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Summary

JESUS AS VICTIM
THE DYNAMICS OF VIOLENCE IN THE GOSPEL OF JOHN

Helen Claire Orchard

This thesis explores a previously unrecognized theme within the Gospel of John.
The theme is violence and its expression through the victimization of the

narrative’s protagonist, Jesus. It suggests that he is presented as being, as well as

perceiving himself to be, a victim. This offers an understanding of the Johannine
Jesus which counters the traditional model of a serene and omniscient figure who
exercises sovereign control over his environment.

The first section aims to situate the research methodologically, theologically and
historically. Some of the presuppositions underlying the study are best understood
in the context of liberation theology, and the way in which a liberator is seen to
function within an oppressed community. Drawing on theories about the historical

origin of the Gospel, reasons why victimization might be expected to be a
prominent theme in John are also suggested.

The main body of the thesis comprises targeted exegesis of passages which reveal
Jesus experiencing violence and manifesting the behaviour of a victim. This
section is subdivided into six chapters which work their way chronologically
through the narrative. The first two explore the public ministry from different
perspectives — physical and psychological — with the latter discussing the
character of Jesus with insights afforded by the discipline of victimology.
Subsequent chapters discuss the way in which Jesus approaches and encounters his
death. In particular, the traditional picture of Jesus as the ‘glorious victor’ on the
cross 1s impugned; and figures from the Hebrew Bible are employed as
hermeneutical tools for recognizing him as a victim. The final chapter discusses
the difference in behaviour of the resurrected Jesus. It concludes that, freed from

the threat of ‘the hour’, he no longer perceives himself to be a victim. This enables

him to attend to the needs of his disciples, empowering them to overcome areas of
oppression in their own lives.
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Chapter One
The Disconcerting Gospel

INTRODUCTION

What is it that makes the Gospel of John so unnerving? Why is there a tendency
among many scholars to sanitize and spiritualize it in an attempt to render its
portrayal of Jesus slightly more palatable? It has been ‘embraced by the arms of
Christian piety’! to a far greater extent than the Synoptics, with much of its
offensiveness being ‘re-interpreted’ or simply stripped away. Some admit quite
openly that they have been ‘repelled’2 by the Fourth Gospel; others see it as the
‘maverick’ or ‘problem’ gospel;* or at least admit that there is something about it

that makes it ‘fascinating’.s

There are some fairly obvious aspects of the Gospel which the reader might

feel uncomfortable about. A common anxiety is the perception that blatant anti-

Jewish sentiment pervades the narrativet as well as the overriding sectarian attitude

G.C. Nicholson, Death as Departure: The Johannine Descent-Ascent Schema (SBLDS, 63;
Chico, CA: Scholars Press, 1983), p. 1.

2 PS. Minear, John: The Martyr’s Gospel (New York: Pilgrim Press, 1984), p. ix.

3 R Kysar, John: The Maverick Gospel (Atlanta: John Knox, 1976).

*  This is the title of the first chapter of A.T. Hanson’s The Prophetic Gospel: A Study of John
and the Old Testament (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1991).

> M.JLJ. Menken, “The Christology of the Fourth Gospel’, in M.C. de Boer (ed.), From Jesus to
John: Essays on Jesus and New Testament Christology in Honour of Marinus de Jonge

6 (JSNTSup, 84; Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1993), p. 292.

Michael Goulder comments: ‘Even a simple reader feels that John does not love “the Jews”;
that his book is motivated by a great hatred of them’ (‘Nicodemus’, SJT 44 [1991], p. 168).
Judith Hellig concludes that ‘the Gospel of John reaches the highest development of
philosophic incorporation of the anti-Jewish midrash’ (‘The Negative Image of the Jew and its
New Testament Roots’, JTheolSA 64 [1988], pp. 29-48 [44]). Samuel Sandmel notes that
traditionally John has been seen as ‘the most anti-Semitic, or at least the most overtly anti-
Semitic of all the Gospels’ (Anti-Semitism in the New Testament? [Philadelphia: Fortress Press,
1978], p. 101). He attempts to explain this in terms of the Gospel’s Sitz im Leben, but
concludes: ‘one may accordingly explain the historical circumstances but one cannot deny the
existence of a written compilation of clearly expressed anti-Jewish statements’ (p. 119).
Recent discussion on the identity and role of the Jews in John can be found in M. Davies,

Rhetoric and Reference in the Fourth Gospel () SNTSup, 69; Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1992), pp.
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of an evangelist who is capable of ‘harshness’? or even ‘hot hatred’8 towards those

outside the community. Other concerns are the perceived theological manipulation

of the original ‘facts’ which exposes the Gospel’s dubious historicity,’ the

‘obnoxious theological verbiage’,10 or simply the general ‘sense of alienation and

superiority’.!!  The most significant bequest of the Gospel, however, must surely

€rom

be 1ts portrayal of a Jesus who is radically different o' his Synoptic counterpart.i?

And not just different, but strange.!3 In fact, not just strange, but not all that nice

in parts. The truth is that John’s Gospel does not hold much appeal for those

10
11

12

13

290-312. Davies notes that, based on what is known about Judaism during the first two
centuries CE, the Fourth Gospel’s portrayal of the Jews is little short of a ‘gross caricature’

(p. 17). Similarly, J.D.G. Dunn warns of the dangers of misreading John’s treatment of the
Jews by failing to appreciate the complexity of that treatment and failing to give enough
attention to the historical context. He concludes, ‘it is highly questionable whether the Fourth
Evangelist himself can fairly be indicted for either anti-Judaism or anti-Semitism’ (‘The
Question of Anti-Semitism in the New Testament’, in J.D.G. Dunn [ed.], Jews and Christians:
The Parting of the Ways A.D. 70 to 135 [WUNT, 66; Titbingen: J.C.B Mohr/Paul Siebeck,
1992], pp. 177-211 [203]). J. McHugh, writing in the same book, takes a similar line.
Although he sees ‘a powerful and deep stream of apologetic directed towards those of the
Jewish faith’, he feels that ‘hostility” is too strong a word to use to describe it (‘In him Was
Lite’, in Dunn, Jews and Christians, pp. 123-58 [158]). Colin Hickling sees a tension between
the evangelist’s universalist theme, the traditional understanding of the rejection of Jesus by
some Jews and his church’s harsh experience of Judaism (‘Attitudes to Judaism in the Fourth
Gospel’, in M. de Jonge [ed.], L’Evangile de Jean: Sources, Rédaction, Théologie [BETL, 44;
Leuven: Leuven University Press, 1977], pp. 347-54).

M. Hengel, The Johannine Question (trans. J. Bowden; London: SCM Press, 1989), p. 44.

W. Bauer, Das Johannesevangelium (HNT, 6; Tibingen: J.C.B. Mohr [Paul Siebeck], 3rd edn,
1933), p. 248.

Examples of those who see a creative theological overlay to the Gospel — history serving
theology rather than theology interpreting historical fact — include E.C. Hoskyns, The Fourth
Gospel (ed. F.N. Davey; London: Faber & Faber Ltd, 2nd edn, 1947); S.S. Smalley, John:
Evangelist and Interpreter (Exeter: Paternoster Press, 1978); and L. Morris, The Gospel

according to John: The English Text with Introduction, Exposition and Notes (Grand Rapids:
Wm. B. Eerdmans, 1971).

Minear, John, Martyr’s Gospel, p. x.

R.E. Brown, The Community of the Beloved Disciple (London: Geoffrey Chapman, 1979), p.
89.

J.D.G. Dunn sees the Synoptics providing a portrait of Jesus, whereas John is more like an
impressionist painting (The Evidence for Jesus: The Impact of Scholarship on our
Understanding of how Christianity Began [London: SCM Press, 1985], p. 43).

In his review of Emst Kisemann’s The Testament of Jesus, Wayne Meeks makes the following
statement: *Kédsemann succeeds in making us face up to the strangeness of the Johannine
Christology, and that is a significant accomplishment. But a more precise definition of that
strangeness 1s called for’ (‘Review of The Testament of Jesus by Ernst Kisemann’, USQOR 24
[1969], pp. 414-20 [419]). Unfortunately, it has proved impossible to obtain a copy of this

article. The quote has therefore been taken from M.M. Thompson, The Humanity of Jesus in
the Fourth Gospel (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1988), p. 6.
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attracted to the “St Francis of Assisi type’.!4 The Synoptic accounts present the

reader with a popular Galilean rabbi, who performs frequent miracles and healings
and speaks to the crowds flocking to hear him in the language of everyday life. By

contrast, the Johannine Jesus is a more detached figure, who keeps his
““professional” distance’ from the other characters,!5 and ‘feels indignation, not

pity, when needy people come to him’.!¢ His oratorical style is not as easily

accessible as that of the Synoptic Jesus.!” Complicated theological concepts are
expounded in long monologues to audiences who rarely understand him, and are
often less than appreciative.!® What this Jesus lacks is the generally amenable

disposition which makes the Synoptic character attractive to the modern reader.

He 1s just not ‘our man Jesus, friend of the common folk’.

The fourth evangelist has also been accused of having minimal concern with
physical details of Jesus’ life which would make him seem a little more human. It
1s certainly true that several important Synoptic stories of a distinctly physical
nature are missing from John’s account: Jesus’ birth and baptism, the wilderness
temptation and the agony in Gethsemane. In this respect, the Synoptics are viewed
as being more solidly anchored in this world and perhaps it is unsurprising that,
when compared with them, the Fourth Gospel has been subjected to accusations of
docetism during its interpretative history. The content and style of John’s Gospel

may seem to encourage the reader to focus on matters other than Jesus’ corporeal

14 See J.D. Salinger for a tirade against those unable to love or understand any son of God who

throws tables around, says a human being is more valuable than a soft, helpless Easter chick
and attempts to merge Jesus with St Francis and Heidi’s grandfather to make him more
‘lovable’ (Franny and Zooey [repr.; New York: Penguin Books, 1980 (1964)], p. 130).
J.A. du Rand, “The Characterization of Jesus as Depicted in the Narrative of the Fourth

Gospel’, Neot 19 (1985), pp. 18-36 (18, also 29, 30). Du Rand concludes that he remains ‘a
mysterious figure’ (p. 33).

H. Windisch, ‘John’s Narrative Style’, in M.W.G. Stibbe (ed.), The Gospel of John as

Literature: An Anthology of Twentieth-Century Perspectives (NTTS, 17; Leiden: E.J. Brill,
1993), pp. 25-64 (60).

For a brief discussion of differences between the Synoptic and Johannine Christ see S. Barton,
"The Believer, the Historian and the Fourth Gospel’, Theology 96 (1993), pp. 289-302.

D. Moody Smith comments ‘the richness, colour, specificity, concreteness, and variety which
characterize the teaching of Jesus in the Synoptic Gospels are by and large absent from John®
("The Presentation of Jesus in the Fourth Gospel’, Interpretation 31 [1977], pp. 367-78 [370)).

15

16

17

18
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existence, but close reading of the narrative reveals that it is not devoid of material

concerning his physical experiences. The real issue is one of knowing where to

look. Scholars have commented on some of the more obvious texts — Jesus is

weary (4.6), Jesus is thirsty (19.28) — often claiming that the inclusion of these in
the Gospel provides poor evidence for a thoroughly human Jesus,!9 but there is a
mass of less obvious material. This thesis suggests that much of the relevant

material is concentrated in a specific motif: violence. The thesis explores in detail
the different ways in which violence is manifested throughout John’s Gospel.
Violence 1s a subject that has not previously been explored in the Fourth Gospel,
and 1t would probably not be thought of as an automatic pointer to Jesus’
tangibility. The Gospel’s ‘spiritual’ reputation has tended to obfuscate some of the
more unsavoury details of the narrative and the less pleasant characteristics of its
protagonist. This study suggests that it is the dynamics of violence that makes the

Fourth Gospel disconcerting; and that the ‘strangeness’ of Jesus is linked to his

identity as a victim.

THE REMIT OF THIS RESEARCH

Part Two of this thesis will discuss the theological and literary context in which the
research is being carried out; however, it is necessary in this introductory chapter
to clarify the main issue of interest and to mention areas which lie outside of its
remit. The preceding section has already started to touch on some christological

issues; however it needs to be made clear at the outset that this study 1s not an

19 So C.K. Barrett, following K4semann, sees Jn 4.6 as an ‘unskilful’ attempt by the evangelist to
emphasize Jesus’ humanity (Gospel according to St John: An Introduction with Commentary
and Notes on the Greek Text [London: SPCK, 2nd edn, 1978], p. 231). Likewise Jesus IS seen
to thirst on the cross because it is required to fulfil scripture rather than out of a desperate
physical need. This is indicated by Alfred Loisy’s comment: ‘one has to suppose that Christ 1s
really thirsty; but the evangelist attributes to him above all the consciousness of a prophecy

coming true’ (Le Quatriéme Evangile [Paris, Alphonse Picard et Fils, 1903], pp. 880-81.
Quote translated by L.E. Orchard).
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investigation into the Christology of John’s Gospel. The approach employed to

discuss Jesus as a victim is primarily literary, not theological. The exegesis 1s

therefore focused on Jesus as a character within the narrative world of the Fourth
Gospel. However, it is necessary to make some brief comments on Christology
because the literary investigation is strengthened by the presupposition of a low,

rather than a high Christology. It could be argued that Jesus’ identity as a victim

can be divorced from his christological status — after all, whether he is god or man
in the Gospel, he still experiences the same acts of victimization. While it is true
that his fate remains the same whatever his ontological nature, the issue is not quite
that simple. It becomes clear that the extent of Jesus’ victimization is influenced
by Christology if we briefly consider what it means to be a victim.

Being a credible victim requires the assumption of a level of vulnerability
that is instinctively difficult to reconcile with divinity. This is because the
experience of true victimization implies such a loss of autonomy and control on the
part of the victim that s/he is placed utterly at the mercy of the victimizer.2® There
is therefore an incompatibility between the power inherent in the nature of divinity,
and the total absence of power (and not simply its surrender) experienced by the
victim. A ‘low’ Christology which accepts the full humanity of Jesus in the Fourth
Gospel is therefore necessary for him to be considered a victim. While this may
seem to be a rather precarious argument at this point in the thesis, the reader should
note that it is further substantiated in Chapter 2, where the importance of a human

Jesus will be become obvious; and Chapter 5, where the term ‘victim’ will be

explored.

20 1t should be noted that I am not talking about victims in the cultic sense, but rather in the
sociological sense. Sacrificial victims can of course be human or animal and this too involves
the loss of liberty culminating in the loss of the victim’s life. To discuss cultic implications at

this point would, however, confuse the argument. There is a limited treatment of the issue in
Chapter 9.
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JOHANNINE CHRISTOLOGY

The preceding paragraph renders it necessary to include a paragraph on the

Christology of the Fourth Gospel. This has been an area of significant debate
among Johannine scholars and it is possible only to give a brief overview here.

Discussion concerning the person of the Johannine Jesus and his

ontological nature has generally concentrated on whether the evangelist presents us

with a character who is a credible human being. Those who believe he does not

adopt the sort of high Christology propounded by Emst Kdsemann, to a greater or
lesser extent. Kédsemann’s position is best summarised by his oft-quoted statement
that the Johannine Jesus is ‘a god striding on the earth’.2! That John’s Gospel
presents us with a high Christology has been the dominant view of traditional
scholarship?? and even on a brief trawl through Johannine literature it is not

difficult to produce an interesting crop of ‘neo-Docetic’ sentiments.?3 Jesus is

viewed as an exalted figure who is in control of the course of events, playing out

his soteriological role in his own way, in his own time. He is omniscient,

21 E. Kédsemann, The Testament of Jesus: A Study of the Gospel of John in the Light of Chapter
17 (trans. G. Krodel; Philadelphia: Fortress, 1968), p. 73. K4semann builds on the work of
F.C. Baur, W. Wrede, G.P. Wetter and E. Hirsch, all of whom reject John’s picture of Jesus as
being that of a credible human. See Thompson for description and analysis (Humanity of
Jesus, p. 4).

Robin Scroggs, for one, notes this, commenting: ‘High Christology! Jesus Christ is completely
divine, is God. This is the judgement universally held of the thought of the Gospel of John’
(Christology in Paul and John [Proclamation Commentaries; Philadelphia: Fortress Press,
1988], p. 63). Similarly, Richard Cassidy writes: ‘It is hardly an exaggeration to say that the
entire Gospel of John is permeated with the sovereignty of Jesus. Jesus possesses sovereign
standing from the first moment that he is present within John’s Gospel... [this] concept of
sovereignty... is closely related to the widely recognized concept of John's high Christology’
(John's Gospel in New Perspective: Christology and the Realities of Roman Power [New
York: Orbis, 1992], p. 29).

Such as the following by C.F. Evans: ‘One may legitimately ask with respect to this gospel as a
whole whether its Christ ever really has his feet firmly on the earth’ (‘The Passion of John’ in
Explorations in Theology [9 vols.; London: SCM Press, 19771, 11, p. 62). A.T. Hanson
expresses similar sentiments: ‘the Jesus of the Fourth Gospel cannot possibly be a historical
representation: he is a divine figure, the eternal Word appearing as a man but retaining all the
attributes of God except invisibility and omnipresence’ (The Prophetic Gospel: A Study of
John and the Old Testament [Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1991), p. 269). Hans Windisch sees the

Johannine Jesus as ‘the new Christ-type, detached from the earth and from history... a divine
Christ from heaven’ (*John’s Narrative Style’, p. 62, emphasis original).

22

23
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authoritative, beyond suffering and generally devoid of ‘human’ characteristics.

He 1s, without doubt, a divine figure.

The opposing view, which emphasizes the humanity of Jesus in the Gospel,
has been traditionally upheld by Rudolf Bultmann. Bultmann’s focus is on the

Word made flesh:

Jesus 1s the Revealer who appears not as man-in-general, i.e. not
simply as a bearer of human nature, but as a definite human

being in history: Jesus of Nazareth. His humanity is genuine
humanity.24

Moreover, Jesus is a human being ‘in whom nothing unusual is perceptible except

his bold assertion that in him God encounters men’.25 Bultmann and Kisemann

represent the opposite ends of the christological spectrum with many scholars

falling somewhere between these two points.26 Two scholars who have argued
against the prevailing view of high Christology in recent times are Marianne Meye
Thompson and Margaret Davies. Thompson discusses the humanity of Jesus in
detail, arguing that the Fourth Gospel clearly sees Jesus as fully human, but that
this does not mean that he was ‘nothing but a man’. She does not see the humanity

and divinity of Jesus as mutually exclusive options, concluding that:

although Jesus shares his humanity in common with all other
human beings, that humanity does not finally limit or define him;
nevertheless, his uniqueness or unlikeness does not efface his
humanity. It is that unlikeness which is disconcerting.?

24 R. Bultmann, Theology of the New Testament (trans. K. Grobel; London: SCM Press, 1983), 11,
p. 41, emphasis original.
Bultmann, Theology of the New Testament, 11, p. 50, emphasis added.

A brief discussion of Kidsemann versus Bultmann and the other more recent major players in
this field can be found in M.J.J. Menken, ‘The Christology of the Fourth Gospel’, pp. 292-320.
See also Scroggs for a full exploration of Jesus® ‘earthly credentials’ (Christology in Paul and
John, pp. 78ff.). The commentaries generally focus their christological investigations around
the titles used of Jesus in the Fourth Gospel: Son of God, Messiah, Logos and Son of Man. So,
Barrett, Gospel according to St John, pp. 70-5; G.R. Beasley-Murray, John (WBC, 36; Waco,
TX: Word, 1987), pp. Ixxxi-Ixxxiv and D.A. Carson, The Gospel according to John (Leicester:
IVP, 1991), pp. 95-6. See also J.F. O’Grady, (‘The Human Jesus in the Fourth Gospel’, BTB
14 [1984], pp. 63-66) for this approach.

27 Humanity of Jesus, p. 128. See pp. 117-28 for her full concluding argument.
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Chapter One * The Disconcerting Gospel

Davies argues against both ancient and modern docetic and subordinationist views

of the Johannine Jesus. Jesus is not ‘God merely appearing to be a man’, but ‘a
man wholly dedicated to the mission God sent him to fulfil.’28 Moreover, as a

human being Jesus is made of flesh, vulnerable and mortal.29

This introductory chapter has begun to explore some of the major concerns of the

thesis. It has started by suggesting that there is something disconcerting about
John’s Gospel and that this is linked to its presentation of Jesus. It has gone on to
suggest that there is a motif of violence in the Gospel which can be used to
interpret this presentation of Jesus, identifying him as a victim. For this

interpretation to be understandable, it is necessary to accept the full humanity of

Jesus 1n the Fourth Gospel, adopting a low Christology. This runs counter to
traditional scholarship, but has been convincingly argued in recent monographs and
is an acceptable position to take. It is, in fact, probably the case that it is the belief
in a high Christology which has prevented scholars from discerning the amount of

material relating to violence in John’s Gospel.

M

28 Rhetoric and Reference, p. 43.
29 Rhetoric and Reference, p. 16.



Chapter Two
The Theological Context

LIBERATION THEOLOGY’S PICTURE OF JESUS

Liberation theology is by its very nature a pluralistic discipline. Numerous

approaches have been born during the last few decades as communities search for

new ways of confronting the physical and religious oppression they experience.
The midwives for these theologies have been poverty, colonialism, state violence,

sexism, racism, political injustice, homophobia, or any other situation in which

humanity is demeaned and deformed.! What they have in common is their
recognition of the specific context in which they function, the purpose that they
fulfil and the goals to which they aspire. They do not arise out of mere intellectual
curiosity and do not exist in a political vacuum. For example, a feminist theology
would see itself as part of the practical struggle of women and women-identified
men against sexism and towards the realization of a fully inclusive humanity.
These are immediate and concrete concerns that aim not simply to understand the
history of texts or theological concepts, but to use the Bible in order to liberate.
The very nature of the goals held by liberation theologies necessitates an
engagement in the life and world-view of the people. There is a functional and
experiential dimension here — to be at all meaningful, a theology must spring

from, and be directly relevant to its community. This is particularly the case when
liberation theologies turn their attention to the person of Christ. Jon Sobrino

explains that ‘the need for a “new” Christology is felt in a “new” situation, where

L The sources of oppression are limitless but can be classified as deriving from one or more of

the following: institutions, enemies, victims, or the system. See the work of Robert Elias for a
thorough treatment of the subject (The Politics of Victimization: Victims, Victimology and
Human Rights [Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1986}, pp. 209-15).
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people clearly feel the meaninglessness of the existing situation and glimpse the
direction in which new meaningfulness might be found.’? This, then, is no ‘ivory
tower’ occupation. Its proponents must be prepared to take sides and to state

openly that this 1s what they have done. Leonardo Boff expresses the point well:

Theologians do not live in the clouds. They are social actors
with a particular place in society... Their findings are also
addressed to a particular audience... The themes and emphases of
a given Christology flow from what seems relevant to the
theologian on the basis of his or her social standpoint. In that

sense we must maintain that no Christology 1s or can be neutral.
Every Christology is partisan and committed.’

Boff’s comment confronts us immediately with an obvious characteristic of this
type of theology. Its overt engagement with the community reveals that it is
inescapably subjective in nature. It is now generally recognised that no theology is
objective, or ‘neutral’, since every theologian incorporates his or her own value

system and experiences into the interpretative process. However, this is a

particularly obvious feature (and in the past has been the cause for criticism) of
liberation theologies. In fact, theologians working from this perspective rarely
attempt to conceal it, often acknowledging their preconceptions and setting out

much of their agenda alongside the results of their hermeneutics. Hence the

feminist Sheila Collins writes:

We openly acknowledge the self-interest involved in our
critiques of present systems. We know that our theologizing and
philosophizing will have political implications, and in admitting
our biases from the outset, perhaps we are one step ahead in the
search for a just order.4 |

2 J. Sobrino, Christology at the Crossroads: A Latin American Approach (trans. J, Drury;
London: SCM Press, 1978), p. 347.

3 L. Boff, Jesus Christ, Liberator: A Critical Christology for our Time (trans. P. Hughes; New

. York: Orbis Books, 1978), p. 265.

S. Collins, ‘A Feminist Reading of History’, in A. Kee (ed.), The Scope of Political Theology,
(London: SCM Press, 1978), pp. 79-83 (80-81). For other examples, see the prologue to L.
Russell (ed.), Feminist Interpretations of the Bible (Oxford: Blackwells, 1985). Perhaps the
simplest and most profound instance of the practice of this experiential hermeneutics by the
pueblo oprimido can be seen in Emesto Cardenal’s Love in Practice: The Gospel in
Solentiname (trans. D. D. Walsh; London: Search Press, 1977).

10
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It has already been indicated that the reason that subjectivity is such a conspicuous

feature of this type of theology is because it is experiential in nature and, moreover,

that the experiences are so extreme. The suffering of the community plays a

crucial role in its formulation, with oppression functioning as a key interpreter of

scripture, shaping its concept of God and of Jesus. Rebecca Chopp elaborates,
claiming that the difference between liberation theologies and modern theologies is

found 1n the paradigm shift caused by the questions asked by the former. The

fundamental question asked by liberation theologies is that of massive public

suffering.

Sutfering, according to liberation theology, is the representative
experience of being human for the masses of nonpersons on the
fringes or outside of modern history. Such suffering ruptures our
ideologies and illusions about progress and security, revealing to
us that for the majority of our fellow human beings ‘progress’
and ‘history’ consist of a long, dark night of tragic terror.
Liberation theology stands within this rupture of suffering and
does the traditional work of theology — it speaks of God.3

The suffering community finds a point of contact with the gospel through the
suffering of Jesus and re-interprets Jesus’ experience in the light of its own. If they
are victims, so too is he. This is portrayed most strikingly through the picture of
Jesus common among the poor and persecuted in South America. Writing about

the image of Jesus among these people, Georges Casalis sees a saviour who suffers

in extremis — the abject Lord:

In most instances he appears as one on the point of death — his
eyes rolled up in their sockets, his face turned down to earth, and

his whole body exhibiting the havoc wreaked upon it by the
blows of his torturers.S

> R. Chopp, The Praxis of Suffering: An Interpretation of Liberation and Political Theologies

(Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1986), p. 151.
G. Casalis, ‘Jesus: Neither Abject Lord nor Heavenly Monarch’, in J.M. Bonino (ed.), Faces of

Jesus: Latin American Christologies (trans. R.R. Barr; Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1977), p.
72

6
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Casalis claims that these representations arouse a morbid fascination for the
people: ‘it 1s blood and death that is loved the most’.? Questioning why this is the

case, why the people choose this type of image, he comes to the following

conclusion:

When the faithful people pray before these images or venerate
them, when their spirit is seared all through life by a pedagogy of
submission and passivity, evidently it is their own destiny that

they encounter here — and worship, and accept with masochistic
resignation.®

This picture of Jesus is the most accessible in the eyes of the people because he is
the one who speaks to their condition. They worship him because he is one of
them. Their experience mirrors his and they are victims together. Moreover,

because of the extremes at which the oppressed live their lives, it is imperative that

their Christology speaks directly to these situations. Sobrino asserts:

We live in the presence of so much death. There 1s the reality of
definitive, physical death and of the death that people experience
in the toils of oppression, injustice and sinfulness. Any

consideration of God that ignores such a basic dictum of life is
idealistic, if not downright alienating.®

Perhaps this begins to answer the question of why victims choose a Messiah who is
also a victim as their representative, rather than a liberator with all the trappings of
power. A meaningful Christology must offer an identification of the figure of
Jesus with the believer’s experience of life in this world. Authentic liberation 1s
not granted to an oppressed people from ‘the authorities on high’, or by a

representative who resembles them and has their attributes. It is fought for by the

Casalis, ‘Neither Abject Lord’, p. 74.

Casalis, “Neither Abject Lord’, p. 73, emphasis added. W.F. Warren suggests that this picture
of Jesus developed out of the Spanish view of Christ which was the bequest of the

conquistadors. The Spanish Christ was “a suffering figure who had emerged from the centuries

of suffering by the Spanish people.” Moreover, he ‘taught by example how to suffer with
resignation the injustice of this world’ (‘Christology, Culture and Reconciliation in Latin

America’, TE 44 [1991]), pp. 5-14 [6]). Warren notes that this picture has been modified in

recent years by Protestant theology which embraces a more active Christ who aids the
oppressed in overcoming their suffering.

Sobrino, Christology at the Crossroads, p. 196, emphasis added.

12
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oppressed themselves and achieved from within their ranks. True liberation of the
oppressed necessitates that the liberator too be oppressed. The liberator in a group

of oppressed people must be identifiable as a genuine member him or herself and

be seen by outsiders as being one of their number — participating in their suffering
and 1dentifying with their experiences. If the Gospel really is to be ‘good news’ to

the poor and if it is to release captives and liberate the oppressed (Lk. 4.18), then
the saviour it presents must be one of them. It is as Bonhoeffer exclaimed, ‘only

the suffering God can help’.10

CASE STUDY: A FEMINIST CHRISTOLOGY

As a means of exploring these issues further, the following section works through
some of the questions raised by using feminist theology as an example.
It can be argued that, to be accessible to women, whose experience of life 1s

one of marginalization and discrimination through sexism, a male saviour must

reveal a non-compliance with patriarchal power structures and have suffered
comparable marginalization himself in his earthly life. As with the Latin American

examples quoted above, the experiential dimension is immediately invoked:

Only a Jesus who is relevant and applicable to human
experience, and particularly to women’s experience, can possibly
save. Any understanding of Jesus’ person which removes him
from the scene of human living and suffering is no longer able to
mediate the salvation Christians have always found in him.!1

Again, it may seem that an emphasis on suffering and victimization would be a

negative starting point for a Christology. In particular, as far as feminists are

concerned, it could be claimed that it is unhelpful and undesirable to classify

10 “God lets himself be pushed out of the world on to the cross. He is weak and powerless in the

world, and that is precisely the way, the only way, in which he is with us and helps us’

(D. Bonhoeffer, Letters and Papers from Prison [ed. E. Bethge; trans. R. Fuller et al.; London:

SCM Press, 1967], pp. 196-7, emphasis added).

I G.R. Lilburne, "Christology: In Dialogue with Feminism’, Horizons 11 (1984), pp. 7-27 (13).

13
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women primarily in terms of their experience of violence, or, moreover to assume
that simply being female implies that a person should be labelled a victim in any
sense. In defence of this approach, it should be re-iterated that it is in the very
nature of liberation theologies that they adopt a negative starting point. We have
already seen, they arise from the oppression of a group of people — conceived
through violence and born from situations of death. The identification and
examination of the circumstances of suffering mark the beginning of the liberative

process. It is often the case that unmasking the cause of powerlessness reveals a

source of transformative power.

But is it acceptable to claim that women per se are victims? Not only is it

acceptable, but 1t is necessary to describe womankind in general as ‘victimized’.

Certainly not all women are subjected to physical violence at the hands of men, but

in a global context women suffer the violence of sexism and patriarchally
structured societies. Even ‘privileged’ white, middle-class, Western women
experience marginalization and abuse on account of their gender. The recognition
of the victimization of women does not imply an acceptance of the situation. It
does not function to trap them, asserting that as victims they are bound by
weakness and passivity. It merely reveals the reality of the world that women
experience. Violent abuse of a female as a ‘non-person’ is the most extreme

expression of patriarchal evil and hence this is the depth that an effective feminist

Christology must reach.

Of course Jesus was not a woman and no amount of feminist wishing will
change that fact. He does not actually need to be a woman to descend to a
comparable nadir through his harassment, humiliation, mutilation and death at the

hands of vicious men. Jesus’ liberating potential does not lie in his sharing the

same personal 1dentity with the oppressed — be it gender, colour or class — but

14
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from sharing a similar experience.!?2 Girard asserts that ‘Christ is the God of
victims primarily because he shares their lot until the end’.13 Thus victimization is
a point of contact between womankind and this male saviour because it is through
Jesus’ suffering that his life parallels theirs. The hatred by society and the pain of
alienation, rejection and physical abuse suffered by Jesus is analogous to women’s

experience of the full force of a sexist society that permits their degradation. Ina

very real way, therefore, vox victimarum vox Dei.l4
SITUATING THE EXEGESIS

How can these concerns be related to what we find in the Gospels? Soteriology 1s
a primary concern of liberation theologies and is commonly developed through
retlection on the ‘liberating praxis’ of the Synoptic Jesus and the implementation

of the Kingdom of God.!> Feminist approaches!6 have frequently focused on the

attitude and actions of Jesus towards women and a number have concluded that

12 The reverse of this statement must also be true. The ability to imitate Christ is not confined by

gender, colour or class. This can, of course be used with positive or negative effect. It was
used In a positive sense as an argument for women’s ordination. For a more negative usage,
where identification with the suffering Jesus resulted in an increase in the suffering of women,
see Ann Loades (Searching for Lost Coins: Explorations in Christianity and Feminism
[London: SPCK, 1987], pp. 39-57). Writing principally on Simone Weil, Loades identifies a
strand of tradition in which the ‘imitation of Christ’ is sought through women becoming
victims themselves — ‘they can be ‘in persona Christi’ all too successfully if the Christ they
imitate is the dead or dying Christ, rather than the Christ of the resurrection’ (p. 43).

R. Girard, Job the Victim of his People (trans. Y. Freccero; London: Athlone Press, 1987), p.
157.

"The cries of the victims are the voice of God’, states Matthew Lamb (Solidarity with Victims:
Toward a Theology of Social Transformation [New York: Crossroad, 1982], p. 23).

Such as the previously mentioned works of Sobrino and Boff as well as J.L. Segundo, Jesus of
Nazareth Yesterday and Today, 11, The Historical Jesus of the Synoptics (trans. J. Drury; New
York: Orbis/London: Sheed & Ward, 1985). See also George Pixley for a focus on the

political impact of the coming of the Kingdom (God'’s Kingdom [trans. D.E. Walsh; London:
SCM Press, 1981], pp. 64-87).

I am referring here specifically to feminist biblical interpretation of the Gospels, not to the
much broader discipline of feminist theology. For a general introduction see the varied
collection of styles antapproaches by the writers in A. Loades (ed.), Feminist Theology: A
Reader (London: SPCK, 1990). Despite noting that feminist hermeneutics is ‘of very recent
vintage’, Elisabeth Schilssler Fiorenza is able to identify ten different interpretative strategies,
ranging from the revisionist to her own critical feminist rhetorical model (But she Said:

Feminist Practices of Biblical Interpretation [Boston: Beacon Press, 1992], pp- 20-50 [20]).
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‘Jesus was a feminist’.!? They reveal the ‘inclusive’ nature of Jesus’ ministry and
the community described in the Synoptics.!® Thus in the construction of her

Christology, Rosemary Radford Ruether!? identifies an appropriate image for Jesus
from the Synoptic stories: He is not an imperial nor an androgynous figure, but the
prophetic, iconoclastic Christ who overturns existing societal orders and represents

a new kind of humanity. He is a paradigm of liberated humanity, modelling what

it means to be authentically human and, through this, revealing how to relate to the
poor and oppressed. This approach is particularly appropriate for the Synoptic
Jesus, who, throughout his ministry, deliberately seeks out society’s outcasts to
bring them the message of the inclusive kingdom. The same cannot be said of the

Fourth Gospel. Its form, language, emphases and even content differ radically

from those of the first three. Likewise, as has already been mentioned, the
character of Jesus in John is so unlike that of the Synoptics that it sometimes
difficult to recognize him as the same man. The ‘liberating praxis’ of Jesus is not
as clearly evident in John and an alternative approach is required to construct it
from this Gospel. Liberation theologians commonly attempt to construct
Christologies from biblical material that is seen to be relevant — where Jesus
displays inclusive behaviour towards the poor or women. Recognizing the
importance of a saviour who participates in and reflects the experiences of the
marginalized, the starting point for this study is the oppression of Jesus himself in
~ John’s Gospel. It will investigate his experience of harassment, highlighting

occasions when he 1s victimized and the effect that this has on him as a character.

'7" L. Swidler, ‘Jesus Was a Feminist’, Catholic World 212 (1971), pp. 177-83.

18 Examples of this approach include E. Moltmann-Wendel, The Women around Jesus (London:
SCM Press, 1982); B. Witherington, Women in the Ministry of Jesus (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1984); F.J. Moloney, Woman: First among the Faithful (London: Darton,
Longman & Todd, 1984); B. Grenier, ‘Jesus and Women’, St. Mark’s Review 119 (1984), pp.
13-21. For a discussion specific to John’s Gospel see S.M. Schneiders, ‘Women in the Fourth
Gospel and the Role of Women in the Contemporary Church’, BTB 12 (1982), pp. 35-45.

19 R. Radford Ruether, To Change the World: Christology and Cultural Criticism (London: SCM

Press, 1981), p. 53ff. See also detailed discussion in M.H. Snyder, The Christology of

Il?gsemary Radford Ruether: A Critical Introduction (Mystic, CT: Twenty-Third Publications,
88).
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This is a ‘bottom up’ approach, which takes the suffering of a man (rather than the
apotheosis of a ‘god’) as its point of reference. It is not the creation of a new

humanity which is of primary relevance to this undertaking (as is the concern of
the Synoptics) but the way in which Jesus suffers at the hands of the old humanity:

not his liberating praxis but his own experience of oppression.

VIOLENCE AND THE ETHOS OF JOHN’S GOSPEL

The approach outlined above is appropriate for John’s Gospel precisely because, as
already mentioned in Chapter 1, violence and the subject of Jesus’ death are so
prominent throughout the narrative. Compared with the Synoptics, John depicts

markedly more violence directed against Jesus from all sections of his community.
For much of his ministry, the Synoptic Jesus enjoys the support of the crowd as a
popular hero, so much so that the religious authorities are afraid that arresting him
will cause a riot.20 His numerous parables and miracles attract a large contingent
of followers and, with the exception of Lk. 4.28-30, his audience do not oppose
him until the very end of the narrative when they call for his crucifixion.
Conversely, in the Fourth Gospel, Jesus never has a high level of support from the
people; the crowd are always divided and frequently hostile. Direct threats to his
life occur not just on one occasion, but continually throughout the narrative. The
subject of his death is not deferred until its chronological position in the narrative;
rather it surfaces time and time again during the course of the story. It is raised as
~ carly as Jn 2 (having been hinted at twice in Jn 1) and is mentioned or alluded to
constantly. The Gospel is written from the perspective of the hour of death, with
the oppression and victimization of its protagonist being one of its central features.

This section pulls together the relevant references on violence and makes an

attempt at categorization. The tables below reveal the sheer volume of this

20 MKk 9.12; Mt. 21.46; Lk. 20.19.
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material. The violence is not hidden, abuse of Jesus is not discreet; yet this theme
appears to be a feature of the evangelist’s work that has not previously attracted the
attention and imagination of Johannine exegetes. Some of the statements
indicating violence towards and oppression of Jesus are as startling as the text’s
infamous theological assertions, although the former are frequently overshadowed
by the latter. A systematic collection and evaluation of this material has not been
made and 1t is one of the functions of this study to do so. The categorization of the

verses relevant to the victimization of and general opposition to Jesus in the next

few pages will form the subject material for Chapters 4, 6, 7 and 8. In addition, a

further table which sets out the comments of Jesus himself about the violence and

oppression that he suffers is included in Chapter 5.
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TABLES OF TEXTUAL REFERENCES TO VIOLENCE

TABLES 1-3: Examples of Direct Violence Against Jesus

Table 1: A 4] C anded Severe Physica 10l¢
During Public Ministry
Verse i -=. | Perpetrator: -~ = = FAction ~.

ol Tepocolvpito Attempted arrest (mélo, BAAA® TOG
XEPQG)

Officers deployed to arrest Jesus (ni1élw)

O &yhog Desire and possible attempt to seize Jesus
(malom, BAAA® TOC XETPUS)

BaAwoly €T cDTOV)
iva Al0dowotlv avToVv)

10.39 Attempted seizure (miélw)
18.12 0 YLALOPYOG Jesus arrested and bound (..cvvéAaBov
ol VANPETON Kol £0nocov avToV)

After Arrest

18.22 0 VANPETNG Jesus is struck (...£dwKev pATIOHO TO
'Incod)

€€ aAKOVODV)
DOTLOILOTO)

Jesus is forced to carry the cross
(Baotalwv ecvt®d TOV 0TOVPOV)

19.18 ol oTPOTIOTON Jesus is crucified (...c0TOV £0TAVPOOAY)

19.34 Jesus is stabbed to ensure death (..A6YXT
a0ToD THvV TAEVPAY EVOEEV)
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| Action
Jesus is oppressed by the crowd (‘(Incovg
eEEVEVOEV OYAOV OVTOC EV T TOTW)

6.15 ol &vBpwnot Jesus is at risk of being seized (adpndlm)
and forcibly made king

10.24 ol Tovoatol Jews surround Jesus (ExUxA®woayv 0LVTOV)
19.23 ol oTpoTI@OTOL Jesus is stripped and his clothes are

gambled for (Aayopev wept av109...)
Table 3: Dire 104! I1AaTdSSINE

] 1 * w1 ]
L LR . LR N »
* ]
M . *
] » » »

| Perpetrator - -~ |

7.20 0 OxAOg Jesus 1s accused of being possessed
(OOLLLOVIOV EYELS)

ol YPOHULOTELS Pharisees harass and try to trick Jesus
(rerpdlovieg aLTOV, va EXWOLV
KOTTIYOPELY CLVTOV)

ol dapioaiot Accusation of illegitimacy (T|eig éx
— nopvelag ov YEYEVVILEDQ)
8.48,52 ot Tovdaiot Jesus is accused of being a Samaritan and
demon possessed (Zapopltng £l oL Kol
SOLLLOVIOV EYELS)
10.33 ol Tovdaiot Jesus is accused of blaspheming
-— (MBaLopév ot... tepl PAacOnpiag)
ol "Tovdaiot Jews reject Jesus in favour of Barabbas (un
— 700TOV, AAAC TO0V Bopofpav)
19.6 ol apyLepels Authorities shout ‘crucify’ at Jesus
- ol VINPETOL (6TOVPOCOV)

19.15 ol Tovdaiot People shout ‘crucify him’ at Jesus
(0TOVPWOOV QLVTOV)

L J
iiiiii
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TABLE 4: Indirect Statements of Opposition and Discrimination

Verse = Perpetrator ol Actions

The world does not receive J esus (amov oOVK
EYVD)

Jesus’ own reject him (ad10v 00 mopéAafov)

NoBaviA Prejudice against Jesus’ origins (éx Nofopet

dvvatal 1L ayodov elva; )
(indirectly Jesus) Implied prejudice from Jesus’ home

(rpo@riTng v i 181 ToTpidt TNV ovK
£YEL)

| Jews persecute Jesus (£8iwkov..Tdv Tncodv)

ol "Tovdaiot Jews ‘murmur’ against Jesus (£y6yyvCov...
B e

- 6 yAoc Jesus accused of being a deceiver (rAovd TOV
I

- Crowd discriminate against Jesus on account

of his origin (un y&p €x tfig ToAAaiog...)

7.52 ol daproaion Discrimination on the basis of birthplace (ex
1fic ToAMAolog TPOPNTING OVK EYEIPETAL)

Authorities accuse Jesus of being a sabbath

9.16 ol dapioaiol 1) '
-— breaker who is not from God (obx €oTLV
0V10¢ Topd 0e0V O Eivepmnog)
S N e
(drocVVAYWYOS YEVNTOL)
- Pharisees claim Jesus is a sinner (611 obtog 0
avepwNOg APOPTOAOS ECTLY)
10. 20 Jesus accused of being possessed and mad
(donpovioy Exetl kol poiveton)

11 36 ol Tovdaiot Jesus criticized for not healing Lazarus (ovx

£d0voto 0D10¢.. motficon tva 00T0g PN
aroddvy;)
Authorities instruct people to inform on Jesus
(Bedédkercay 5¢ ol py1epeis.. év‘tolfl‘;
ivo eav TG YVO 11:00 £GTLV UNVOOY...)

cxpulsmn (omocuvoc'y(oym yavmth)
18 ;
Jesus is denied twice by Peter (fipviioQ.To
EKEIVOG Kol e/fnev oVK Elj1)
18 30 Accusation that Jesus is an ‘evildoer’ (0b10g
KOKOV TO1@dV)

01 ‘Tovdolol Jews claim Jesus should die for blasphemy

(Opetder &moBovely... VIOV 00D £0VTOV
£n0inceyv)

11.57

ol GpyLepele
ol ®aploaiot
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TABLE 3S: Reported Death Threats

i . - F i *
Pk LI ' i A E ko ] e w * L] * 4
P * 1 * . . * PR "R * L . 1 ' ]
- * ¥ i+ + . ’ * ' * .
* ' et LI * LI ' . i 11-1:‘ il ‘Ii'l * L) 1k [ ) r rES ! * N ’
¥ L] * * " » » * ‘I‘ e a L] e ] a " t * lllii" Y. ¥ e * *
¥ . A = * - N LIE N * *

J.18 ot ‘Tovdaiot Jews seek to kill Jesus (¢{ntovv avToV 01
R N £
7.1 ol Tovdaiol Jews seek to kill Jesus (E{nitovv avToV Ot
T e deamy
ol Tovdaior Disciples note that Jews want to stone Jesus
| Coiron btom st oo
11.50 Caiaphas suggests Jesus’ death 1s expedient
- (copeépel VUV Tva elg AvOpwmog amoddvy
DnEp 10D Aaod)
ol daprooaiot Authorities plot to kill Jesus (¢BovAedoovto
— VOl GOKTELVWOLV QLDTOV)
(GORLPEPEL EVOL AVOPWTOV ATOOLVELY)

18.31 The Jews manipulate Pilate into judging

Jesus rather than judge him themselves, as
they intend for him to be executed (npuiv ovx
£EEGTLV OMOKTEIVOLL OVOEVDL)



Chapter Three
The Literary Context

A WORD ON METHOD

The following chapter will set out the methodological ground rules that have been
adhered to in writing this thesis, taking into account some basic considerations that
should be made when carrying out research in John’s Gospel. Following this, a

brief discussion of the structure and plot of John's gospel will be made in order to

set out the framework that has been used to organise this study.

Johannine criticism over the last decade has tended to polarize into two camps: the

literary and the historical critical schools. The new breed of literary critics that
emerged in the eighties was characterized by a suspicion of historical-critical
methods and their usefulness for the future study of John. The general starting
point for this work was seen to be the literary competence of the Gospel as it stands

in its final form. Introducing his book Jesus: Stranger from Heaven and Son of

God, Marinus de Jonge summarized the position well:

Behind the present studies lies the assumption that the Fourth

Gospel is a meaningful whole, highly complicated in structure,
with many paradoxes and many tensions in thought and syntax,
but yet asking to be taken seriously as a (more or less finished)

literary product in which consistent lines of thought can be
detected.!

This was subsequently the assumption adopted by Alan Culpepper in his seminal

Johannine study Anatomy of the Fourth Gospel, which rejected the traditional

I M. de Jonge, Jesus: Stranger from Heaven and Son of God: Jesus Christ and the Christians in

Johannine Perspective (trans. J.E. Steely; Montana: Scholars Press, 1977), p. vii.
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stance of using the Gospel as a means of understanding its creators.2 Accepting

Murray Krieger’s metaphor of the text as a mirror placing meaning on the side of
the reader, rather than a window through which the critic can catch glimpses of the
community,? he examined the text primarily as one would a novel. This approach
yielded many new insights about the Gospel, illuminating characterization, literary
form, symbolism and structure. However, its rejection of the importance of the
gospel’s origin is now viewed by some to be a limiting feature. De Boer sees
Culpepper’s approach as being not simply ahistorical, but antihistorical in its bias
and agenda.’ Stibbe points to its weakness in obscuring ‘the value of the gospel as
narrative history and as community narrative.’® A further concern, which is of
wider import than Johannine, or even biblical studies, has been the accusation that

the narrative critical approach to the text serves in reality to rob it of its meaning —

its ‘point’. Naturally, the proponents of the discipline do not see this as a problem,

2 RA. Culpepper, Anatomy of the Fourth Gospel: A Study in Literary Design (Philadelphia:
; Fortress Press, 1983), p. 3.

M. Krieger, A Window to Criticism: Shakespeare's Sonnets and Modern Poetics (Princeton:

Princeton University Press, 1964). Krieger identifies the approaches of pre-New Criticism and
New Criticism to the function of poetic language. The former views language as a window
with meaning coming through it, the latter sees it as a set of mirrors with meaning locked in it.
In fact, Krieger sees both a mirror and a window, the poem ‘trapping us in the looking glass
and taking us through it.’ This takes us through the poem’s closed context back to history and
existence (p. 3).

Ironically, John Painter uses the image of a mirror to do that which Culpepper was
opposed to. He comments: ‘while the Gospels were written to proclaim Jesus, indirectly they
give us insight into the life of the communities for which they were written. This indirect
insight can be referred to as a reflection, a mirror image. From the reflections an attempt can
be made to reconstruct the history of the communities that shaped the tradition’ (The Farewell
Discourses and the History of Johannine Christianity’, NTS 27 [1981], pp. 525-43 [526,
emphasis original]).

Although, as Stephen Moore points out, Anatomy of the Fourth Gospel proved to be something
of a misnomer for a work which was not an anatomical dissection at all; rather a physical
examination: ‘““Let’s have a good look at you”, is what Dr Culpepper intends to say to John —
not “Let’s open you up and have a look™ (‘How Jesus’ Risen Body Became a Cadaver’, in
E.S. Malbon and E.V. McKnight (eds.), The New Literary Criticism and the New Testament
[JSNTSup, 109; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1994], pp. 269-82 [274)).

M.C. de Boer, ‘Narrative Criticism, Historical Criticism and the Gospel of John, JSNT 47
(1992), p. 37.

M.W.G. Stibbe, John as Storyteller: Narrative Criticism and the Fourth Gospel (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1992), p. 11.
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since the narrative is an autonomous entity whose meaning is located within its

own structure and sequence. Thus Hans Frei can claim:

Especially in narrative, novelistic, or history-like form, where
meaning is most nearly inseparable from the words — from the
descriptive shape of the story as a pattern of enactment, there 1s
neither need for nor use in looking for meaning in a more

profound stratum underneath the structure (a separable ‘subject
matter’) or in a separable author’s ‘intention’, or in a
combination of such behind-the-scenes projections.’

In her analysis of Frei’s work, Lynn Poland identifies the hermeneutical problem
that this poses: ‘the New Critics’ stress on the literary work’s discontinuity with
the full range of human experience and value make it difficult to describe how
literature actually does, in fact, extend and transform our perceptions.’8 The point
is that if the active role of the reader is to be given any weight, then the reader’s
historical situation must be addressed. This is presumably as true for a text's
original or intended readership as it is for present day readers. Concordance with
this view can be found in the work of the literary critic Ross Chambers, who
discerns that what has been lacking in criticism and theory? is ‘recognition of the
significance of situational phenomena — of the social fact that narrative mediates

human relationships and derives its “meaning” from them.’!0 Implicitly for
Poland, in dialogue with the biblical ‘New Critics’, and explicitly for Chambers, in
dialogue with the structuralists, it would seem that the limitation of the ‘a-
contextual’, autonomous text is the absence of a ‘point’. Chambers illustrates this

by using the example of a ‘faggot’ joke to demonstrate the importance of context in

7 H.W. Frei, The Eclipse of Biblical Narrative: A Study in Eighteenth and Nineteenth Century

Hermeneutics, (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1974), p. 281.

L.M. Poland, Literary Criticism and Biblical Hermeneutics: A Critique of Formalist
Approaches (AAR Academy Series, 48; Chico, CA: Scholars Press, 1985), p. 132, emphasis
added.

With reference to Seymour Chatman's Story and Discourse: Narrative Structure in Fiction and

Film (rlepr.; Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1989 [1978]) in particular, and structuralism in
general.

R. Chambers, Story and Situation: Narrative Seduction and .y d
: J ry an
History of Literature, 12; Minneapolis: he Power of Fiction (Theo

University of Min _
University Press, 1984), p. 4. nesota/Manchester: Manchester

8
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determining the meaning of a story. This, of course, will depend on whether the
joke is told by gay people among themselves, by straight people among
themselves, by a straight to a gay person, or vice versa. As Chambers explains,
‘the significance of the story is determined less by its actual content than by the
point of its being told... That is why, when one looks hard at stories, it becomes
extremely difficult to distinguish them from their telling.’!! In his recent work on
hermeneutics, Grant Osborne discusses in detail the issue of meaning, which is no
less of a problem for current day narrative critics as it was for Hans Frei, believing
as they do that there is no ‘first-order system’ that unlocks the meaning of texts.
Indeed, Osborne claims that the discipline still holds that all works are ‘aesthetic

productions that are open to one extent or another... to the reader’s “freeplay” on

the playground of the text, and polyvalence... is the necessary result.’12

What, then, do these concerns about the robustness of literary critical approaches to
texts in general and the Bible in particular, leave us by way of a methodology for

exploring issues in John from a generally literary critical perspective? Are we to

heed the grim warning of Scot McKnight, that:

literary theorists may stand in awe of the ice ‘floating on’ the
water and they may describe its aesthetic shape and its evocative
powers, but sooner or later their ship will awaken to a crashing
‘Titanic-like’ revelation of the fact that what they were staring at

11" Chambers, Story & Situation, p. 3.

12 G.R. Osborne, The Hermeneutical Spiral: A Comprehensive Introduction to Biblical
Interpretation (Downers Grove, IL: IVP, 1991), pp. 395-6. This is not the only weakness of

narrative criticism according to Osborne, who documents the following eight tendencies that
the would-be narrative critic should beware of :

- a dehistoricizing tendency
- setting aside the author

- a denial of intended or referential meaning
- reductionist and disjunctive thinking

- the imposition of modern literary categories upon ancient genres
- a preoccupation with obscure theories

- ignoring the understanding of the early church

- arejection of the sources behind the books (pp. 164-8).
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was in fact an iceberg, with much more below the surface than
above.!3

The desire to say anything creative or interesting about the Gospel outweighs this
risk, providing the impetus for proceeding, but with caution. Riley advises: “if the

narrative approach is to be critically grounded and avoid the subjectivity to which
it is sometimes prey, context may provide the key to the process... an essential

context is the community dynamic of which the text is the tangible evidence.’ !4

Likewise, Teresa Okure contends: ‘the need to relate the Gospel evidence (the
literary dimension) to the social context (the audience-dimension) is called for by...
John’s Gospel itself.’!5 It could therefore be claimed that research in the Gospel of
John which completely ignores the circumstances of the birth of the text and the
community that produced it does so at its peril. As W. Randolph Tate observes:
‘texts reflect their culture, and to read them apart from that culture is to invite a
basic level of misunderstanding’.!é Even a cursory consideration of a document's

original authors and readers will guard against the treatment of the narrative as
disembodied fiction. A consideration of the text’s Sitz im Leben can enhance our
understanding of both the life of the original community and the contents of the
text itself. The Fourth Gospel is undoubtedly a text with character and a
personality which, if nothing else, singles it out as different from the Synoptics.
This personality is inextricably linked to the nature of the Johannine community. It
1s both derived from it and reflects it. It follows that study of the text and the

community cannot feasibly be carried out in complete isolation from each other

13

" S. McKnight, Interpreting the Synoptic Gospels (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1988), p. 128.

W. Riley, ‘Situating Biblical Narrative: Poetics and the Transmission of Community Values’,
Proceedings of the Irish Biblical Association 9 (1985), p. 38, emphasis original.

T. Okure, The Johannine Approach to Mission: A Contextual Study of John 4.1-42 (WUNT,
2.31; Tubingen: J.C.B. Mohr, 198<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>