether
one has influenced the other. The present essay will not attempt a
direct answer to that question by re-examining the possible ante-
cedents of John's symbolism, but will only explore the function of the
mythical pattern within the Johannine literature. Such a study may
have its own contribution to make to the question of inter-group
influence,

The problem has been treated too one-sidedly as a problem in the
history of ideas, Mythical language tends to be reduced to theological
categories, and historical judgments are then made on the basis of
the presumed logical priority of one or other of these categories.
Where this has occurred, Bultmann’s insight, that the language of
myth has a special logic, has been ignored. The Bultmann-Jonas
theory of myth as the objectivation of the religious person’s sense of
his relationship to self and world was a significant step towards a
more-appropriate hermeneutic for mythical language. Yet, as Jonas
later observed, the categories of existential philosophy that seemed
to fit the grostic myths so well are by no means a universal key.'?
And even Bultmann tends to reduce the function of myth in John to
thealogical categories; that is shown by his obsessive attempt to dis-
cover a rational sequence in the Johannine discourses and narratives
by the incredibly complex rearrangement—hypotheses in his commen-
tary. We have not yet learned to let the symbolic language of Johannine
literature speak in its own way. It is symptomatic of the impasse in
NT hermeneutics that we have as yet no adequate monograph on the
Johannine symbolism as such.!!

Bultmann’s starting point was the observation that the symbolic
picture of Jesus as the man who descended and ascended constituted
a puzzle within the Fourth Gospel. It seemed to identify Jesus as a
revealer come from the heavenly world, and therefore able to com-
municate what he had “seen and heard” in that world - but his
promise to do so was never fulfilled in the Gospel. He revealed only
that he is the revealer.!'? Bultmann’s solution involves the argument
that this pattern ordinarily, in the gnostic milieu posited for the
Johannine group, depicted a “revealer”. The pattern as such therefore
did not have to make sense within the literary structure of the Gospel;
it made sense in the extrinsic historical setting. The only thing neces-
sary for John was to show that Jesus was the one and only one to
whom the well-known pattern ought to be applied. If we are not
satisfied with Bultmann’s reconstruction of the historical situation in
which the puzzle could be explained, then we are forced to ask his
initial question all over again: In what situation does a literary puzzie
provide an appropriate means of communication?
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The problem may be best approached by complicating it: this
pattern is not the only puzzling thing about the Fourth Gospel. The
major literary problem of John is its combination of remarkable
stylistic unity and thematic coherence with glaringly bad transitions
between episodes at many points. The countless displacement, source,
and redaction theories that litter the graveyards of Johannine research
are voluble testimony to this difficulty. Many of the elements of the
unitary style are probably not specific to a single author, but belong
to the Johannine “school”, for they are frequently found distributed
between portions of the Gospel which, on other grounds, we would
attribute to “‘source”, “evangelist”, and “redactor”. On the other
han.d, not all the aporige in the present form of the Gospel can be
attributed to clumsy redaction; most of them evidently were acceptable
to the evangelist, despite his ability to produce large, impressively
unified literary compositions (the trial and crucifixion scenario, as
the most notable example). There are a number of examples not only
of double entendre which are progressively clarified by repetition and
modification, but also of self-contradiction that are manifestly
deliberate (T do not judge ... yet if I do judge ...”, 8:15). Above all
there are parallel, slightly varying formulations of similar thematic
complexes, ranging from double Amen-sayings side by side within
one didactic dialogue {(“Unless one is born andthen [“anew, from
above] he cannot see the Kingdom of God™//“Unless one is born
of water and spirit he cannot enter the kingdom of God”, 3:3, 5)!2 to
whole compositions that seem to be aliernate interpretations of the
same group of themes belonging to different stages of the history of
redaction of the Gospel (chap. 14//chaps. 15—16).14

We may find a elue to the proper understanding of these peculiar
relationships in the attempt of some contemporary anthropologists
to get at the function of myths in the societies that create them by
means of close analysis of their structure. For example, the dis-
tinguished English scholar Edmund Leach proposes that the way in
which myths work may be understood by analogies drawn from the
study of electronic communications. If a message is to be conveyed
in the face of pervasive distractions — “noise”, or, in the case of myth,
the over\yhelming complexity of the total social matrix — then the
communicator must resort to “‘redundance”. He must repeat the signal
as many times as possible, in different ways. From the repeated impact
of varying signals, the basic strucfure which they have in common
gets through. It is, therefore, only by paying attention to the under-
lying structure of the components in a system of myths that an
interpreter can “hear” what the myths are “saying”, or, to put it
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aniother way, can discover the function which the myths have within
the group in which they are at home.'*

It is astonishing that attempts to solve the Johannine puzzie have
almost totally ignored the question of what social function the myths
may have had.'® No one, of course, is in a position to write an
empirical sociology of Johannine Christianity. Nevertheless, it has
become abundantly clear that the Johannine literature is the product
not of a lone genius but of a community or group of communities
that evidently persisted with some consistent identity over a consider-
able span of time. We know at least a few things about its history —
all from direct allusions in the documents themselves. The group had
to distinguish itself over against the sect of John the Baptist and even
more passionately over against a rather strong Jewish community,
with which highly ambivalent relationships had existed. Tt suffered
defections, conflicts of leadership, and schisms. I shall argue that one
function of the “symbolic universe” communicated in this remarkable
body of literature was to make sense of all these aspects of the group’s
history. More precisely, there must have been a continuing dialectic
between the group’s historical experience and the symbolic world
which served both to explain that experience and to motivate and

. form the reaction of group members to the experience.

In the following pages an attempt is made to discern the function
which the motif “ascent and descent™ serves, first, within the literaty
structure of the Fourth Gospel, then, by analogy, within the structure
of the Johannine community and its relationships to its environment.

|

At the outset it may be as important to indicate what is not said
about the descent and ascent of Jesus as what is said. For example,
the descent from heaven is mot described in John, but everywhere
presupposed as a fait accompli. The prologue offers no real exception,
for it is not really a “prologue in heaven” though the standpoint of
the poem’s narrator is, in a sense, sub specie aeternitatis. The story
of Jesus in the Gospel is all played out on earth, despite the frequent
indicators that he really belongs clsewhere. Consequently, those stories
which describe the commissioning of an envoy, his arming for the
journey, and the dangers of the descent itself are not parallels, for
the center of attention in them is different. In this general category
could be included not only many of the Mandean myths of the descent
of the messengers of light, but also the more ancient myths of the
descent of gods or heroes into the underworld: Inanu, Demeter,
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Heracles, Orpheus, etc. The references to descent and ascent are
introduced into the middle of things in John, as explanations of
something else. The motif belongs exclusively to discourse, not to
narrative. A description of a descent or ascent, in narrative form, can
identify the actor as a hero, by describing the dangers he overcomes.
Or it can serve the quite different function of an occasion for a
cosmography: the geography of Hades, for example. In John, neither
use of the motif is present. It is used exclusively to identify Jesus —
but not as a hero. It depicts him rather, as a detailed analysis of
specific passages will show, as the Stranger par excellence.

The pair of verbs anabainein/katabainein, “ascend/descend”, appears
in John for the first time!” in the perplexing promise made to
Nathanael in 1:51: “Amen, amen I say to you, you will see heaven
opened and the angels of God ascending and descending upon the
Son of Man.” This traditional logion?® depends on a midrash on
Gen. 28:12,'° from which the participles, in just this peculiar order,
are drawn.2? As Eduard Schwarz noticed in his famous article on the
“aporiae” in the Fourth Gospel, the saying has the form of a solemn
prophecy which, because of its place at the beginning of the book,
demands. some fulfillment in the subsequent narrative.2! This is all
the more so if, as Schulz argues, the logion’s purpose is to use the
Bethel midrash to ““correct™ the traditional prophecy of the parousia
which is found in similar form in the Synoptics (Mark 14:62 par.; cf.
13:26; Luke 17:22; Mark 16:7 par.) in the direction of a “realized
eschatology”.22 Yet there is certainly no explicit fulfillment in John;
as Windisch notes, there are no angelophanies in the Fourth Gospel.23
Nevertheless, to suppose that the evangelist has merely extracted the
prophecy from a source in which there were angelophanies (Windisch)
is a solution of embarrassment, while the more common explanation,
that the “ascending and descending” angels are merely a “symbol”
of the union of the celestial and terrestrial worlds, 4 evades the exegete’s
responsibility to deal with the specific way in which the author handles
symbols. This larger question is one which can only be approached
after we have gathered more information about the over-alt structure
of our theme. At the moment it is enough to notice that the prophecy
in its present context does two things: (1) It introduces the title “Son
of Man”, thus compieting the series of titles whose announcement is
evidently one of the major functions of the whole section vv. 294125
(2) It introduces the pattern of ascending and descending. If angels
play no further role in John, perhaps it is precisely this patfern which
is to be remembered from the saying. In any case, it is a mistake to
focus upon the question, what are the angels supposed to be doing
for the Son of Man?%® It may not be entirely accidental that the next
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time the Son of Man title appears in the Gospel is also the next time
the verb-pair “ascend/descend” appears, 3:13, wherq we are told that
asccndinf; and descending are the exclusive properties of the Son of
Man. There is a curiously close connection throughout the Gospel
between this title and the descent/ascent language.?” Morec?ver, while
the promise of the vision of “greater things” is made in 1:51 t,?
Mathanael, “the real Israelite”,?® it is “the teacher qf Israel”,
Micodemus, who in 3:11-13 is told that he cannot or will not sec
sertain superior things.?®
¥ Inthe dli)a]n gue witﬁ Nicodemus the evangelist has brought together
a number of aisparate traditional motifs3° which have to be under-
stood in terms of their place in the rather loose structure of the
dialogue as a whole.3! In vv. 11-14, the third Amen-saying of the
section is followed by three statements that are merely Juxt_aposed
without any clear connecting links. Within this small collection t}}e
descent/ascent of Jesus seems to serve as the warrant for the es_oter,l’c
revelation which he brings. Only he can tell about “heavenly things”,
because only he has descended from heaven — and no one cl'se has
ascended, As Odeberg showed, the exclusivity of the rcv‘elatlon. by
the Son of Man must be construed as a polemic, not agfunst claims
of other gnostic revealers (since they, too, would claim to have
“descended”), but against the claim of prophets or seers to have
rececived revelations by means of “heavenly journeys”, as for f:).(ample
in apocalyptic or in the merkabah speculation, or in the tradl_uons of
the ;:hcoﬁhanies to Moses and the Patriarchs.>? Notf: that this state-
ment clarifies the ambiguous meaning of the previous two Amen;
sayings, for the unusual formulation “to see the I.cl'ngdg;n of God
in v. 3 can only refer to “heavenly-journey” tradition. The more
traditional-sounding saying of v. 5, asserting tha'g only one born of
water and spirit can enter the kingdom, is thus re-lt}terpreted to refer
to an ascent to heaven,* while v. 13 shows that andthen has to n?e‘aﬁ
“from above” and that “the one born from above/fron} the spirit
can only be the Son of Man, Jesus. This interpretation is copﬁrmed
by vv. 31-6, which provide a reprise of the themes of the dlalogus,
for there “he that comes from above” is “‘he that comes frqm hea_ven )
as the one “above all” — even above John the Baptist — 1s obviously
Jesus alone. Whether the general formulatiops in vw. 3, 5, apd
especially 8, leave room for reference secom.iarzly to the community
of believers is a very important question which must be discussed in
another context below. Initially, v. 13 provides a fair summary of the
whole dialogue: Jesus alone has access to heavenly secrcts. On the
surface, then, the descent/ascent motif serves here as a warrant for
the truth of those secrets. Careful analysis of the form of the dialogue,
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however, will show that the revelation-warrant language is here being
used for a special purpose.

Nicodemus plays a well-known role: that of the rather stupld
disciple whose maladroit questions provide the occasion (a) for the
reader to feel superior and (b) for the sage who is questioned to
deliver a discourse. The genre is widespread in the Greco-Roman
world,?5 though perhaps the closest parallels to the present dialogue
are to be found in the dialogues between the seer and the interpreting
angel in apocalypses and in the gnostic revelations such as the
Apocryphon of John or the Pistis Sophia. In such contexts, one
frequently meets the cliché, “You do not understand earthly things,
and you seek to know heavenly ones?” This may serve to mock a
student who seeks to know something beyond his powers,?¢ or to
rebuke an attempt to ascend to heaven.37 Only the use of the Johannine
term pisteuein (“*believe”} distingnishes v. 12 from this commonplace.
Precisely because the riposte is a cliché, whose function is always to
administer a more-or-less serious warning or rebuke - that is, to put
the would-be learner in his place — the difficulty in deciding just what
are the “earthly things” which Jesus has told Nicodemus is not so
important as most commentators have believed. The point of v, 12
is not at all the contrast between earthly and heavenly information,
but the contrast between the questioner and the one who possesses
the information.

The first and primary message of the dialogue is thus simply that
Jesus is incomprehensible to Nicodemus. They belong to two different
worlds, and, despite Nicodemus’ initial good intentions (v. 2), Jesus’
world seems quite opaque to him. It becomes important then to
discover just what or whom Nicodemus represents, that his obtuseness
should be depicted so paradigmatically by the evangelist. Of course,
the specific designations “ruler of the Jews” (v. 2; 7:50) and “the
teacher of Isracl™ (3:10) provide a solid starting point. His two sub-
sequent appearances in the Gospel are as fraught with ambiguity as
this one; this ambiguity is doubtless an important and deliberate part
of the portrait of this obscure figure. Nevertheless, there is a consistent
analogy between the narratives about Nicodemus and certain state-
ments about the Jews in John which gives us important clues about
his function in the Gospel and also about the exiraordinarily subtle
way in which certain themes are elaborated in this Gospel.

First, he comes to Jesus “by night”, a detail hardly necessary to
the story, but also not merely a random bit of color, for the evangelist
takes pains to remind his readers of it later on, in a note which in
fact characterizes Nicodemus as ““the one who came to him previously
{or, ‘at first’] by night” (19:39). This casts a certain suspicion over
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him, because of what is said in the dialogue itself about the division
between people who come to the light and those who remain in
darkness (3:19-21). Nicodemus does come to the light, but he is
depicted as one who does not perceive that light very clearly, and
who is hesitant and unable to make the decisive step from darkness
to light. )

Nicodemus® opening statement to Jesus is, in effect, a declaration
of faith. He believes that Jesus has “come from God”, and the basis
for that belief is the signs which Jesus has performed. Nicodemus’
case is, therefore, rather closely parallel to that of the blind man
healed by Jesus in chap. 9, who on the same grounds, viz., Jesus’
signs (especially, of course, the one performed to his own benefit; but
also in general, “such signs”, 9:16), declares that Jesus is *“a prophet”,
not a sinner, but “from God” (9:16-17, 30-3). Like that man,
Nicodemus confesses a faith in Fesus which, if imperfect, at least
corresponds to an acceptable first stage of faith as viewed by the
Johannine community.?® Also like the “enlightened” blind man,
Nicodemus will defend Jesus before the authorities (7:50f.). But unlike
him, Nicodemus will not go so far as to master the “fear of the
Pharisees” [or, “of the Jews”] and risk being expelled from the
synagogue (9:22, 34; 12:42). And unlike him, he is unable to com-
prehend the identity of the Son of Man (9:35f; 3:13ff.). When he
appears for the third and last time — in a distinctly Johannine addition
to the Joseph of Arimathea tradition (19:39) — it is to bury Jesus. His
ludicrous “one hundred pounds” of embalming spices indicate clearly
enough that he has not understood the “lifting up” of the Son of
Man.3?

Nicodemus thus becomes the representative of those Jews men-
tioned in 2:23f., who “believed in [Fesus’] name because they saw the
signs which he did”, but to whom Jesus would not “entrust himself”
because of his suprahuman knowledge of their hearts. The theme of
Jews who have begun to believe in Jesus but whose faith is not to be
trusted is further developed in 8:30-59, a dialogue that depicts them
in such dark tones — potential Christ-killers and sons of Cain or the
Devil — that the shabby treatment of Nicodemus in chap. 3 seems
mild by comparison. More attention must be given to chap. 8 below,
for in that context occurs the most sharply dualistic statement of the
above/below theme in the Fourth Gospel. It is already apparent,
however, that the theme is closely connected with the trauma of the
Johannine Christians’ separation from the synagogue.*°

The final portion of chap. 3 (vv. 31-6) is so closely related to the
themes of the Nicodemus dialogue that many commentators have
proposed that in some original form of the Gospel these verses stood
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immediately after v. 21. Such rearrangement hypotheses result from
failure to perceive one of the most striking characteristics of the
evangelist’s literary procedure: the elucidation of themes by progres-
sive repetition.*! In part this procedure was probably forced upon
the author by the nature of the traditional material he was using,
which had evidently produced, within the Johannine community, a
number of stylized didactic units, in the form of the “revelation
discourse™, on overlapping themes. Alternative formulations pro-
duced by the community did not always perfectly coincide. The variant
formulations could be simply juxtaposed, and that in fact is most
frequently the case in the collective literature of sects which make use
of the revelation discourse form, whether apocalyptic or gnostic.*?
That can happen also in the Fourth Gospel, but characteristically the
variants are interspersed with narrative episodes or other kinds of
material, with connectives and restatements by the evangelist. The
result is not only a dramatic effect produced by the connection between
discourse and narrative, but also a certain distance for the reader
from the ambiguous and paradoxical statements, so that the internal
tensions of the material begin to work in a progressive, didactic
spiral.#® John 3:31-6 is a splendid example. As the composition of
the evangelist, it brings together in his own language the principal
themes of the Nicodemus dialogue, which was composed in part from
pre-Johannine material. A number of ambiguities from the dialogue
are here cleared up. For example, as we noticed above, andthen in
v. 31 can only mean “from above”. Moreover, implications which,
in our analysis above, were suggested by the structure of the dialogue
are here stated explicitly. Thus, while the traditional style of the
dialogue suggested that the one ““from above” would communicate
supraterrestrial knowledge, the net effect of the dialogue was only and
purely to indicate Ais own superiority to the questioner — and to any
“earthly” person. That is precisely what is now said in v. 31: “He
who comes from above is above all.”” Verse 32 is exactly parallel with
v. 11, but in the third person singular rather than the communal,
confessional first plural. The empty “revelation form® persists: “what
he has seen and heard, this he testifies”, but the subsequent verses
(33-6) make it even plainer than do vv. 11-21 that the question is
not whether one is able to receive the special information which the
heavenly messenger brings, but whether one will accept the messenger
himself. The evangelist will later develop this further, in a classic
example of his deliberate and didactic use of self-contradiction. In
5:31-41 Jesus is made to insist that he does not testify to himself; in
8:12-20 he takes up the same theme, in response to a “Jewish™
accusation, with the remarkable concession:
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Even if I testify about myself, my testimony is true ...

I do not judge anyone,

but even if I judge, my judgment is true. ...
The total “testimony” of Jesus in the Fourth Gospel, the sole object
of his mission in “‘the world” (18:37), is in fact about himself, and
the presentation of that self-testimony is depicted as the krisis of the
world. But the Johannine “self-contradiction™ forces the reader to
think of Jesus’ self-testimony in distinction from a false kind of self-
testimony (that identified with the arrogance of the false prophet in
Dieut. 18:33. the seeking of doxa from men: 5:44).** Because this krisis
ol faith or unfaith is the major point of the dialogue, both the dialogue
(wv. 16-21) and the evangelist’s summary (vv. 35-6) conclude with a
statemnent about it in connection with the sending of the “beloved” son.

But why should the summary be separated from the dialogue it
summarizes by an apparently irrelevant discussion of the relationship
of Jesus to John the Baptist? The transition from v. 30 to v. 31 makes
the reason rather plain. Because Jesus, being “from above”, is “above
all”, John “must diminish” in comparison with him. There is no
escaping the conclusion that, for the evangelist, John and his move-
ment belong among those who are “of the earth” (v. 31). By placing
his summary immediately after this self-testimony of John, therefore,
the evangelist makes a statement which is functionally the equivalent
of the “Q” saying, “‘among those born of women none is greater than
John; yet he who is least in the kingdom of God is greater than he”
(Luke 7:28//Matt. 11:11).

Thus the dialogue with Nicodemus and its postcript connected with
John the Baptist constitute a virtual parody of a revelation discourse.
What is “revealed” is that Jesus is incomprehensible, even to “the
teacher of Israel” whe holds an initially positive belief in him —~ within
the context of Jewish piety — and even to the Baptist who has been
his primary human witness (5:32-5). The forms of speech which would
ordinarily provide warrants for a particular body of information or
instruction here are used in such a way that they serve solely to
emphasize Jesus® strangeness.

Yet it is not guite accurate to say with Bultmann that Jesus reveals
only that he is the revealer. He reveals rather that he is an
enigma. But he also reveals some positive content of the Johannine
Christology; i.e., the dialogue is the vehicle for introducing into John's
literary schema several significant christological themes: (1) the ironic
«gxaltation” (= crucifixion) pun,** (2) the mystery of the origin and
destiny of the spirit-born (“whence he comes and whither he goes”,
v. 8),%% and (3) the explicit identification of the Son of Man with “he
who descended” (v. 13).47 As we have scen, these themes become
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clear only as their progressive development is traced through the
Gospel. The form of the dialogue itself is such that the reader without
special prior information would be as puzzled as Nicodemus. Only
a reader who is thoroughly familiar with the whole Fourth Gospel
or else acquainted by some non-literary means with its symbolism
and developing themes (perhaps because he belongs to a community
in which such language is constantly used) can possibly understand
its double entendre and its abrupt transitions. For the outsider — even
for an interested inquirer (like Nicodemus) — the dialogue is opaque.

H

Space does not permit an analysis of the other occurrences in John
of the ascent/descent motif in the same detail that we have devoted
to the Nicodemus dialogue. It can readily be seen, however, that
wherever the motif oceurs, it is in a context where the primary point
of the story is the inability of the men of “this world”, pre-eminently
“the Jews”, to understand and accept Jesus.

This is quite clear in the “midrash” in chap. 6 on the “bread from
heaven”.*8 This discourse is linked to the traditional feeding and
sea-crossing stories by a question from the crowd to which Jesus
responds, as he responded to Nicodemus, with an Amen-saying totally
unrelated to the question. If Nicodemus came to Jesus because he
saw signs, the crowd comes, Jesus tells them, because they failed to
see signs — a failure that is confirmed, in typical Johannine fashion,
by their own words in v. 30. The irony in vv. 30-1 is very heavy,
for precisely the “sign™ which they request — one analogous to the
manna which Moses gave — has already been provided, for the “men
who saw” (v. 14).4® The crowd which crosses the lake — though the
evangelist does not distinguish it from “those who saw” in v. 14 —
does not see and cannot believe (vv. 36, 40). The irony is now carried
yet farther by the identification of the “bread from heaven’ not with
the bread of the miracle but with “the Son of Man”. The theme is
announced by the positive half of Jesus’ Amen-saying (v. 27), which
introduces the motifs that, by a complex series of interweavings with
the biblical texts cited in vv. 31 and 45, provide organization of the
entire discourse, reaching its summation in v. 58.5° That organization,
insofar as it relates to our theme, can be made plain by a simple
outline of the discourse’s progression: (1) “Work for the food that
remains for eternal life, which the Son of Man gives” (vv. 27, 58).
(2) “Work” means “believe” in the one whom God has sent (v. 29,
cf. 3640, 45-7). (3) The “food” that the Son of Man gives is “bread
which descends from heaven” (vv. 31-3), which God, not Moses,
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gives. (4) That bread is identical with the Son of Man himself, for
hie is “"he who descended from heaven” — as we learned in chap. 3
(vv. 35, 38, 48-51).5! (5) The “murmurings” of the Jews produce an
even more pointed statement: the bread of life is the very flesh of the
Sen of Man (vv. 51b-58).52

The deseent of Jesus from heaven is of course unacceptable to “the
Jews", for they say: ““Is this not Jesus, the son of Joseph, whose father

-and mother we know? How then does he say, ‘I have descended from

heaven™?” (v. 42). Quite analogously, in the following dialogue with
those disciples who are disturbed by the notion of “eating the flesh
of the Son of Man”, the ascent of the Son of Man “where he was
before™ offers “a still greater offense”.** In the chapter as a whole,
the movement is from a concept familiar to Jews (something which
comes down from heaven is given by the hand of a prophet), but
doubted in the specific instance of Jesus, to their total alienation by
his outrageous claim to be himself that which comes dewn from
heaven — and returns thither. We may perhaps compare the movement
we observed earlier, from the promise to Nathanael of something like
Jacob’s Bethel vision (“angels ascending and descending upon the
Son of Man™) to the statement to Nicodemus that only the Son of
Man (not angels, and not merkabah visionaries) ascends and descends.

In one sense what is happening in the Johannine dialogues is the
combination of familiar patterns from Jewish tradition — above all

the picture of the apostolic prophet, that of the heavenly Wisdom {
that seeks a home among men only to be rejected, and, perhaps, that !
of the angel who bears Yahweh’s name®* — in such a way that the .

basic relationships are exaggerated to the point of virtual absurdity.
Thus while the tradition of the apostolic prophet includes the perform-
anee of signs to authenticate his commission, 5 the signs in John place
their observers in a situation where more and more is demanded of
them until they are forced to accept or to reject an unlimited claim,
as is the case with Nicodemus and the witnesses of the bread miracle.
Basic to the common definition of the apostolic prophet was the
understanding that he did not speak his own words but the words
of him who commissioned him, and that is a prominent motif in the
Fourth Gospel.*¢ This notion could be underlined by the mythical
picture of the apostle’s assumption to heaven to receive the secret
message,®” and that was doubtless a point of contact for the develop-
ment of the Johannine picture of Jesus’ descent and ascent, in connec-
tion with the Wisdom myths. But as we have already seen, the secret
message which Jesus brings is virtually reduced to the statement of
the descent and ascent, and of the relationship to God which that
pattern implies. The content of his prophetic martyria is progressively
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more clearly identified with his knowledge of his own origin and
destiny, which demonstrates his unique relationship to the Father.

The pattern, descent and ascent, becomes the cipher for Jesus’
unique self-knowledge as well as for his foreignness to the men of
this world. His testimony is true decquse he alone knows “where I
came from and where I am going™ (8:14). The evangelist has carefully
laid the groundwork for this statement. In 3:8 he introduced the motif,
with the statement to Nicodemus that of both the Spirit and of the
one born of the spirit (= “from above™) “you do not know where
he comes from and where he goes”. The Jerusalemites at the feast of
Tabernacies think they know where Jesus is from: his Galilean origin
precludes his being the Prophet or the Christ (7:37-52).58 Moreover,
simply the fact that, as they think, “We know where he is from”,
means he cannot be the Christ, for “the Christ — when he comes, no
one knows where he is from” (7:27). This is a choice example of the
evangelist’s irony, for not only does the dialogue itself tell the reader
that the Jews do not really know where Jesus is from (7:28-9: he is
from God), but in a later dialogue he has them precisely reverse the
basis for their rejection, in the process admitting that they do not
know where he is from: “We know that God spoke to Moses, but
this man — we do not know where he is from” (9:29). Pilate also asks
Jesus, “Where are you from?”’ (19:9) and receives no answer. The
descent and ascent of the Son of Man thus becomes not only the key
to his identity and identification, but the primary content of his
esoteric knowledge which distinguishes him from the men who belong
to “this world™.

In this manner the descent, as a “coming into the world™, is clearly
identified as the judgment of the world (9:39, but adumbrated already
in 3:14-21). With that an element of the prologue becomes clear. It
is commonly recognized that 1:10 and 11 are parallel and that the
Wisdom myth, particularly in the form seen most clearly in 1 Enoch
42, provides the essential background. Commentators are divided on
the question whether hoi idioi (“his own™) in v. 11 are the Jews or
mankind.*® From the dialogues which we have analysed it should be
apparent that the Jews are meant — precisely as the representatives
of the disbelieving world. Only recognition of this essential part of
the Johannine symbolism reveals the full pathos of the prologue.,
Verse 10 expresses the central theme of the common Jewish version
of the Wisdom myth: Wisdom sought a home among men, in the
world which was made through her, but found no acceptance - except,
most Jewish versions would add, finally in Israel, through the
revelation at Sinai. It is precisely that exception that is rejected by
v. 11: those who accepted — and there were some who accepted
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(v. 12)5° ~ are not “his own”, the Jews, but some yet-to-be-defined
group whose extraordinary status, belonging neither to “‘the world”
nor to “his own”, is miraculous (v. 13).

It the “descent” of the Son of Man, his “‘coming into the world”,
is-.consirued in the early dialogues of John as the krisis of the world,
the dramatic structure of the second half of the book identifies the
judgment rather with his ascent, his *“being lifted up”. The remarkable
sentence in 13:1-5, the elegant periodic structure of which contrasts
with the usual Johannine style$! and which formally divides the
Gospel in half, speaks in two solemn clauses of Jesus’ descent and
ascent. The turning-point has come because Jesus knows:

“that his hour had come to depart out of this world to the Father”,
and
“that he had come from God and was going to God”.

Naturally more and more emphasis is placed on the ascent as the
book progresses, and it becomes apparent that descent and‘ ascent
are not treated in precisely symmetrical fashion. The ascent is more
complex, for more independent motifs have been boun_d togetper in
the Johannine picture of Jesus’ leaving the world than in the picture
of his coming into it. .

One constituent of the ascent bundle of metaphors is the pun on
“being lifted up” which was introduced in 3:14. A great deal of
confusion has surrounded the linguistic nature of the double f:ntendre,
and from the supposed Aramaic original impossible conclusions have
been reached about the provenance of the Fourth Gospel.®* These
problems are of no concern here, for the pun was evidently a common
one, in Greek as well as in Semitic languages, and it could }:e ex;_)ressed
with a variety of verbs.5® What is of interest is the way in which the
fourth evangelist introduces this jarring bit gf gallows-humor a.nd
progressively unfolds its implications. For as Klttel nott?d, t_hc merging
of assumption with hanging produces a deliberately jarring, incon-
gruous metaphor, and the literary development clearly indicates that
it is intended to call attention to itself, not merely to make use of a
common idiom.5* Characteristically, the first statement of the motif
3:14) leaves it unexplained. Whether the brie_f typological statement,
comparing the Son of Man’s “clevation” with thf: elevation of the
bronze serpent by Moses, is created by the evangeh§t or, more.hkely,
a pre-formed bit of tradition, he inserts it here to interpret his own
very important christological rule, “‘No one has ascended into hea\'ren
except he who descended, the Son of Man” (v. 13). .That ascension
is not like the heavenly journey of the merkabdh mystics or of Moses,
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but is like the exposure of the bronze snake. But what does that mean
precisely? The reader is not told explicitly that hypsathénai (“to be
lifted up’’) means crucifixion until 12:32 so that some commentators
can insist that 3:14 does not even have crucifixion in mind.®* But
3:14 is only the first statement of the thrice-repeated saying of Jesus
which “signified what sort of death he was to die” (12:33) and which
was “fulfilled”” when the Jews demanded a Roman execution (18:32).
Once the reader is aware of this further explication, he finds sufficient
hints already in chap. 3 that the death of the Son of Man is his
exaltation. There is a formal parallelism, not ofien noticed, between
vv. 14-15 and v. 16, a parallelism created by clauses which, assuming
v. 14 to be traditional, are clearly the work of the evangelist:

so must the Son of Man be lifted up,
that whoever believes in him may have eternal life.
For God so loved the world
that he gave his only Son,
that whoever believes in him should not perish but have eternal life.

The “giving” of the Son that believers in him may have life is
equivalent to his “being lifted up” for the same end. If, on one hand,
one recognizes the allusion in v. 16 to the binding of Isaac (Genesis
22)%% — and it would be easy to pass over it — or, on the other hand,
if one is aware already of the “lifted up”’/*‘crucified” pun — and one
needs to be acquainted with the whole Johannine language of symbols
to be certain of it — then this equivalence is immediately plain. Thus
again we meet in John language that has many more nuances for an
initiated reader than for an outsider.

The second occurrence of the hypsothénai (“to be lifted up”)
language (8:28) adds an important new motif: the identity of the Son
of Man (egé eimi, “I am™) will be revealed by the elevation, and until
then the direct question of the Jews, “Who are you?”’ (v. 25) must
remain unanswered. How, concretely, this promise is fulfilled is not
absolutely certain, though the extraordinary emphasis placed upon
the trilingual placard on the cross in John 19:17-22 suggests that it
may be taken as one aspect of the evangelist’s dramatization of this
final self-revelation.” Be that as it may, the identity of Jesus here,
as in the other examples of the ascent/descent motif which we have
examined, is bound up with the pattern of his coming from heaven
and going back there.

The final occurrence of the hypsathénai theme, which finally makes
the double entendre explicit for the dull reader (12:33), also adds a
new dimension; Jesus® clevation will result in his drawing all men
{pantas) to himself (v. 32). The disbelieving response evoked by this
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statement (vv. 34-6) warns us against too hasty a conclusion that
with this pantas the sharp division of mankind and narrowing of the
circle of believers that has characterized the function of the ascent/
descent motif everywhere ¢lse in the Gospel is here replaced by a
universalism. Rather, the saying is to be understood in the light of
12:23-6: in death the “grain™ ceases to be “alone”. ““This means that
Jesus® death has been understood in its significance as creating the
community of the Church.”®® Those he draws to himself are those
who believe, the exceptional ones who “receive” him (1:12; 3:33),
who accept his unearthly strangeness and are thus drawn into
becoming an unearthly community with him.

The ascension theme in John is thus fraught with opportunity for
misunderstanding. Remarkably, the evangelist makes this possibility
into an occasion for advancing his didactic purpose, by introducing
into the fictional narrative transparent misunderstandings by Jesus’
dialogue partners, both opponents and disciples. Thus in 7:33—6, when
Jesus tells “the Jews” that he will be with them only “a little time”
more before going to the one who sent him, where they can neither
find him nor follow him, they say, ‘“Where is he about to go that we
shall not find him? He is not about to go to the diaspora of the
Greeks and teach the Greeks, is he?” Later the reader will learn that
the appearance of “Greeks” from the diaspora is indeed the signal
for Jesus that “the hour has come for the Son of Man to be glorified”,
i.e., “lifted up”, to “draw all men” to himself (12:20-36). Meanwhile,
the prediction to “the Jews™ has been made a second time (8:21), and
this time their “misunderstanding” recognizes that Jesus’ “departure”
means his death: “He will not kill himself, will he?” (8:22). There is
a certain truth in their sarcasm, for this is a pejorative way of saying
what the evangelist puts positively in Jesus’ words, “No one takes
[my life] from me, but I lay it down of my own accord” (10:18). The
Jews’ statement represents the view of the voluntary death *from
below™; Jesus® statement, the view “from above™ (8:23).

Not only “the Jews” misunderstand, but also the disciples. The
farewell discourses begin with a statement of the glorification/
ascension theme, followed by precisely the same prediction which
offended the Jews, even though he addresses this group as “children”:
“You will seek me and, just as I said to the Jews, “‘Where I am going
you cannot come’, now I tell you also” (13:33). However, Peter’s
response (v. 36)°® is not a third-person aside like that of the Jews
(7:35; 8:22), but a direct question, “Lord, where are you going?” Jesus’
reply now replaces the neutral elthein (“to come™) by akolouthésai
“follow”, “be a disciple”, and adds the all-important qualification,
“not ... now, but ... afterward” (v. 36). Peter’s further question and
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affirmation make it clear that it is now understood that “to go/follow™
means “to lay down one’s life”. Note that the evangelist has con-
structed this whole dialogue in order to provide a new setting for the
traditional logion predicting Peter’s denial (v. 38), so that the denial
is now reinterpreted in the light of the descent/ascent motif that
separates Jesus from all earthly men, even the disciples. On the other
hand, the descent/ascent motif has received a further nuance, for the
Juture ascent of the disciples is promised.

The following dialogue (14:1-5) takes up another side of the same
theme, with a new interlocutor, Thomas. Now the purpose of Jesus’
departure for the disciples is adumbrated: He goes to prepare
“dwellings” (monai), “a place” for the disciples.’® Thomas® “ig-
norant” question then permits a reply that shifts the terms of the
metaphor to a more abstract level: “I am the way” (v. 6). “Following
Jesus” does not mean, as the reply to Peter had suggested immediately
before, merely imitating him or accepting a similar fate; it is to go
by means of him. Stylistically, this shift recalls the “illogic™ of chap.
10, in which Jesus himself is both the good shepherd who comes by
means of the door and the door by means of which the sheep go in
and out.

The “yet a little while” saying is repeated yet once more, but with
significant variations, in 14:19; “the world” replaces “the Jews™ as
those who will not be able to see J esus, and now a distinction is made,
in contrast with 13:33, between the world that will not be able to see
and the disciples who will see him. The “I shall come” of v. 18 is
hardly a reference to the parousia in the conventional sense, as vv.
22-3 make plain: Jesus and the Father (being one) will make their
mone with the believers, unseen by the world. Note that this conception
of the mutual “dwelling” “corrects” the commonplace notion of an
ascent to heaven after death which was suggested by vv. 2--3, though
of course the two are not mutually exclusive.”*

These themes are repeated in chap. 16 with minor variations. The
statement of 16:5b, “None of you asks me, “Where are you going?”’
which flatly contradicts 13:36; 14:5, is surprising and lends support
to the hypothesis that chaps. 15—16 are an independent formulation
of the “farewell discourse” paraltel to 13:31—14:31. That would also
explain the curious statement in vv. 29-30, appropriate at the end of
a discourse comprising chaps. 15—16, but mystifying after the rather
clear statements of chap. 14. Variants of the theme “you will not see
me; you will see me” are found in vv. 10, 16. The principal new motif’
in comparison with chap. 14, is the close connection between Jesus’
departure and the coming of the Paraclete (vv. 7-15).
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One of the primary purposes of both versions of the farewell
discourse is reflection on the purpose of Jesus’ departure from the
world as it affects the chosen community. These chapters provide a
poignant expression of the group’s negative identity, their fear of
being orphanoi (“desolate™) in the world (14:18). They no longer
belong to this world (17:14-15), yet they are “not yet” permitted to
“follow™ Jesus on his ascent. Hence the farewell discourses assemble
their reflections on the purpose of the separation: “a place” is being
prepared with the Father; Jesus and the Father will come and make
their “dwelling” with them; the Paraclete, whose functions parallel
those of the descending/ascending Son of Man, will come to them;
the Paraclete’s work, through them, constitutes a certain continuing
mission in the world (cf. chap. 17).

Chapter 17 as a whole is only intelligible within the descent/ascent
framework, for it is the summary “de-briefing” of the messenger who,
like the prince in the Hymn of the Pearl (v. 100), has accomplished
his work in the lower regions and is returning: ““I have glorified you
on the earth; I have completed the work which you gave me to do”
(v. 4); “I am no longer in the world, ... but [ am coming to you” (Y.
11). The trial and crucifixion narratives are remarkably empty of this
motif, save for Pilate’s unanswered question, “Where are you from?”
(19:9) and the ambiguous andthen in 19:11. It is rat‘-her the d_rama of
these scenes, totally reconstructed by the evangelist,”? which as a
whole completes the theme, while on the other hand the devglopment
of the “elevation™ and “glorification” themes by the evangelist places
the traditional passion narratives in quite a new interpretive context.
More difficult to explain is the final definite reference to the ascension:
“Do not touch me, for I have not yet ascended to the father ... I am
ascending to my father and vour father, my God and your Gpd”
(20:17). We can only observe that, since the fourth .eva.ngchst’s
dramatic compression of exaltation and crucifixion motifs into one
has left the traditional Easter appearances in a kind of limbo, this
strange statement imparts to that limbo a sacred liminality.”® Jesus
is no longer in the world, but not yet ascended; he belongs to t‘he
intermediate zone that viclates these categories and renders him
untouchable. Yet even here the promise of further intimacy with the
disciples is promised in the words “my father and your father, my
God and your God”, which is fulfilled in the subsequc?nt appearance
to the disciples (20:19-23) and especially in the invitation to Thomas
to touch the wounds (20:27). Perhaps by this time it should not
surprise us that the evangelist’s final use of the theme is in the form

of an enigma, and that it paves the way to the concluding statements
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of the Gospel, first about the disciples’ faith and task, then about
those who are to believe and obtain life by means of this book
(20:30--1).

JHI

Many well-known commentaries, particularly those in English, treat
the descent/ascent motif in John, if they discuss it at all, as a symbol
of unity. It is supposed to represent the union of heaven and earth,
the spiritual and the physical, eternity and history, God and man.”™*
Our analysis of the function of this motif and its related components
within the literary structure of the Gospel suggests an interpretation
diametrically opposed: in every instance the motif points to contrast,
foreignness, division, judgment. Only within that dominant structure
of estrangement and difference is developed the counterpoint of unity
— between God and Christ, between God, Christ, and the small group
of the faithful.

The dualistic tendency of the motif in John can be seen most sharply

in the elliptical use of the adverbs “above” and “below” in 8:23:

You are from below,

I am from above;
You are of this world,

I am not of this world.

The Jews who have just been told by Jesus that they will die in their
sins, and who have just “misunderstood” Jesus’ saying about going
away, are now told that they cannor believe or understand, because
they are “from the lower world”. This sounds like a typical expression
of gnostic self-consciousness, in which the separation between those
who can understand and those who cannot is an ontological one,
explained by a myth of their origin, as in the Hypostasis of the Archons:

for the psychics (psychikos) will not be able
to reach the pneumatic (prewmarikos),
because they are from below,

but he is from above,”$

That mythical picture is reinforced by the following dialogue, for
even those Jews who respond to Jesus® speech with belief (8:30) are
quickly provoked by his further pronouncements into hostility,
because they are not “children of God”, but children of the devil (via
their father Cain, the devil’s son).”® “He who is ek tou theou (‘from
God’) hears the words of God; for this reason you do not hear,
because you are not ek tou theou.”

Yet the Fourth Gospel never provides us with the myth which
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explains how some men could be from below and others from above,
Indeed, since being “from above™ is in John the exclusive property
of “the Son of Man” (3:13!), it is difficult to see how any man could
respond to his words with the kind of faith required here. The most
significant difference between the Johannine use of the descent/ascent
motif and the use in gnostic literature is precisely the fact that the
disciples of Jesus, those who do “hear” his words, are nof ever
identified as those preumatikoi who, like himself, have “come down
from heaven”. They are identified as those who are “not of this
world” (ouk ek tou kosmou toutouw) (15:19; 17:144f.). As those who
are ek tou theou, they can be contrasted with the “false spirits’ (false
prophets) who are ek fou kosmou (1 John 4:1-6). But this status is a
conferred one, not an ontological one: “I chose you out of the world”
(15:19); “I manifested your [God’s] name to the men whom you gave
me out of the world” (17:6); “they are not of the world, as I am not
of the world” (17:14). Thus we have in the Johannine literature a
thoroughly dualistic picture: a small group of believers isolated over
against “the world” that belongs intrinsically to “the things below”,
i.e., to darkness and the devil. Yet that picture is never rationalized
by a comprehensive myth, as in gnosticism, or by a theory of
predestination, as later in the Western Catholic tradition.

So long as we approach the Johanning literature as a chapter in
the history of ideas, it will defy our understanding. Its metaphors are
irrational, disorganized, and incomplete. But if we pose our guestions
in the form, What functions did this particular system of metaphors
have for the group that developed it? then even its self-contradictions
and its disjunctures may be seen to be means of communication.

This point can be illustrated by our attempt to understand the
function of the ascent/descent motif within the Fourth Gospel. The
unbiased reader feels quite sympathetic with poor Nicodemus and
the “believing’’ Jews with whom, it seems, Jesus is playing some kind
of language-game whose rules neither they nor we could possibly
know, What we are up against is the self-referring quality of the
whole Gospel, the closed system of metaphors, which confronts the
reader in a fashion somewhat like the way a Semitist once explained
to me how to learn Aramaic: “Once you know all the Semitic
languages,” he said, “learning any one of them is easy.” The reader
cannot understand any part of the Fourth Gospel until he understands
the whole. Thus the rcader has an experience rather like that of the
dialogue partners of Jesus: either he will find the whole business so
convoluted, obscure, and maddeningly arrogant that he will reject it
in anger, or he will find it so fascinating that he will stick with it until
the progressive reiteration of themes brings, on some level of con-
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sciousness at least, a degree of clarity. While an appeal to the reader’s
subjective experience may appear highly unscientific, I have tried to
show that such an experience is grounded in the stylistic structure of
the whole document. This is the way its language, composed of an
enormous varicty of materials, from the standpoint of the history of
traditions, has been organized, partly by design, i.e., by the actual
composition by the evangelist, and partly by pre-redactional colloca-
tion of the different ways of talking in the life of the community. The
book functions for its readers in precisely the same way that the epiphany
of its hero functions within its narratives and dialogues.

While this function of the boek is undoubtedly the hallmark of
some one author’s genius, it is unthinkable apart from a particular
kind of religious community, in the same way (though not perhaps
to the same extent) that the pesher on Habakkuk is unthinkable
without the Qumran sect, and the convoluted and overlapping
myths of the Mandean Ginza unaccountable without the perduring
Nazoreans. Unfortunately we have no independent information about
the organization of the Johannine group, and even the Johannine
literature gives little description of the community and hardly any
statements that are directly “ecclesiological”. Nevertheless, the struc-
tural characteristics of the literature permit certain deductions.

The observation that the book functions in the same way that its
Jesus functions can be elaborated. As we have seen, the depiction of
Jesus as the man “who comes down from heaven™ marks him as the
alien from all men of the world. Though thie Jews are “his own”,
when he comes to them they reject him, thus revealing themselves as
not his own after all but his enemies; not from God, but from the
devil, from “below”, from “this world”. The story describes the
progressive alienation of Jesus from the Jews. But something else is
happening, for there are some few who do respond to Jesus’ signs
and words, and these, while they also frequently “misunderstand”,
are progressively enlightened and drawn into intense intimacy with
Jesus, until they, like him, are not “of this world”. Now their becoming
detached from the world is, in the Gospel, identical with their being
detached from Judaism. Those figures who want to “believe’ in Jesus
but to remain within the Jewish community and the Jewish piety are
damned with the most devastatingly dualistic epithets. There can be
no question, as Louis Martyn has shown, that the actual trauma of
the Johannine community’s separation from the synagogue and its
continuing hostile relationships with the synagogue come clearly to
expression here.”” But something more is to be seen: coming to faith
in Jesus is for the Johannine group a change in social location. Mere
belief without joining the Johannine community, without making the
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decisive break with “the world™, particularly the world of Judaism,
is a diabolic “li¢”. Thus, despite the absence of “ecclesiology’™ from
the Fourth Gospel, this book could be called an etiology of the
Johannine group. In telling the story of the Son of Man who came
down from heaven and then re-ascended after choosing a few of his
own out of the world, the book defines and vindicates the existence
of the community that evidently sees itself as unique, alien from its
world, under attack, misunderstood, but living in unity with Christ
and through him with God. It could hardly be regarded as a missionary
tract,”® for we may imagine that only a very rare outsider would get
past the barrier of its closed metaphorical system. It is a book for
insiders, for if one already belonged to the Johannine community,
then we may presume that the manifold bits of tradition that have
taken distinctive form in the Yohannine circle would be familiar, the
“cross-references” in the book — so frequently anachronistic within
the fictional sequence of events — would be immediately recognizable,
the double entendre which produces mystified and stupid questions
from the fictional dialogue partners (and from many modern com-
mentators) would be acknowledged by a knowing and superior smile,
One of the primary functions of the book, therefore, must have been
to provide a reinforcement for the community’s social identity, which
appears to have been largely negative. It provided a symbolic universe
which gave religious iegitimacy, a theodicy, to the group’s actual
isolation from the larger society.

The sociology of religion has not yet developed theoretical
categories adequate for describing the formation of a “sect” of the
sort we are discovering in the Johannine group,” but the discipline
of the “sociology of knowledge”, particularly in the form proposed
by Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann, 8° provides categories which
help us to understand how a figure like the Johannine Jesus, through
the medium of a book like the Johannine Gospel, could bring about
a change of world. For one’s “world” in the sociology of knowledge
is understood as the symbolic universe within which one functions,
which has “objectivity” because it is constantly reinforced by the
structures of the society to which it is specific. Faith in Jesus, in the
Fourth Gospel, means a removal from “the world”, because it means
transfer to a community which has totalistic and exclusive claims.
The Fourth Gospel not only describes, in etiological fashion, the birth
of that community; it also provides reinforcement of the community’s
isolation. The language patterns we have been describing have the
effect, for the insider who accepts them, of demolishing the logic of
the world, particularly the world of Judaism, and progressively
emphasizing the sectarian consciousness. If one “believes” what is
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said in this book, he is quite literally taken out of the ordinary world
of social reality. Contrariwise, this can hardly happen unless one
stands already within the counter-cultural group or at least in some
ambivalent relationship between it and the larger society.

I do not mean to say that the symbolic universe suggested by the
Johannine literature is only the reflex or projection of the group’s
social situation. On the contrary, the Johannine dialogues suggest
quite clearly that the order of development must have been dialectical:
the christological claims of the Johannine Christians resulted in their
becoming alienated, and finally expelled, from the synagogue; that
alienation in turn is “explained” by a further development of the
christological motifs (i.¢., the fate of the community projected onto
the story of Jesus); these developed christological motifs in turn drive
the group into further isolation. It is a case of continual, harmonic
reinforcement between social experience and ideology.®!

The dialectic we have suggested would surely continue, producing
a more and meore isolated and estranged group until some disruption
occurred. The Johannine letters show a progression of that sort: tighter
‘internal discipline, more hostility towards ‘“‘the world” and everything
“in the world”, schism occasioned by a docetic group, whose denial
that Jesus could have “come in the fiesh” would seem a fairly logical
deduction from the symbols we have analyzed.

The analysis undertaken here does not answer the question of the
relation between the Johannine Christology and gnostic myths, but
it provides clues which may be helpful in pursuing that problem. The
Fourth Gospel is content to leave unanswered the question how there
could exist in “this world” some persons who, by some pre-established
harmony, could respond to the Stranger from the world above and
thus become, like him, men “not of this world”. But that enigma
cries oui for some master myth to explain it. Both pressures from
outsiders and internal questioning would assure that the cry did not
long remain unheeded; the legitimation of the sect’s counter-cultural
stance would lead to the projection of some myth explaining that
members of the group had an origin different from that of ordinary
men. In gnosticism it was the Sophia myth that provided the basic
images for that projection — the same Sophia myth which provided
important elements of the descent and ascent of the Son of Man in
John. As the archetype of the soul-to-be-redeemed, Sophia recovers
her normal feminine guise, making possible the elaborate sexual
imagery that in the gnostic myths describes the relations between
Christ or Logos and Sophia or the soul. In the Fourth Gospel there
is no trace of the usual feminine Sophia; she has become entirely the
masculine Logos, the Son of Man. But the Fourth Gospel does
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introduce the motif of Christ’s union with the believers, which comes
at times quite close to sexual metaphor.®? Thus once the Fourth
Gospel had identified Christ-Wisdom with the masculine Logos, and
once the social dynamics of the anti-worldly sect were in motion, all
the forces were present for the production of a myth of the Valentinan
type. We cannot say that it happened that way, or that the Johannine
literature was the only place where ingredients were brought into the
necessary creative association.®? But these conjectures suggest that it
is at least as plausible that the Johannine Christology helped to create
some gnostic myths as that gnostic myths helped create the Johannine
Christology. A satisfactory answer may be achieved only when studies
of gnosticism also begin to ask not only about ideational structure
and antecedents, but also about social functions.34

NOTES

I SeeR. Bultmann (1925) and especially his criticism of Ernst Percy in “Johanneische
Schriften und Gnosis”, OLZ 43 (1940) 150-75 (Exegetica, 230-54) and C. H.
Dodd in NTS 1 (1954-55) 77-91 (ET: Harvard Divinity Bulletin 27 [1963] 9-22).
Dodd’s focus upon *“the logos-doctrine™ as the tertium comparationis between John
and the Hermetica and Philo was particularly vulnerable to this objection.

2 For example, K. Rudolph’s careful investigation of the Mandean materials con-
vinced him that “John the Baptist and his disciples had, on the evidence of the
available sources, no connection with the Mandeans” (Die Mandier, Vol, I:
Prolegomena [Gottingen, 1960] 80). Both E, Kéisemann {1969) and E. Haenchen
(“Probleme des johanneischen ‘Prologs™, ZTK 60 [1963] 305-34 [reprinted in
Gott und Mensch (Tibingen, 1965) 114-43]) reject the hypothesis of a Redenguelle
(““discourse source™), See also D. M. Smith, Jr. (1965).

3 CI. C. Colpe, Die religionsgeschichiliche Schule (Gottingen, 1961) especially
186-208. See also A. D. Nock, “Gnosticism”, HTR 57 (1964) 255-79.

4 'This is even clearer in his article “Johannesevangelium”, RGG® 3. 840-50.

3 E. Haenchen has established a high probability that the essential gnostic features
of Simon Magus were developed in the Simonian sect prior to any Christian
influence (“Gab es eine vorchristliche Gnosis?”, ZTK 49 [1952] 316-49; reprinted
in Gott und Mensch 265-98). The question of the date and interpretation of the
Hymn of the Pearl is more difficult; see most recently C. Colpe, “Die
Thomaspsalmen als chronologischer Fixpunkt in der Geschichte der orientalischen
Gnosis”, Jahrbuch filr Antike und Christentum 7 (1964) 77-93; and the survey by
K. Rudolph, “Gnosis und Gnostizismus, ein Forschungsbericht”, TRu 34 (1969)
214-21. The Nag Hammadi documents prove that Christian Gnostics did borrow
and adapt mythical elements from non-Christian Gnostics — and vice versa — at
a later period. While these sources cannot directly prove anything about first
century gmosis, careful analysis of them is providing cumulative evidence that
myths of descending/ascending revealers flourished without any Christian in-
fluence. See, e.g., G. W, MacRae, *“The Coptic Gnostic Apocalypse of Adam”,
HeyJ 6 (1965) 27-35, and F. Wisse, “The Redeemer Figure in the Paraphrase of
Shem”, NT 12 (1970) 130-40. Finally, it is impossible to dismiss the question
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whether the NT itself may not provide the earliest documentation of pre-Christian
gnosticism, depending upon one’s evaluation, for example, of the opponents of
Paul in Galatia, Corinth, and Colossae, and of the sources of mythical elements
found in liturgical traditions that are quoted in Pauline and deutero-Pauline letters.
There remain, however, many vexed questions in this area.

(1957) 179.

“One Jesus and Four Primitive Gospels”, HTR 61 (1968} 240; reprinted in
Trajectories through Early Christignity, ed. J. M. Robinson and H. Koester,
(Philadelphia, 1971) 197.

Wisdom, Christology, and Law in Matthew's Gospel (Cambridge, Mass., 1970) 10
n. 14; 42 n. 18; 533 n. 41; and especially 58 n. 49.

G. W. MacRae (“The Jewish Background of the Grostic Sophia Myth”, NT 12
1970} 86-101) seems to me correct against U, Wilckens (Weisheit und Torheit
[Tiibingen, 1959]) that it was precisely the Jewish form of the Wisdom myth that
was used by the gnostics — at least those that may be vsefully compared with the
Fourth Gospel. On the other hand, I doubt the propriety of speaking of a single
Jewish Wisdom myth or one single Wisdom movement. “Wisdom™ as the ideology
of a royal bureaucracy was obviously different from the “Wisdom” cultivated in
an apocalyptic conventicle, for example.

The Gnostic Religion (rev. edn; Boston, 1963) 320-1. The Bultmann—Jonas con-
cept of “objectivation” is significantly parallel to the notion of “projection”,
particularly as the latter has been redefined by C, G. Jung. The reaction of Bultmann
and other kerygmatic theologians to the “psychologism” of earlier theological
Liberalism has blocked off what might have been a fruitful area of interaction,
particularly in view of the Jung school’s profound interest in gnosticism. However,
Jung’s discussion of the motif of descent and ascent as it occurs in medieval
alchemy (Mysterium Coniunctionis [2nd edn; Princeton, 1970] 217-24) offers little
that is directly useful for our present discussion.

The analysis by E. Schweizer in his eatly work Ego Eimi (Géttingen, 1939, Part
1V) is abstruse and rather artificial. The perennial attempts to discover OT
typologies in John have usnally demonstrated more the ingenuity of eisegesis than
the grammar of Johannine symbols. E. Stemberger’s recent La symbolique du bien
et du mal selon saint Jean (Paris, 1976), violating the impressive canons in his own
introduction, reduces the symbols to a puzzle picture where the categories of
moral theology are to be discovered.

(1925) 102.
On this form, see K. Berger, Die Amen-Worte Jesu (Berlin, 1970) 95-117.

See J. Becker, “Die Abschiedsreden Jesu im Johannesevangelium™, ZNW 61 (1970)
215-52.

“Genesis as Myth”, Discovery (London) n.s. 23 (1962) 30-5; reprinted in My#h
and Cosmos, ed. John Middleton (Garden City, N.Y., 1967y 1-13. This
“structural” approach is now associated especially with the theories of the French
social anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss (see, e.g., the latter’s Structural Anthro-
pology [New York, 1963], especially chaps 2 and 11), but Leach has brought
structuralisme into connection with the functionalist and empirical traditions of
English and American social anthropology. See his fascinating appreciation and
critique tn Claude Lévi-Strauss (“Modern Masters”, ed. F. Kermode [New York,
1970]). Among other recent examples of the social-structural analysis of myth-
systems which I have found suggestive for developing my own method are: V. W.

166

16

17

18

19

20

21

The Man from Heaven in Johannine Sectarianism

Turner, “Colonr Classification of Ndembu Ritual”, drnthropological Approaches
to the Study of Religion, ed. M. Banton (New York, 1966) 47-84; J. Z. Smith,
“Birth Upside Down or Right Side Up?”, History of Religions 9 (1969-70) 281--303;
W. D. O'Flaherty, “Asceticism and Sexuality in the Mythology of Siva™, ibid. 8
(1968-9) 300-37; 9 (1969-70} 1-41.

Two partial exceptions are A. Kragerud’s proposals to see certain of the symbols,
particularly the “beloved disciple”, as a covert self-justification of a charismatic
sect of Christianity (Der Lieblingsjiinger im Johannesevangelium {Oslo, 1959]) and
E. Kédsemman’s attempts to explicate the argument between Diotrephes and the
Elder (“Ketzer und Zeuge”, ZTK 48 [1951] 292-311; reprinted in Exegetische
Versuche und Besinnungen, 1, 168-87) and the “naive docetism”™ of the Gospel
(1968) within “conventicle piety” in conflict with “early catholicism”. Kragerud’s
thesis, however, is undercut by highly arbitrary exegesis at points; Kéisemann’s
by the imposition of categoties from post-Reformation church history on the
first-century phenomena (see my review in USQR 24 [1968] 414-20). More
important, J. L. Martyn has made a major contribution towards locating the kind
of milieuin which the anti-Jewish polemic of one stratum of the Johannine materials
was formed (1969). His position is reinforced by the investigation, from quite a
different perspective, of H. Leroy, Rétsel und Missverstindnis (Bonn, 1968). I became
acquainted with Leroy’s carefnl and provocative monograph only after 1 had
completed the present essay; hence I shall forgo the detailed Auseinandersetzung
with him which would be appropriate at points where our analyses run parallel.
While our methods are different (but not, I believe, incompatible) and the passages
and motifs he examines only partially overlap those treated here, I am delighted
to find a remarkable convergence of my results with his. On the basis of a wide-
ranging survey of the riddie in folklore and literature (13-45), Leroy describes the
form of the Johannine dialogue-with-misunderstanding as a ““hidden riddle”, which
presupposss a tight-knit community with a Sondersprache (“special language”)
unintelligible to outsiders. In order to “know the truth™, one must join this
community — probably a cluster of small congregations — hear its preaching, be
instructed in its catechesis, and participate in its ritual.

The descending (katabainon) of the spirit (1:32-3) is from the traditional baptism
pericope which the evangelist has deliberately omitted, substituting only a report
by John of the Spirit’s descent.

R. E. Brown (1966) 88-91; Schulz (1957) 98; K. Berger, Amen-Worte, 113. Whether
all double-Amen sayings in John are traditional logia or rephrasing of such, as
Berger claims, is open to question.

C. F. Burney, The Aramaic Origin of the Fourth Gospel {Oxford) 115-16; H.
Odeberg (1929) 33-42; C. H. Dodd (1953) 244-5; B. W. Bacon, The Gospel
of the Hellenists (New York, 1933) 158-9; G. Quispel, “Nathanael und der
Menschensohn (John 1:51)”, ZNW 47 (1956) 281-3; N. A. Dahl, Das ¥olk Gottes
(2nd edn; Dammstadt, 1963) 170; “The Johannine Church and History™, in this
volume, pp. 122-40; Schulz (1957) 9%6-103.

From the Heb. text or its equivalent, as Burney points out. The LXX has finite
verbs and, of course, removes the ambiguity of the &6, “on him”/“on it”, which
is the starting point of the midrash. (The latter point is ignored by the interpreta-
tions of Quispel [see previous note] and I. Jeremias, “Die Berufung des Nathanael
o 1, 45-51]", Angelos 3 [1930] 2-5).

“Aporien im vierten Evangelium™, Nachrichten der Gottingischen Geleherten Gesell-
schaft der Wissenschaften (1908) 517.
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(1957) 99-013.

*“Angelophanien um den Menschensohn auf Erden™, ZNW 30 (1931) 215-22, esp.
226-7.

W. Bauer (1925) 42; Odeberg (1929) 37; Bacon, Gespe!l of the Hellenists, 158-9.
Windisch, “Angelophanien”, 215-19.
As Jeremias does, “Berufung des Nathanael”.

Cf. Bacon, Gospel of the Hellenists, 325; E, M. Sidebottom, “The Ascent and
Descent of the Son of Man in the Gospel of St. John”, ATR 2 (1957) 115-22.

R. Kieffer is certainly correct in his observation that aléthas (“truly™), as usual
in John, modifies the predicate (cf. R. Bultmann [1971] 104 n. 4), but his translation
*“here is a man who is truly ‘a seer of God’”, which appeals, I assume, to Philo’s
allegory of the name Israel, is an overinterpretation (Au deld des recensions? [Lund,
1968] 153).

The sacral name Israel is extremely rare in John, elsewhere only 1:31 {where it is
rather clearly an introduction to the manifestation of Jesus to the “real Israelite™
in 1:48-51} and in 12:13 (which like 1:50 is a confession of Jesus as King of Israel).
Cf. W. Meeks {1967) 82-3.

Cf. Schulz’s analysis (1957) 104-9.

The attempt to reconstruct a written source from which the evangelist may have
drawn here (Bultmann (1971) 130-67; H. Becker, Die Reden des Johannesevan-
geliums und der Stil der gnostischen Offenbarungsrede [Gottingen, 1956] 94-6)
produces more difficulties than it solves.

Odeberg (1929) 72, 89; Bultmann (1971} 150 n.1; Meeks (1967) passim; contra
Sidebottom (“Ascent and Descent”, 119-22), who sees no polemic at all here.
Cf. Wis. 10:10, where we are told that Sophia “showed him [sc. Jacob] the kingdom
of God and gave him knowledge of holy things”. This passage proves that, at
this significantly early date, Jacob’s vision at Bethel was nnderstood as a vision
of the merkabdh (see Dahl, “Johannine Church” above, pp. 132f. and n, 20}, On the
significance of the fact that the typical form of early Jewish mysticism was
associated with royalimagery (“basileomorphism”; Graetz), see G. Scholem, Major
Trends in Jewish Mysticism {(New York, 1961) 54-7.

Cf. K. Berget, Amen-Worte 103,

C. the observations by H. A. Fischel, “Greco-Roman Rhetoric 2nd the Study of
Midrash”, a paper read to the Biblical Literature Section, American Academy of
Religion, October 25, 1970, as yet unpublished.

Formally, the closest parallel is 4 Ezra: 1-11, 20-21. Compare the story of Thales,
who fell into a pit while looking at the stars, To his plea for help an old woman
retorted: “Do. you suppose, Thales, that you will be able to understand what is
in the sky when you cannot see what is at your feet?” (Diogenes Laert. I, 34).
Similarly, Alexander the Great, giving a mora! blow to Nectanebus while the latter
was trying to teach him astrology, said: “You enquire about what is in the sky
without knowing what is on earth” (Ps.-Callisthenes, Life of dlexander, 1.14}. CF.
Wis. 9:16 and Ign. Trafl. 5:1-2, as well as Cicero, De Rep., 1.30: “No one looks
at what is in front of his feet; they study the reaches of the sky.”

So Alexander’s attempt to ascend to heaven is rebuked: “Without knowing
mundane matters, Alexander, do you sewk to grasp heavenly ones? So turn back
to earth with all haste™ (Ps.-Callisthenes, 2.41; Mss Leiden and Paris Supp. 113;
not in the oldest recension). And in Seneca’s satire of Clandius’ would-be
apotheosis (dpocolocyniosis, 8.3), one of the gods says to Hercules: “He does not
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know what he is doing in his own bedroom; and he is already stuclying the reaches
of the sky!” (So O. Weinreich, Senecas Apocelocyntosis [1923} 140; Waliz’s text
reads nescio (“1 do not know”) for nescir (“he does not know™), but that would
spoil the point of the quip. *“Caeli scrutatur plagas” is an oft-quoted line from
Ennius, Iphigenia; see the Cicero quotation in n. 36).

This is not the place to raisc again the vexed question of “sign faith™ in the
Redaktionsgeschichte of John. I believe that the difference between the viewpoint
of the “signs source” and that of the evangelist is not so great as Bultmann (1971,
passim) and Haenchen {*“Johanneische Probleme”, ZTK 56 [1959] 19-54; reprinted
in Gott und Mensch, 78-113) and others have maintained. See the paper by P.
Meyer, “Seeing, Signs, and Sources in the Fourth Gospel” (read to the Gospels
Section, American Academy of Religion, October 18, 1968, unfortunately un-
published), for a different view. R. Fortna’s source analysis (1970) has moved the
discussion towards a solid footing, though at times the assumption of divergent
theologies seems to enter his Quellenscheidung (*“distinguishing sources™) decisions
as an a priori. His summary evaluation is a model of clarity and precision (“Source
and Redaction in the Fourth Gospel's Portrayal of Jesus’ Signs”, JBL 89 [1970]
151-66). For a survey of recent literature on the subject and a defense of Haenchen’s
position, see J. M. Robiuson (1971) 238-56.

Suggested by P. Meyer, in private communication.

In this respect I am in full accord with Martyn (1968), though I doubt
whether the separation can be identified specifically with the Birkat ham-Minim
promulgated at Yavneh, and whether that decree itself can be dated so precisely.
Cf. the criticism by Stemberger, Symbolique 106, n. 3.

E. Hoskyns {1940) 7, who speaks of the Fourth Gospel’s “self-contained allusive-
ness”, has seen this more clearly than any other commentator I know.

D. M. Smith, Jr. (1965) 178 makes this point effectively against Bultmann’s
rearrangement hypotheses.

I am grateful for suggestions made by Jan Wojcik, a graduvate student in compara-
tive literature at Yale, who has compared the Johannine style with the didactic
dramaturgy of Berthold Brecht.

See Meeks (1967) 4757, 3034,

See above, pp. 155-7.

See above, pp. 153-5.

Presupposed in the midrashic dialogue of chap. 6: above, pp. 155L.

P. Borgen (1965) has demonstrated the midrashic character of the discourse and
has shown that a number of motifs incorporated in it were already familiar in
Alexandrian Judaism and attested somewhat later in haggadah from Palestinian
sources. A nember of details of his reconstruction are unconvincing, but his work
is fundamental for the understanding of this passage.

Forina guesses that v. 14 is the evangelist’s rewriting of the source’s conclusion
to the feeding miracle, which already contained the acclamation of Jesus as a
prophet (1970, 61). If so, it is “not impossible™, as he puts it with due caution,
that the identification of the feeding with the manna tradition was also pre-
Johannine,

Verses 27 and 58 form an inclusion; my chief criticism of Borgen’s analysis is that
he fails to see this because of his fixation on the scripture text so loosely cited in
v. 31. Consequently his work seemed vulnerable to G. Richter’s ingenious attempt
to show that vv. 51-8, by Borgen’s own method, ought to be regarded as a later
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addition (“Zur Formgeschichte und literarischen Einheit von Joh 6:31-58”, ZNW
60 [1969] 21-55). The literary unity of vv. 27-58 seems to me assured, whatever
theological self-contradictions it may contain. Though it is a saying of Jesus rather
than a scripture text that provides the starting point of the “midrash” (and we
shouid therefore recognize that the form of explication may have had a wider
application in rhetoric than only the exposition of sacred texts), that saying already
has the manna tradition in mind, for the manna’s propensity to “perish” was a
part of the biblical story (Exod. 16:19-21), as was the death of the wilderness
generation that fed on it.

If G. Vermes’ ingenious reading of Targum Neofiti on Exod. 16:15, “He [viz.,
Moses] is the bread which the Lord has given you to eat”, is correct, then we
have a striking parallel in the Moses haggadah. See “He is the Bread”,
Neotestamentica et semitica, ed. E, E. Ellis and M. Wilcox (Edinburgh, 1969)
256-63. However, I am inclined to believe with Prof. Schreiber (ibid. 258 n. D
that the antecedent msh is a simple scribal error for mshw, “what it was”,

The fact that both the “murmuring” and the giving of “flesh” are motifs found
in the biblical manna story (note especially Exod. 16:8 and compare John 6:51b
with Num. 11:18 *the Lord will give you meat to eat™) reinforce my conviction
that vv. 51558 are an integral part of the midrashic discourse that begins with
v. 27, but further analysis of the connection would lead us teo far from the present
topic. Even more difficult is the question whether vv, 60-71 belong to the same
stage of redaction as vv. 27-59, Logically, of course, the “offense” occasioned by
the notion of eating the flesk, which here upsets “some of the disciples”, comes
later in the development of the tradition than the notion of descending from
heaven, which offends “the Jews”. But historically both offenses would have been
repeated many times, 5o we can draw no necessary conclusions about the stages
of redaction. In any case, vv. 60-71 are closely connected with the preceding
discourse in their present form. At whatever stage they were added to the bread
dialogue, they clearly presuppose it and are built upon it.

Schuiz (1957} 117 n. 5.

It appears to me more and more likely that the combination of these figures,
perhaps also the connection with the title Son of Man, had been prepared for by
merkabah-exegesis in mystical Jewish sources. The “ange! of the face”, the image
of Israel in heaven (Gen. R. 68:12), the “human face” on the beasts of the merkabdah
(Ezekiel 1 and 10), and the “one like 2 son of man” of Dan. 7:13 could readily
be identified. However, the preblem cannot be pursued here.

A fundamental element in the Moses haggadah, beginning i the biblical accounts;
see my Prophet-King 162-4, 302-3.

T.16, 18; 8:26; 12:49; 14:24; of. 4:34; 5:19, 30; 6:38-9; 9:4; 10:37-8; 17:4; see my
Prophet -- King 301-11.

See W. Meeks, “Moses as God and King”, Religions in Antiquity, ed, J. Neusner
(Leiden, 1967) 354-71. Recently C. Colpe has suggesied that the Himmelsreise
tradition flourishes only in religions that include the figure of the “shaman” {“Die
‘Himmelsreise der Seele’ ausserhalb und innerhalb der Gnosis™, Le origini dello
grosticismo, ed. U, Bianchi [Leiden, 1967] 429-47).

W. Mecks, “Galilee and Judea in the Fourth Gospel”, JBL 85 {1966) 159-69.
Bultmann, following Merx, insists (1971) 56 n.1, that “the sentence, ‘He came
into his own ..." may mean what it will; but one thing it cannot mean, namely:
He came to the Jews ...” Brown, however, says, “The reference is clearly to the
people of Israel” (1966) 10. Dodd, despite his platonizing interpretation of the
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prologue as a whole, recognizes the specific referent here as “the Jews’; (1953.')
402; R. H. Lightfoot (1956) 83 does not. Barrett and McGregor in their
commentaries adopt mediating positions.

‘Haenchen’s argument that vv. 12-13 are the work of a later redactor who has

not fully understood v. 11 (ZTK 60 [1963} 329; Gort und Mensch, 138-9) is
unconvincing. His view that v. 12b describes, in “becoming childrep of God”, a
“higher status™ than mere faith, a notion found in the Johannine ep;fstles, but not
in the Gospel, is an overinterpretation. The paradox of vv. 11-12 is one of the
fundamental themes of the Gospel as a whole.

Cf. F. Blass and A. Debranner, A Greek Grammar of the New Testament, tr.
R. W. Funk (Chicago, 1961) §464.

A, Schlatter’s observation that Syr zgp, “raise™, “set up”, came to be used in ?hc
sense of “impale” or “crucify” was used by E. Hirsch to argue that the Johannine
Grundschrift was written in Antioch. G. Kittel {*“zdgp = hypsothénai = gelq'euzigt
werden: Zur angeblichen antiochenischen Herkunft des Vierten Evangehum.s”,
ZNW 35 [1926] 282-5) exposed the fallacies in that argument, while s.hown}g
that the pun was possible in any Aramaic dialect. It was perhaps least likely in
Syr, where, as Joseph A. Fitzmyer kindly informs me, zgp could hardly be found
with the meaning “elevate”. In Mandean it could be used in the sense of “ascend
(to the Abiding Dwelling” (GL 83:10; see E. 5. Drower and R. M‘acuchl, A
Mandaic Dictionary [Oxford, 1963] 169-70). However, the pun is equaily possible
in Greek. .
Although I know no example in a source antedating John, the fact that Artgmn-
dorus, in his late second-century collection of dream interpretations, mentions
various omens of a dream of crucifixion that depend upon such a pun assures us
that it must have belonged to the folklore of the eastern Mediterranean for some
time. A crucifixion dream is a good omen for a poor man, “for the crucified is
exalted (hypsélos)”; for a slave it portends freedom, “for those cr!.tciﬁe‘:l are not
subordinate (anhypotakioiy”; and a dream of crucifixion in the city “signifies a
government position (archg) corresponding to the place where the cross stood
(Oneirokritikon, 2.53). The somewhat later Alexander novel by Ps.-Callisthenes
tells how Alexander traps the assassins of Darius by his oath to “make them
exalted above all men (periphanestatous ... pasin anthropois)”, which he does —
by crucifying them (Life of Alexander, 2.21). A haggadic n.lidrash_ on _Exod. 30:12
explains Moses” intercession for Israel by a parable in Wt.ll(:h a king is persua@ed
by an advisor to change his impetuous condemnation of his only son to beAheadAmg
(56 ’t r§8) (“lift up his head™) to a command to promote him (prémmé ¢
1*$6} (Pesikia Rabbati, 10).

Kittel, *zdgp, 285.

Odeberg (1929) 111; Schulz (1957) 106, thinks the pre-Johannine logion was an
unambiguous reference to exaltation,

C. K. Barrett (1955) 180; Brown (1966) 147; N, A. Dahl, “The Atonemfant - An
Adequate Reward for the Akedah? (Ro. 8:32)”, Neatestamenticg et Semitica 15-29
esp. 28 n. 64. Reprinted in The Crucified Messiah (Minneapolis, 1974) 146-60.

See Prophet-King, 78-80.

E. Schweizer, Lordship and Discipleship (London, 1960) 86.

With good reason, many commentators regard vv. 34-5 as an interpolation. See
J. Becker, “Abschiedsreden™ 220, and the references there.

The striking resemblance of this saying to the speech of Hibil-Ziwa to the children
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of Adam in the Mandean GL (ed. Lidzbarski, 442, Il 28-30, and 43, 1l. 5-6)
has often been noted. The Mandean kindia is the equivalent of monai.

Sec the very suggestive discussion of this point by Martyn (1968) 13840,

See Prophet-King 61-78.

On the notion of the liminal, neither one thing nor the other, neither here nor
there, as a category of the sacred, see J. Z. Smith, “Birth Upside Down™, and “A
Place on Which to Stand: Symbols and Social Change”, Worship 44 (1970) 457-74.
Though not many in this century would put it in such Hegelian language as
J. N. Sanders, “To accoruplish the Father’s loving purpose, the Logos became
man, so uniting flesh and spirit, and making possible the gift of holy spirit [sic]
to men™ (1969) 19,

CG 11, 4: 87[135], 17-20; tr. R. A. Bullard, The Hypostasis of the Archons (Berlin,
1970) 21. Cf. the statement of Norea to the Great Archon, 92 [140] 25-6: I am
not from you, [but] I came from above.”

See N. A, Dahl, “Der Erstgeborene Satans und der Vater des Teufels (Polyk. 7:1
und Joh 8:44)”, Apophoreta, BZNW 30 (1964) 70-84. For an exploration of the
background of the “children of Abraham™ motif in this chapter and an ingenious
attemnpt to reconstruct a conflict between the Johannine community and a more
conservative Jewish-Christian group, see the 1971 AAR student Prize Essay by
my student Bruce Schein, “*The Seed of Abraham’ John 8:31-59", AAR/SBL
Annual Meeting, October 31, 1971,

History and Theology, passim.

Against a large number of scholars, including K. Bornhiuser, D. Ochler, J. A. T.
Robinson, W. C, var Unnik, and C. H. Dodd, T thus find myself in agreement
with R. E. Brown that John’s distinctive emphases “are directed to crises within
the believing Church rather than to the conversion of non-believers™ {1966) Ixxviii.

I am using “sect” here in a somewhat different sense from the classic definitions
by Weber, Troelisch, and Niebuhr. On the special problems of an adequate defini-
tion, see P. Berger, “The Sociological Study of Sectarianism”, Social Research 21
(1954} 467-85; also his The Saered Canopy (Garden City, N.Y., 1967) 196 n. 22,
Eventually the work of social psychologists on the formation and functioning of
counter-cultural groups may provide useful models for the historian; see the survey
by T. F. Pettigrew, “Social Evaluation Theory: Convergences and Applications”,
Nebraska Symposium on Motivation 1967, ed. D. Levine, 241-311.

The Social Construction of Reality (Garden City, N.Y., 1966); cf. P. Berger, The
Sacred Canopy, chaps. 1, 2. Also extremely helpful is the definition proposed by
C. Geertz, “Religion as a Cultural System”, Anthropological Approaches to the
Study of Religion (New York, 1966) 1-66. Reprinted in The Interpretation of
Cultures (New York, 1973).

This is something like the interaction between scripture text, group organization,
and historical experience in the development of apocalyptic ideology proposed by
N. A. Dahl in the very important essay, “Eschatology and History in the light
of the Qumran Texts”, The Future of our Religious Past, ed. J. M. Robinson (New
York, 1971) 9-28. Reprinted in The Crucified Messiah (Minneapolis, 1974) 12945,
This was first pointed out to me by one of my students, the Rev. James Ameling.
Note how Paul explicitly uses Gen. 2:4 to express the same notion in 1 Cor. 6:16-17,
Philo’s peculiar dialectic between Logos and Sophia, and the successive charac-
terization of the wise man’s soul as feminine and masculine at different stages of
progress, show that such speculations were not unknown to hellenistic Judaism
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prior to the birth of Christianity. R. A. Baer, Ir., Philo’s Use of the Categories
Male and Female (Leiden, 1970) collects and analyzes the most important passages,
but offers little help in discerning the pre-Philonic forms of the myths.

Lately there have been a few preliminary signs of a recognition of this need;
E. M. Mendelson, “Some Notes on a Sociological Approach to Gnosticism”, Le
origini dello gnosticismo, 668-75; the two essays by J. Z. Smith mentioned above
{notes 15, 73); H. G. Kippenberg, “Versuch einer soziologischen Verortung des
antiken Guostizismus”, Numen 17 (1970) 211-31 (marred by tendenticus over-
generalizations, coupled with a Feuerbachian “explanation” of religion); and S.
Laeuchli, “The Sociology of Gnosticist™, a paper read to the Biblical Literature
Section of the American Academy of Religion, October 30, 1971.
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