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Reinterpretation of Jesus of Nazareth)

PETROS VASSILIADIS

The Diversity of Christian Origins

One of the tnajor issues that will no doubt occupy our
theological scholarship during the third millennium is the
nature and the essence of Christianity. If I may put it quite
directly, the issue at stake will be the choice between either
its soteriological or ecclesiological character; either its per-
sonal and salvation-by-faith dimension or its communal one.
In other words, the solution will depend on the emphasis one
gives either to the Pauline version of the Christian kerygma,
as well as his interpretation of Jesus of Nazareth with its cli-
max in the famous theologia crucis., or the Johannine under-
standing of the mystery of incarnate Word and its eucharistic
conception of reality.

This presentation is my first attempt to examine the theo-
logical trajectory from the very early stages of the Christian
literary activity to the composition of the Gospel of John. It is
based on some recent articles and scholarly contributions of
mine on Q, Paul, and John.' It is my humble tribute to Professor
Savas Agourides, the Orthodox biblical scholar who has been
striving for nearly two generations to decipher the profound
meaning of John the Theologian, the prototype of Orthodox
theology. Professor Agourides was my mentor in biblical stud-
ies and the scholar who courageously wrote the critical report
for my doctoral dissertation on the Q-Document.^
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The scene is now becoming more or less clear after the
great progress made in the biblical field, especially in the
field of the Synoptic Gospel tradition, and more precisely in
the study of Q. Progress has accrued not so much in terms
of historical critical analysis of the earliest Gospel accounts,
i.e., as a solution to the Synoptic problem, but in terms of
the impact this analysis has had on the conventional picture
of Christian origins that dominated biblical scholarship for
almost a century. The second source of the Synoptic tradi-
tion, known as Q, which no serious study can now ignore,
seems to expound a radically different theological view than
that of the mainstream kerygmatic expression of the early
Church. Along with the discovery of the Gospel of Thomas,
the existence of an early "Christian" document designated Q
by scholars, a document with a semi-canonical status, pro-
vides a vastly different perspective. The Q-Document lacks
not only (a) a historical structure of Jesus' life of a Gospel
type, i.e., with a "Passion and Resurrection story," but also
(b) any reference to the soteriological significance of Jesus'
death.^ Consequently, it "challenges the assumption that the
early Church was unanimous in making Jesus' death and
resurrection the fulcrum of Christian faith."" The results of
recent research on Q have "revealed the complexity of early
Christian literary activity and also contributed to a reassess-
ment of the originating impulse(s) of the whole Christian
movement."^

In fact, the challenge of Q to the conventional picture of
Christian origins, and by extension also to the quest of the
historical Jesus, and the predominance of the Pauline inter-
pretation of the Christ event, is more far-reaching than the
making of a little room for yet "another Gospel," or another
early Christian community, and so on. If Q is taken seriously
into account, the entire landscape of early Christianity with
all that it entails may need to be radically revised or at least
thoroughly reconsidered.^
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Of course, there have been voices from the discipline of
archeology for some time now^ pointing out that the extant
archaeological evidence supports this view.̂  But no one (or
very few) could have ever listened to them. Biblical scholar-
ship was not ready to review or put to the test the convention-
al picture of early Christianity. Yet, more than a generation
ago a number of scholars from all Christian traditions tried
to reflect upon, and analyze, the origin of the theological
significance of Jesus' death.^ They all illustrated that there
was no unanimity among the first Christians with regard to
the interpretation of Jesus' death on the cross. In fact, there
was a considerable variety of attempts to give a theological
interpretation to this significant and unique event in the di-
vine plan of salvation.'"

Besides the so-called "soteriological" interpretation, ac-
cording to which the raison d' etre of Jesus' death on the
cross was the salvation of humankind, one can count at least
another four crystallized interpretative attempts, with which
the early Christian community attempted to grasp the mys-
tery of Jesus' death on the cross:

(a) The "prophetic" interpretation," according to which
Jesus' death had no expiatory significance, being rather the
true continuation of the persecution, sufferings, and violent
end ofthe Old Testament prophets.

(b) The "dialectic" interpretation,'^ according to which
Jesus' death was dialectically contrasted'^ to the resurrec-
tion with the stress being more or less laid on the latter, and
implying no soteriological connection to the cross.

(c) The "apocalyptic" or "eschatological" interpretation,'"•
where too Jesus' death is seen as having no soteriological
significance but rather as being an eschatological act in full
agreement with the divine plan.

(d) And finally the "euchadstic" or "covenantal" interpre-
tation," pointing as well to other than the expiatory signifi-
cance of Jesus' death. Here his blood seals the new covenant
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that God established with his people.
The almost unanimous preference in the later New

Testament literature given to the "soteriological" interpreta-
tion, which of course can surely be traced to the period be-
fore Paul's conversion (cf 1 Cor 15:3ff), was "due to its hel-
lenistic background, compared with the more or less Jewish
background of all the other interpretations... The lack of any
reference in other pre-pauline strata of the early Christian
tradition...suggests a limited usage in the early Christian
community. On the other hand, the prophetic interpretation,
traces of which are found in almost all layers of primitive
Christianity (Q-community, Hellenistic community, Markan
community, Pauline community), suggests that it was wide-
spread during this creative period". "'

In successive articles a few years ago I argued that, the
time has come for scholarly research to distance itself as
much as possible from the dominant scholarly syndrome
of the priority of the texts over the experience, and theol-
ogy over ecclesiology. There are many scholars who cling
to this dogma, imposed by the post-Enlightenment and
post-Reformation hegemony over all scholarly theological
work. This approach can be summarized as follows. What
constitutes the basis of any historical investigation, the core
of Christian faith, cannot be extracted but from given texts
(and/or archeological evidence'^), from the expressed theo-
logical views, from a certain depositumfidei (be it the Bible,
the Church (or apostolic) Tradition). Very rarely is there any
serious reference to the eucharistic/eschatological experi-
ence that preceded them, in fact, from the communion-event
which was responsible for and produced these texts and
views.'^

These views were met with some skepticism on the basis
of a suspicion of a latent return to the pre-critical approach
to the Gospels and additional questions about my previously
expressed postmodern concerns." I do not hide my discon-
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tent with modernism, at least because it has over-rational-
ized everything from social life to scholarship, from etnotion
to itnagination, seeking to excessively control and constrict
the irrational, the aesthetic and perhaps even the sacred. In
the search to rationalize and historicize all, modernism has
transformed not only what we know and how we know it,
but also how we understand ourselves. Hence the longing by
a wide range of intellectuals for wholeness, for cotnmunity,
for Gemeinschaft, for an antidote to the fragmentation and
sterility of an overly technocratic society, and at the end of
the road a consent to postmodernism.

Having said all this, it is important to reaffirm what soci-
ologists of knowledge very often point out: that modemistn,
counter-modernism, postmodernism, and even de-modem-
ism, are always simultaneous processes. Otherwise postmod-
ernism can easily end up as a neo-traditionalism that neglects
or even negates the great achievements of the Enlightenment
and the ensuing critical order and of course the democratic
structure of our modem society.^"

I felt obliged to say these things and reaffirm that all I
argue for is the priority of the eschatological experience of
the early Christian community over against its literary prod-
ucts. I admit of course at the same time that very early, even
from the time of St. Paul, there has been a shift - no matter
for what reasons^'- of the center of gravity from the eucha-
ristic experience to the Christian message, from eschatology
to Christology (and consequently to soteriology), frotn the
event (the kingdom of God), to the bearer and center of this
event (Christ, and more precisely his sacrifice on the cross).
However, my view is that the horizontal-eschatological per-
spective always remained predominant in the early Church,
both in the New Testament and in tnost of the subsequent
Christian literature. The vertical-soteriological view was al-
ways understood within the context of the horizontal-escha-
tological perspective as supplemental and complementary.^^
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This, however, is not something uncommon, even among
the most fervent supporters of modernism within biblical
scholarship of our time. More and more scholarly studies
come out advocating the priority of the "eucharistic" conduct
and/or "common meal" eschatological anticipation of Jesus'
Jewish contemporaries, of Jesus himself "eating together"
with his disciples, and of course of the early Christian com-
munity.̂ ^ This wide recognition of the importance of the
Eucharist in dealing with Christian origins has brought a
new dimension to the understanding of its earliest stages.
We are talking, of course, of the Eucharist neither in the
sense of a mystery cult, nor as a mere ritual, but as the liv-
ing expression of the ecclesial identity of the early Christian
community, an expression of a koinonia of the eschata, and
a proleptic manifestation of the kingdom of God, a vivid act
ofa community living in a new reality.

The issue at stake, therefore, is how the ritual developed
into a story. To put it in different terms, how the transmis-
sion of the Jesus-tradition moved from an eschatological,
experiential, didactic (sophiological?)^"* pattern to a histori-
cal narrative of the Markan type. How can one explain the
trajectory of Jesus' traditions from a (non-Pauline) logia lit-
erary genre (Q and Thomas) to a story literary genre (Mark
and then the rest of the canonical Gospels). In addition, one
cannot ignore that Paul did not care about the Jesus of his-
tory (2 Cor 5:16ff), and yet Mark theologically produced a
Gospel of a Pauline type.

Before the consolidation of the Q hypothesis, everything
was centered on the assumption of a soteriological empha-
sis from the very beginning of Christian origins. According
to this explanation the trajectory went as follows: from the
soteriological significance of Jesus of Nazareth, to Paul, to
post-Pauline Christianity (Gospels), and then on to Catholic/
Orthodox Christianity.

After the consolidation and the almost unanimous accep-
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tance of the Q hypothesis, an alternative explanation can be
convincingly advanced. And this explanation places a great
deal of importance on the assumption of the priority of the
eschatological teaching of Jesus of Nazareth re-enacted and
performed around the "common meal" eschatological fel-
lowships expressing the "eucharistic" perspective of the
Christian community. According to this explanation the ear-
ly Christian community developed in two trajectories:

(1) The kingdom-of-God teaching of the historical Jesus,
to Q, to James, to the Didache, to Thomas, and then on to mar-
ginal Christian groups, especially to Gnostic Christianity.

(2) The kingdom-of-God teaching of the historical Jesus,
to Paul, to Mark, to the rest of the canonical Gospels, to Acts,
and then on to early Orthodox Christianity.

It is quite interesting that the later Catholic/Orthodox
Christianity preserved both the eucharistic/eschatological
element, prominent in the first trajectory, and the soteriologi-
cal/christological one, around which the second trajectory
developed.

With regard to the relations between Mark and Q, I re-
jected in an earlier study all the proposed solutions (either
of direct dependence one way or the other, or mutual inde-
pendence) and suggested that Mark did "have knowledge
of Q-traditions... he was acquainted with the Q-Document
itself... [he did not] derive any material therefrom... [be-
cause] his attitude to the Q-materials [was] critical."" This
might have been due to Q's non-soteriological motifs and
perhaps to its lack ofa theologia-crucis orientation on which
the entire Pauline tradition was so dependent.

I take for granted the findings of some cultural anthropolo-
gists, that in Israel, like in all societies and religious systems,
the connection between ritual and story was fiindamental.
The main story of the Jewish people, the exodus from Egypt,
was ritually reenacted in Israel's major festival, the Passover,
and the main promise of Yahweh to his people, i.e. his uni-
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lateral covenant to all descendants of Abraham and later to
Jacob (Israel), was reenacted in rituals and offerings during
all their annual festivals. We also know that these promises
of the blessings of that covenant had been a hope rather than
a reality, which nevertheless stayed alive and was constantly
renewed up to the time of the historical Jesus. In all its forms
(Isaianic, Danielic, Enochic, or Qumranic) this hope was
celebrated around the common meals in anticipation of the
coming of the messianic meal with the anointed priest and/or
the anointed king. And there were numerous prophets during
Jesus' time, who attempted to reenact or to prepare for the
messianic liberation of Israel.

Coming now to Jesus of Nazareth there is good evidence
in all Gospel accounts that he, too, celebrated common meals
with his disciples and friends, and this not only because he
certainly was a devoted Jew, "marginal" or not. And there is
no reason to doubt that the early Christian communities cel-
ebrated common meals in anticipation of the eschatological/
messianic reality. Most probably the Christian community's
meals had their origin in meals that Jesus celebrated with his
disciples.^^

There is a growing awareness among most biblical and
liturgical scholars working on the original form of the eucha-
ristic accounts of the New Testament that Jesus' last meal, as
well as the other common meals, must have been understood
in eschatological rather than soteriological terms; that is, as
anticipation of the banquet of God with his people in the
kingdom of God. Whatever soteriological significance was
later attached to them was certainly understood only within
this eschatological perspective, never outside it.

It is not only (1) the apparent eschatological orienta-
tion of the overall "institution narratives" in all their forms
(Marcan/Matthaean and Pauline/Lucan). It is also clear that
(2) the saying pertaining to the cup in its oldest form was
not centered on the content of the cup (the wine, and further
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through the sacrificial meaning of Jesus' blood, on its sote-
riological significance), but on the cup as the symbol of the
new covenant;" and above all, (3) the bread in its original
meaning was not connected with Jesus' crucified body, but
had ecclesiological connotations, starting as a symbol ofthe
eschatological community. Justin Taylor has convincingly
argued for the eschatological importance of the "breaking
of the bread" in early Christianity.̂ ** Perhaps the intermedi-
ate stage in the overall process was the Pauline image ofthe
"body of Christ."

The story of Jesus' suffering and death remained fluid for
a long time. Evidence for this is the different versions ofthe
Passion narrative in the Gospel literature, owing to the oral
performance of the story in ritual celebrations. As the early
faithful in their ritual celebrations were reading again and
again the Old Testament lessons and then told the story of
Jesus' death, the Passion story was enriched by scriptural
language.

At this stage Paul's theological interpretation of Jesus'
death through his famous theologia crucis, his major contri-
bution to Christianity, played a catalytic role. In view ofthe
idea that, it is stories that create nations, and more precisely
stories that can function as a founding element in any reli-
gious system, the story of Jesus' suffering, death, and resur-
rection, and by extension the Gospel narratives, proved to be
a significant factor in the development of Christianity. In this
way the original eschatological dimension was able to sur-
vive and have a lasting impact in the course of history. The
new eschatological community, which expressed its identity
in eucharistic ritual, could only be nourished and sustained
by this version of the story, namely the Passion narrative, a
version derived from ritual, and which in tum ultimately has
its roots in the commensal practices of Jesus.

The theologia crucis, the story, and the soteriological in-
terpretation of Jesus' death in the course of history even-
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tually overwhelmed the earlier ethical, eucharistic, and es-
chatological understanding of Christian identity. Ironically
enough, the same process was in force in the understanding
of the sacrament of the Eucharist, where for most of the time
the personalistic and soteriological elements overwhelmed
the prominent eschatological and ecclesiological ones; not
as deviation and corrupted additional elements, but as a nec-
essary part of a survival process. What, however, became
quite damaging for the future of Christian theology was its
elevation after the Refonnation to an absolute approach to
the Christian faith.

And here the other, equally unique, contribution of the
early Christian community, namely the Johannine radical in-
terpretation of Jesus of Nazareth, needs to be taken into con-
sideration. The importance of Johannine theology, so badly
overlooked in modernity as a tool for the proper understand-
ing of the Christian identity, and completely ignored as a
contribution to all quests for the historical Jesus, may need
to be reconsidered.

The Johannine Contribution

The Gospel of John (hereafter GJ) is unique in religious
literature, because it challenges the conventional approach
to many religious issues. Ironically, it is also the theologi-
cal treatise that has shaped the identity and self-understand-
ing of the Christian Church, thus becoming the Gospel of
Christianity. It is not only its "transcendent theology con-
ceming Jesus,"^' which determined the Christian doctrine,
but its profound reflection on Jesus of Nazareth through its
eucharistic theology. The originality of ideas of GJ provoked
strong controversy in early Christianity. This controversy
continued in the modem era, though for quite different rea-
sons. It gained recognition, respect and renewed consider-
ation only in postmodemity. For whereas in modemity the
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focus of biblical theology with regard to Jesus traditioti has
tnainly focused on the Synoptic Gospels, tiow in postmoder-
nity more etnphasis is given to the Johannine tradition.

GJ presupposes the Sytioptic tradition but moves beyond
its logic, as well as beyond some of the earlier (Pauline)
theological views. Theologically it approaches the endur-
ing problems of history, human destiny, death, and salvation
starting not from anthropology but rather from Christology.^'^
Christology in GJ, however, cannot to be understood apart
from its Pneumatology, since "the Paraclete, the Holy Spirit"
(14:26), according to GJ's terminology, can be easily defined
as the "alter ego" of Christ ("and I will ask my father and he
will give you another Paraclete so that he might remain with
you always" (14:16). This other Paraclete who "will teach
you all things" (14:26) is "the Spirit of tmth" (14:17; 15:26;
16:13); and in the final analysis the one who will "guide you
into all the truth" (16:12). Consequently human beings are
in communion with "the way, the truth and the life," who is
Christ, only through the Holy Spirit, whom he bestows upon
the world as a gift of God the Father.^' The crucial question,
of course, is how and on what condition one can become
bearer of the Spirit. In answering this question modem ex-
egetes are dramatically divided. Conservative scholars insist
that according to GJ this can only happen within the Church
through the sacraments, whereas liberal critics argue that it
is in keeping the word of God and being in communion with
Christ that salvation can be accomplished.

In GJ the Christian community (i.e. the Church), just as
in the early Christian tradition, is not perceived as an institu-
tion, an organization with defined or set doctrines, and/or a
specific social order. Rather, it is understood as communion
with Christ, just as Christ is in communion with the Father,
when believers keep Christ's word and believe in him who
had sent him (10:30; 17:2 Iff.). They are "of the tmth" when
they hear his voice, just as the sheep hear the voice of the
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good shepherd (10:Iff). All these happen, when they change
their lives, i.e. when they are bom from above (3:3), by the
Spirit (3:5ff). But this birth by the Spirit, unlike natural birth,
is the work of God that no one can control, just as happens
with the wind. "The Spirit blows where he wills, [just as
mysteriously and freely as the wind], and you hear its sound
but you do not know from where it comes or where it goes.
Thus it is with everyone who is born of the Spirit" (3:8). For
this reason the proper worship of the community has to be
"in spirit and in truth" (4:24).

This distinctly charismatic ecclesiological view, howev-
er, altemates with a number of seemingly strong sacramen-
tal references, which were so far either rejected in modem
scholarship as later additions or interpolations, or explained
in a conventional "sacramentalistic," i.e. pre-modem, way.
As a matter of fact, there is no other issue that has so divided
modem scholarship than the sacramental or non-sacramen-
tal character of the GJ.̂ ^ The debate is usually supported by
its apparent silence regarding baptism and Eucharist, and by
some passages that seem to speak in a veiled or symbolic
mamier. In my view, the issue at stake is whether the vari-
ous "sacramental" references, are at all related to the "sac-
ramentalistic" views of the ancient Hellenistic mystery cults
contemporary to the early Church," or have much more
dynamic connotations, i.e., whether they actually stand as
a further reflection on the traditional (Pauline and Synoptic)
understanding of the Eucharist, thus being a radical reinter-
pretation of the Christian identity.

Although the GJ omits the words of institution of the
Eucharist, it is rightly considered the "sacramental" book
par excellence.^'* The miraculous change of the water into
wine at the wedding in Cana (2:1-11) at the outset of Jesus'
earthly ministry, the symbolism of the vine and the branches
in the "Farewell Discourse" (ch. 15), the flow of blood and
water from the pierced side of the crucified Jesus (19:34)



Vassiliadis: Beyond teologia crucis 151

and so many other elements make the sacramental, or rather
eucharistic, character of the GJ inescapable. Of course, the
most discussed units in this respect are chapter 6 with its
"Eucharistic Discourse" (especially 6:51b-58); the washing
of the disciples' feet, which actually replaces the Synoptic
account of the institution of the Eucharist, and in fact the
entire chapter 13; the anointing of Jesus in 12:Iff; and the
so-called "High-Priestly Prayer" in chapter 17, as a model
of eucharistic prayer and a plea for the unity of humankind.
I will briefly analyze these pericopes, starting with what I
consider to be the indispensable theological framework of
11:51-52.

It has long been recognized that the GJ claims that the
ultimate gifts of God, usually associated with the end times
of history, are already accessible to the believer "in Christ."
This claim is made, however, without compromising the fu-
ture dimension of those gifts. The GJ seems to insist that
these eschatological realities are present in the life of the be-
liever, although there is still a future and unfulfilled quality
to them. In doing this, it invites the readers to tum their at-
tention from the future to the present quality of Christian ex-
istence. Nevertheless, it perfectly keeps the balance between
the present and the future, giving the impression that it at-
tempts to correct an excessively futurist orientation, without
dispensing with the future altogether.

This ambivalence is, in fact, evident in the entire teaching,
and especially the life and work, of the Jesus of history, all
of which cannot be properly understood without a reference
to the messianic expectations of Judaism, i.e., the coming
of a Messiah, who in the "last days" of history (eschaton)
would establish his kingdom by calling all the dispersed and
afflicted people of God into one place to become one body
united around him. The idea of "gathering into one place the
scattered people of God and of all the nations," coupled with
the descent of God's Spirit upon the sons and daughters of
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God, is found in the prophetic tradition,^^ and is also evident
in the early Christian literature.^* And here a statement in
GJ - generally overlooked in modem biblical scholarship
- about the role of the Messiah is extremely important. In
that statement the author of GJ interprets the words of the
Jewish high priest by affirming that "he prophesied that Jesus
should die...not for the nation only, but to gather into one the
children of God who are scattered abroad" (11:51-52).

Jesus of Nazareth, therefore, identified himself with the
Messiah of the end times, who would be the center of the
gathering of the dispersed people of God. It was on this
radical eschatological teaching about the kingdom of God
that the early Christian community developed its theology,
ecclesiology, spirituality, and its mission. It was exactly this
gathering that has ever since been reenacted in the liturgical
practice of the Eucharist. Already in the writings of Paul it
was stated that all who believe in Clirist are incorporated
into the one people of God and mystically united into his
body through Baptism. The GJ has further developed this
teaching in regard to the unity ofthe people of God by point-
ing out that this incorporation into Christ's body takes place
in the Eucharist, a significant identity act which was seen not
as a mystery cult but as a foretaste of the expected eschato-
logical Kingdom.

To understand the overall Johannine eucharistic theol-
ogy one has undoubtedly to start from chapter 6." The entire
chapter begins with three wondrous deeds: the feeding ofthe
multitude, the walking of Jesus on the sea, and the landing
ofthe boat (6:1-21). Then a lengthy discourse on the "bread
of life" follows, where Jesus makes high claims for himself
consistent with the announcement of his prologue (1:1-18).
The result is a division among his hearers, which finds many
who had believed now leaving him (6:22-71).

There is no doubt that the author obviously wanted to
set the Christ event within the framework of the Exodus-
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Passover theme. In the Johannine Passion story Jesus is
made to die at the very time the lambs are being slaughtered
in preparation for the Passover meal of the same evening
(19:14). The symbolism suggests that Christ is to be viewed
as the new Passover lamb by which God liberates human-
ity from oppression, just as Israel was freed from slavery in
Egypt.

This Passover framework, however, is interpreted through
clear sacramental references. Only the passage of the walk-
ing of Jesus on the sea (6:16-21) seems to be outside this
scheme. But this is probably due to the fact that this very unit
was preserved in the earlier Synoptic tradition (Mark 6:30-
52; Matt 14:13-27), coupled with the account of the multi-
plication of loaves. At any rate, the entire discourse on the
"bread of life" (6:22ff.) is a continuation of, and a commen-
tary on, the miraculous feeding of the five thousand, which,
by the way, had already been given in the Synoptic tradition
an accented eucharistic dimension (Mark. 6:41).̂ ^

In general, if Paul and the Synoptic Gospels underline the
significance of the soteriological/sacramental understanding
of the Eucharist, i.e., via the Pauline theologia crucis, it was
GJ that went beyond this theologia crucis and gave it a life-
orientated understanding. By doing so, it underlined a com-
pletely different dimension to the Christ event, thus pointing
to another direction in the so-called quest for the historical
Jesus. Without losing its connection with Jesus' death (cf.
John 19:34), the eschatological meal of the community in
GJ is essentially distanced from death and associated rather
with life ("the bread that I will give is my flesh which I will
give for the life of the world," [6:51; see also 6:33,58]). The
antithesis between bread and manna illustrates perfectly this
truth; for whereas the Jews who had eaten the manna in the
desert died, those who partake of the true bread will have life
eternal (6:58, 33).

Reading carefully through the entire Johannine eucharistic
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discourse (6:22-71), a clear change of vocabulary and con-
tent in vv. 5 lb-58 is more than evident.^' In these verses faith
in Christ is no longer the basic presupposition for eternal life
("he who believes in me has eternal life. I am the bread of
life" [6:47-48; cf. also 6:35]); eternal life now is linked with
eating the flesh and drinking the blood of Christ ("Truly tru-
ly, if you do not eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink his
blood you will not have life in yourselves. Whoever eats my
flesh and drinks my blood has eternal life... he who eats me,
shall live by me," [6:54f, 57]). However, as I have argued
elsewhere,"" the profound meaning of these sayings is given
by the concluding remark of v. 6:56: "those who eat my flesh
and drink my blood abide in me, and I in them." With these
words GJ denotes an unbroken relationship, communion, and
abiding presence of God, which surpass both the Hellenistic
concept of "ecstasy," and at the same time the classical con-
ception of the Jewish prophecy, because it transforms the
eschatological expectation from a future event to a present
reality. It also avoids any trace of pantheism, since there is
no hint of the idea of "identiflcation" of the initiate with the
deity, the principal teaching of the mystery cults.

Here we have the beginnings of what has become axi-
omatic in later Christian tradition: to have "eternal life" - in
other words to live an authentic and not conventional life
- one has to be in communion with Christ. Communion with
Christ, however, means participation in the perfect commu-
nion which exists between the Father and the Son ("Just as
the living Father sent me, and 1 live through the Father, s/he
who eats me will live through me," [John 6:57]). What we
have here in GJ is in fact a parallel expression to what has
become in later patristic literature the biblical foundation of
the doctrine oftheosis (divinization; cf. the classic statement
of 2 Pet 1:4). In the case of GJ, however, this idea is ex-
pressed in a more dynamic and less abstract way.

Taking this argument a little further, one can say that GJ
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further develops an understanding of the Eucharist as the un-
ceasingly repeated act of sealing the "new covenant" of God
with his new people. This interpretation is, of course, evi-
denced also in the earlier Synoptic and Pauline tradition, al-
though there the covenantal interpretation of Jesus' death in
the phrase "this is my blood of the covenant" (Mark 14:24,
et al.; I Cor 11:25), is somewhat hidden by the soteriological
formula "which is shedybr you" (ibid).

This eucharistic theology of GJ, with the direct emphasis
on the idea of the covenant and of communion, is in fact in
accordance with the prophet Jeremiah's vision, which was at
the same time also a promise. Just as in Jeremiah, so also in
GJ, it is the idea of a new covenant, of communion, and of the
Church as a people, that are most strongly emphasized.""

Through this covenantal eucharistic dimension, the GJ
does not only go beyond the theologia crucis; it also devel-
ops other important characteristics. It deals with both the pro-
found meaning of the act of identity in the Eucharistic celebra-
tion of the early Christian community and with the question
of who Jesus of Nazareth actually was. The pericope of the
"Washing of the Disciples' Feet" (13:1-20) is a key pericope
in this respect. The incident in question, which is preserved
only in the GJ, is placed in the context of the Last Supper,
and in direct connection with Judas' betrayal. In other words,
in the same place the Synoptic Gospels have all recorded the
dominical sayings of the institution of the Eucharist (Mark
14:22-25). Given GJ's almost certain knowledge of the
Synoptic tradition, one can fairly argue that its author obvi-
ously replaced the account of the institution of the Eucharist
with the symbolic act of Jesus' washing of his disciples' feet.
A careful reading of the reference to the new commandment
of love (13:34-15), in the same context, brings immediately
to the reader's mind the institution narrative. The "new com-
mandment" sounds very similar to the "new covenant" of the
institution narratives of the Synoptic tradition.
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In sum, GJ understands the Eucharist not as a mere "cul-
tic" and "sacramental" act, but primarily as a diaconal act
and an alternative way of life with apparent social implica-
tions. For in those days the washing of a disciple's feet was
more than an ultimate act of humble service and kenotic dia-
konia; it was an act of radical social behavior, in fact, a rite
of inversion of roles within the society."*̂  To this should be
added Jesus' admonition to his disciples and through them to
his Church: "For I have given you an example, that you also
should do as I have done to you" (John 13:15). The diaconal
implication ofthe Johannine understanding ofthe Eucharist
becomes quite evident.

It is almost an assured result of modem biblical and litur-
gical scholarship that the Eucharist was "lived" in the early
Christian community as a foretaste of the coming kingdom
of God. It was experienced as a proleptic manifestation,
within the tragic realities of history, of an authentic life of
communion, unity, justice and equality, entailing no practi-
cal differentiation (soteriological and beyond) between men
and women.

If this was the original meaning ofthe Eucharist, then the
redaction by GJ of another ritually significant pericope, and
closely related to the "eucharistic" incident of the "wash-
ing ofthe disciples' feet," namely that ofthe "Anointing of
Jesus" (John 12:Iff), may not be accidental. GJ not only
placed this famous pericope in the same Passover setting as
the pericope ofthe "Washing ofthe Disciples' Feet" (John
13:Iff.); it also replaced the unknown woman by Mary, a
figure from within Jesus' most beloved family of Lazarus.
In fact, Mary is presented in contrast with her sister Martha,
who, according to an account in Luke's Gospel was "anx-
ious and troubled about many things [except] the one thing...
needful" (Luke 10:41). What is, however, even more impor-
tant for our case is the transfer of the original anointing of
Jesus' hair (Mark 14:3/Matt 26:7, originally understood as a
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prophetic act of messianic character), to Jesus' feet (12:3)."^
In this way GJ proleptically anticipates Jesus' washing of his
disciples' feet. By so doing, the "disciple of love" changed
an act of "witness" into an act of "diakonia."

Before closing my reflections on GJ it is necessary to
say a few words about ch.l7, the famous "High-Priestly
(Eucharistic?) Prayer," ultimately understood as a prayer
for the unity of humankind. It is commonly accepted that
GJ is structured according to two major parts: the "Book of
Signs" (chs. 1-12) and the "Book of Glory" (chs. 13-20).
Both of them are centered around the notion of Jesus' "glori-
fication," of his "hour." Whereas in the first part Jesus' "hour
has not come" (John 2:4; 7:30; 8:20), in the second part
the presence of the "hour," Jesus' death and resurrection, is
clearly affirmed (John 13:1; 17:1). In this second part GJ
presents Jesus addressing his disciples alone (13-17), and
narrates, but at the safne time reflects on, Jesus' Passion and
Resurrection (18-21).

John 14—16, the so-called "Farewell Discourse," deal
with Jesus' final instructions to his disciples. They consist
of a mosaic of themes introduced, explored, dropped, and
reintroduced, the central point being the promise of the send-
ing of the "Paraclete," "the Spirit of Truth," the first serious
pneumatological reflection in Christian literature.

Nevertheless, the most important part is undoubtedly ch.
17, "Jesus' High-Priestly Prayer" for his disciples. However,
Jesus' prayer in ch. 17 is not only a prayer on behalf of his
disciples and their theosis in his glorification, but is also "on
behalf of those who will believe in [Christ] through their
word" (17:20). All the motifs and symbols used in this chap-
ter remind us of the "Eucharistic Prayer," the anaphora of
the later Christian liturgy, which as a "reasonable worship"
and "bloodless sacrifice" is being offered not only for the
Christian community itself, but also for the oekoumene, "for
the life of the whole world." In addition, the basic aim of
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Jesus' prayer is "that they may all be one" (17:21ff.), and it is
by extension an appeal for the unity of humankind. It is char-
acteristic that the whole argument is being developed on the
model ofthe perfect unity that exists between Christ and his
Father, i.e. the unity that exists within the Holy Trinity ("as
you. Father, are in me and I am in you," (John 17:21), "that
they may be one, as we are one," 7:22). It is not accidental
that the Eucharist, the Church's mystery par excellence, is
also an expression ofthe ultimate act of unity; nor is it acci-
dental that it is a rite of glory, experienced as such in almost
all Christian traditions, though more distinctly in the Eastern
Orthodox Church.

Therefore, if any conclusion is to be drawn from this
affirmation of the ecclesial and diaconal dimension of the
Eucharist in GJ, this is, so I believe, a radical reinterpretation
of the picture of the Jesus of Nazareth as presented in the
Pauline (and Synoptic) tradition through the famous theolo-
gia crucis.
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