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Foreword 

 
 
The opening chapter of this collection, “From History, to Narrative, and Be-
yond,” offers me the possibility to explore a personal and academic journey 
that produced the collection of Johannine studies that fill this volume. I will 
limit this foreword to a few words describing the genesis and nature of the 
collection, and expressions of gratitude to those who made it possible. 

The essays in this volume come from a life-time interest in the Gospel of 
John. They date from 1975 until today; some of these studies appear here for 
the first time. My human and scholarly maturation is obvious in publications 
that can be dated across more than forty years. Following this development is, 
in itself, an interesting exercise. In order to maintain my personal portrait, I 
have left the studies as they originally appeared. Here and there I have cor-
rected a grammatical or rhetorical infelicity. Even more rarely I add a slight 
update to some of my more recent work. But those retouches are minimal. 
The initial major challenge involved in unifying these studies was the prepa-
ration of electronic texts that had been produced on a typewriter. The second 
was the generation of a unified style across studies that originally appeared in 
a number of journals and collections. Many of the original locations had idio-
syncratic style-sheets. Two of them (“Woman and Mother in the Fourth 
Gospel” and “The Theme of Unity in the Fourth Gospel”) were delivered as 
public lectures, but they reflect the Johannine scholarship of their time. I have 
tried to unify the style of all the essays by following the current SBL Style-
Sheet. There are a few anomalies. Only recently has the SBL Style-Sheet 
required full first names in all references. Where these did not appear in the 
original, they do not appear in this collection. Secondly, some of the earlier 
essays were written and published in European settings where well-known 
English translations were not available. The use of the original German and 
French, as published, is retained in this collection. The same anomalies 
appear in the Bibliography. 

I am grateful to the Editor of the Wissenschaftliche Untersuchungen zum 
Neuen Testament, Professor Jörg Frey, from the University of Zurich, for his 
enthusiastic reception of the suggestion that we proceed with this collection. I 
would also like to thank Dr. Henning Ziebritzki, the Editorial Director of 
Theology and Jewish Studies at Mohr Siebeck, for supporting Professor Frey’s 
suggestion, thus paving the way for the publication of this volume in the 



VIII Foreword  

prestigious WUNT series. Outstanding in this process, however, has been my 
long-standing friend and colleague, Susan Drew. She worked from offprints 
of my youthful work, retyping them in an electronic form. She performed this 
painstaking work with unparalleled technical expertise, and alacrity. As has 
so often been the case, I am very much in her debt. I am equally in debt to 
Dr. Claus-Jürgen Thornton who designed and copy-edited the book, and pre-
pared all three comprehensive indices. 

I thank the many publication houses who have granted their permission for 
the reprinting of the essays that appear here. Reflecting my academic journey, 
they are located in the United Kingdom, Europe, Israel, the USA, and Austra-
lia. I trust that the indications I give to the original place of publication in the 
essays that follow will point scholars and interested readers to the ongoing 
contribution of these publishing houses to scholarly discourse, especially in 
the area of New Testament studies. 

Finally, I thank my colleagues at the Australian Catholic University, to 
whom his volume is dedicated. From 1994–98 I served the University as the 
Foundation Professor of Theology. They were exciting days, as we developed 
a curriculum, hired staff, taught undergraduate courses, and began University-
associated research that has blossomed since then. After other international 
and administrative obligations, I returned to Australian Catholic University in 
2012, and have served there for the past five years as a Senior Professorial 
Fellow, and the Director of the Centre for Biblical and Early Christian 
Studies, within the research Institute for Religion and Critical Inquiry. My 
colleagues in the Centre and across the University have been a constant 
source of information, encouragement, and friendship. 

I trust that this significant publication from the Institute for Religion and 
Critical Inquiry at Australian Catholic University will encourage all involved 
in the development of a research culture in our young institution. 

 
Institute for Religion and Critical Inquiry Francis J. Moloney,  
Australian Catholic University,  SDB, AM, FAHA 
Melbourne, Vic., Australia 
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1 
 

From History, into Narrative, and Beyond 
 
 

In 1972 I was at the Pontifical Biblical Institute, Rome, completing a Master’s 
thesis on the use of Daniel 7 and/or Suffering Servant language in Mark 
10:45: “For the Son of Man also came not to be served, but to serve, and to 
lay down his life as a ransom for many.” I asked all the expected questions of 
that period: was there sufficient linguistic and thematic contact between the 
Old Testament and the Markan texts to claim that the former influenced the 
latter? Accepting the two-source hypothesis, I was confident that Matthew 
20:28 has used the Markan original, along with its context. However, is there 
any literary contact with Luke 22:27b? Was it possible that the Lukan version 
was more primitive, a simpler expression, closer to what Jesus of Nazareth 
would have said? Maybe the saying had its origins in a meal setting? 

The end-product of research into these questions was, of course, to test 
whether it was likely that here we had ipsissima verba Jesu in the powerful 
words of Mark 10:45. If that was the case, then further questions could be 
asked. Was it possible that Jesus understood himself in terms of the Danielic 
Son of Man and the Isaianic Suffering Servant? For the information of the 
reader, this much researched and deservedly never-published study decided 
that the saying was a composition formed in the early Church. It reflected 
Jesus’ own use of the expression, “the son of the man,” and the early Chris-
tian community’s presentation of him as the Suffering Servant. In those days 
Rudolf Bultmann was still alive, and his students and their American counter-
parts were at the zenith of their contribution of newer paradigms for research 
into the relevance of history. Much of the analysis of narratives in the New 
Testament was driven by historical-critical questions. 

The Oxford Experience 

Destined for doctoral studies, I was already in touch with the then Lecturer in 
New Testament at the University of Oxford, Dr. Morna D. Hooker, later the 
Lady Margaret Professor of Divinity at the University of Cambridge. We had 
agreed that she would direct a work at Oxford described as “Son of Man 
and/or Suffering Servant as Christological categories in the New Testament.” 
This generic statement of an area of research, formulated under the direction 



4 Introduction  

of Dr. Hooker, already hinted a change of direction. Well-known for her own 
historical work on the use of Suffering Servant and Son of Man language in 
the New Testament,1 she suggested that the historical issues were leading into 
a blind alley. Given the work that had already been done on use of the Son of 
Man in Mark and Matthew, she suggested that I consider the literary and 
theological use of the expression in either Luke or John. After three years in 
Oxford, I successfully submitted a dissertation to the University’s Board of 
Theology with the title The Johannine Son of Man in July, 1975.2  

I had been solidly trained at the Pontifical Biblical Institute, Rome, in the 
biblical languages and in the dominant historical-critical methods. I recall 
those days with affection, and even with something of a thrill. The biblical 
text came to life for me, as I began to use my newly acquired linguistic and 
historical skills to rediscover the situations in the life of Jesus and in the life 
of the Church that gave it birth. Taught and guided by gifted Jesuit scholars 
from Germany, Belgium, England, the USA, France and Italy, including Pro-
fessor Carlo Maria Martini, SJ, in his prime, I was a ready learner. For a re-
cently ordained Roman Catholic Priest (1970), a member of a Religious Con-
gregation dedicated to poor and abandoned young people (SDB: Salesians of 
Don Bosco), I sensed that I was privileged to be given the opportunity to be-
come familiar with the Word of God that was also the words of men and 
women.3 

My time in Oxford helped me to develop these already acquired skills even 
further, in the presence of such luminaries as Professors George D. Kilpatrick 
and George Caird, Drs. Denis Nineham, and J. N. D. Kelly. Dr. Henry Chad-
wick was the then Dean of Christ College, and very active in University life. 
But my close association with Dr. Hooker was a major factor that I have come 
to recognize fully in more recent times. Trained in traditional form criticism 
and redaction criticism, two approaches to the New Testament that depend 
very heavily upon one another, I worked assiduously to detect “strata” of 
different traditions, to suggest what may have led to their being juxtaposed to 

                       
1 Morna D. Hooker, Jesus and the Servant: The Influence of the Servant Concept of 

Deutero-Isaiah in the New Testament (London: SPCK, 1959); Idem, The Son of Man in 
Mark: A Study of the Background of the Term “the Son of Man” and Its Use in St. Mark’s 
Gospel (London: SPCK, 1973). 

2 Published as The Johannine Son of Man, BibSciRel 14 (Rome: LAS, 1976). It was re-
printed with an appendix responding to reviews by the Libreria Ateneo Salesiano in 1978. 
A second edition, again reprinted but with a further lengthy appendix dealing with the 
Johannine Son of Man discussion from 1976–2005 appeared in 2007 (Eugene, OR: Wipf & 
Stock). 

3 The expression “the Word of God in the words of men and women” comes from the 
title of a small book that influenced me greatly as I faced many challenging issues at the 
beginning of my career in biblical studies: Jean Levie, The Bible, Word of God in Words of 
Men (London: Geoffrey Chapman, 1961). 
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generate the canonical form of the Gospel of John. Pre-eminent at this time 
was the seminal first edition of J. L. Martyn’s classic: History and Theology 
in the Fourth Gospel, so influential on all subsequent Johannine scholarship, 
especially evident in the work of major figures in United States Johannine 
studies, Raymond E. Brown, Dwight Moody Smith, and Robert Kysar.4 But 
Dr. Hooker, well ahead of her time, insisted that the only text that carried the 
finished theological perspective of an author was the finished text. She 
respected work done to establish how the text may have come to have its 
present shape, but her guidance led me toward the production of a study that 
presented a Johannine understanding of the traditional title “the son of the 
man.” She was not alone, of course, in working with the Johannine text in this 
fashion. Side by side with her influence was the work of Wilhelm Thüsing, 
and the slightly later study of Severino Pancaro.5 The eloquent and intense 
studies of the Gospel of John from Thüsing and Pancaro, that devoted little or 
no attention to the history of the Johannine tradition, along with Dr. Hooker’s 
insistence on the hermeneutical importance of the final text for any theologi-
cal (as against historical) reading, were formative experiences that have 
marked my approach to the Fourth Gospel to this day. 

The In-Between Time 

Immediately subsequent to my studies at Oxford, I was asked to assume 
teaching duties at the Salesian Pontifical University in Rome. There I man-
aged to pursue my Johannine interests and published my first brief studies: a 
summary of my dissertation, a study of the Johannine use of “Son of God,” 
and a response to a volume in honor of Anton Vögtle that contained a number 
of essays on the Johannine Son of Man.6 Written in 1976, they reflect an 

                       
4 J. Louis Martyn, History and Theology in the Fourth Gospel (New York: Harper & 

Row, 1968). A third edition was published in 2003 (Louisville: Westminster John Knox), 
with an important introduction by D. Moody Smith. See also D. Moody Smith, The Theol-
ogy of the Gospel of John, New Testament Theology (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1995); Idem, “Future Directions in Johannine Studies,” in Life in Abundance: 
Studies of John’s Gospel in Tribute to Raymond E. Brown, ed. John Donahue (Collegeville, 
MN: The Liturgical Press, 2005), 52–62; Raymond E. Brown, An Introduction to the Gos-
pel of John, ed. Francis J. Moloney, ABRL (New York: Doubleday, 2003); Robert Kysar, 
“The Whence and Whither of the Johannine Community,” in Life in Abundance, 65–81. 

5 Wilhelm Thüsing, Die Erhöhung und Verherrlichung Jesu im Johannesevangelium, 
2nd ed., NTAbh 21/1–2 (Münster: Aschendorff, 1970); Severino Pancaro, The Law in the 
Fourth Gospel: The Torah and the Gospel, Moses and Jesus, Judaism and Christianity 
according to John, NovTSup 42 (Leiden: Brill, 1975). 

6 Some of these early essays appear in this volume: “The Johannine Son of God” 
(pp. 185–200) and “The Johannine Son of Man” (pp. 223–32). My response to Jesus und 
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earnest beginning scholar, with much to learn. But, over the years, they have 
been kindly received, and I have learnt a great deal from the generous and 
critical responses to my earliest work, my dissertation and these early essays 
that depended so heavily upon my doctoral research. 

At the end of 1976 I returned to assume teaching duties in Australia. I also 
enthusiastically embraced the role of the director of studies of young Sale-
sians as they completed the academic component of their preparation for 
Priestly Ordination in the Roman Catholic Tradition. It was some years be-
fore I returned to serious critical scholarship. A number of isolated occasions 
became available as I was invited to teach in a visiting capacity in Roman 
Universities (the Gregorian University, the Biblical Institute, and the Salesian 
Pontifical University). I managed to continue a publishing career because of 
the research opportunities offered by those occasions.7 

However, my major commitment was to seminary education. I used the 
skills that I had acquired during my years of intellectual formation to teach 
the Gospels and the Letters of Paul to seminarians and in the increasing 
number of courses and lecture series dedicated to the biblical education of an 
older generation of clergy and a newer generation of questioning lay people. 
At first glance, this may appear to be a rather stagnant period in the develop-
ment of a scholarly understanding of the New Testament. Anything I wrote 
during that period did not reflect any change in the method that I used to 
approach the Gospel.8 I thought that I was communicating what I had learnt 
over the years, teaching New Testament studies in various settings. But more 
was going on. 

Especially creative at this post-Vatican II period in the Catholic Church was 
a renewed public interest in the Bible. Many people were flocking to the once 
very clerical seminaries to follow traditional seminary courses. Large crowds 
attended extra-curricular courses offered in schools, church halls and other 
public venues. These were heady days in the Catholic Church and, looking 
back, I can sense that I unconsciously imbibed another element that became 
formative of my present approach to the Fourth Gospel. The seminarians and 

                       
der Menschensohn: Für Anton Vögtle, eds. Rudolf Pesch, Rudolf Schnackenburg, and Otto 
Kaiser (Freiburg: Herder, 1975), appeared as “A Johannine Son of Man Discussion?” Sale-
sianum 39 (1977): 93–102. It is not reproduced in this volume. 

7 Studies from that era produced in this volume are: “John 6 and the Celebration of the 
Eucharist” (pp. 375–83), “The Fourth Gospel’s Presentation of Jesus as ‘the Christ’ and 
J. A. T. Robinson’s Redating” (pp. 169–83), “From Cana to Cana (John 2:1–4:54) and the 
Fourth Evangelist’s Concept of Correct (and Incorrect) Faith” (pp. 331–53). Although 
lacking maturity, exegetical, theological, and literary conclusions that have remained im-
portant for my interpretation of the Gospel of John were first articulated in these essays. 

8 Francis J. Moloney, The Word Became Flesh, ThTo 14 (Cork/Dublin: Mercier Press, 
1977); Idem, The Living Voice of the Gospel: The Gospels Today (New York: Paulist 
Press, 1986). 
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especially the many people who attended evening lectures at the end of a 
day’s work, made me aware of what we now call the readers in front of the 
text. The passion that my systematic unfolding of the Johannine story aroused 
in them was often surprising. I taught and answered questions that focused 
very much upon the world behind the text (form and redactional questions) 
and the world in the text (initially, redactional questions). But a learning pro-
cess was under way in those teaching and mutual learning contexts that was 
outside my control, and certainly not the result of my scholarly methodology!  

Somewhat later I familiarized myself with the literary theory that recog-
nizes the significant role that the world in front of the text plays in the inter-
pretative process. But the many people with whom I shared the biblical text 
in the 1970’s and the 1980’s taught me the world of “real readers” was not 
just an issue for literary critics; it existed. The text did something for real 
people in the latter decades of the twentieth century. This phenomenon came 
late to the Roman Catholic tradition, the result of the renewal, based upon the 
process of ressourcement, the return to the sources that had been a driving 
force at the Second Vatican Council (1962–65). 

The Turn to Narrative 

An important influence on me at this stage of my scholarly journey, as with 
many others of my vintage, was R. Alan Culpepper’s trail-blazing study, 
Anatomy of the Fourth Gospel.9 Prodded by this courageous study, traditional 
historical critics were asked to contemplate the strange suggestion that there 
was no doubt an author of the text (the never-ending debate over the identity 
of the Beloved Disciple), but that he was long since gone, and we had no way 
of ever being certain of who he was, or what he was trying to do with his 
story. But a more important “author” emerges from the text (via the voice of 
the narrator) in 1:1–18, 19:35 and 20:30–31. This so-called implied author 
can be heard, and we can trace his literary and theological strategies as he 
tells a story to a reader who is also to be found in the text.10 Focusing 
intensely upon the narrative the critic, following the principles of literary 
criticism, is asked to trace the dialogue going on between an implied author 
and an implied reader. The former shapes the latter by systemically leading 
the reader in the text to a final acceptance of a point of view at the end of the 

                       
9 R. Alan Culpepper, Anatomy of the Fourth Gospel: A Study in Literary Design, FF: 

New Testament (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1983). 
10 I use male pronouns to refer to the “author” of the Fourth Gospel out of respect for 

the use of masculine grammatical forms found on the one occasion where he identified 
himself in 19:35 (ὁ ἑωρακώς, αὐτοῦ, and ἐκεῖνος). 
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story. He does this by his use of time, the plot, his characters and other narra-
tive strategies, such as explicit and implicit commentary.11 

After the timeless poetry of the Prologue (1:1–18), a period of at least two 
years passes in the events reported in 1:19–12:50. Jesus’ story is set within 
the time span of three celebrations of Passover (2:13, 23 [first celebration]; 
6:4 [second celebration]; 11:55; 12:1 [third celebration]). Across these nar-
rated years, major characters emerge: John the Baptist (1:19–35; 3:22–30), 
the disciples (1:35–51, etc.), the Mother of Jesus (2:1–5), “the Jews” (2:13–
25, etc.), Nicodemus (3:1–21), the Samaritan woman (4:7–30), Samaritan 
villagers (4:39–42), a royal official (4:46–54), the man born blind (9:1–41), 
Martha, and Mary (11:1–44). The interplay between Jesus and these charac-
ters often leads to misunderstanding, enabling the level of the discourse to 
deepen, as Jesus takes his interlocutors into discussions and confrontations 
that they find puzzling, and generally too difficult to accept. However, a final 
celebration of the Passover, announced in 12:1, provides the chronological 
and theological setting for 13:1–20:31 (and on to 21:25 [see 13:1; 19:14, 31]). 
The allocation of a single temporal context, the celebration of the Passover, 
for the final eight chapters of the Gospel, after at least a two year span as the 
backdrop for the first twelve chapters, says something about the importance 
of 13:1–20:31. The speed of the plot slows down dramatically, and the char-
acters become more focused. Jesus interacts with his disciples, “the Jews,” 
and the Romans, as the dénouement of the narrative approaches. The implied 
reader is not the master of his or her own destiny. This slowing down is im-
posed upon the implied reader by the implied author, and the real reader fol-
lows the process. The success or failure of a story depends upon the quality of 
the relationship that is generated between the implied author and the implied 
reader. On the basis of the example just provided, is this dramatic slowing 
down of the plot and the closer focus upon Jesus, his disciples, “the Jews,” 
and the Romans effective? 

In a good story, dialogue between the implied author and the implied 
reader is so effective that any real reader is drawn into the story and shares 
the experience of the implied reader. We do not know who wrote the original 
story, and we do not know who might pick it up to read, or to have it read. 
What we do know is that this story has stood the test of time, and has con-
tinued to fascinate flesh-and-blood readers from many times and cultures. 
There is something about the Gospel of John that has stood the test of time. It 
has been read and re-read over the centuries because of its claim upon real 
readers, not only because it found its way into the Christian Canon in the 

                       
11 Studies in this volume from this period are: “Reading John 2:13–22: The Purification 

of the Temple” (pp. 355–73), “Who Is ‘the Reader’ in/of the Fourth Gospel?” (pp. 77–89), 
“The Johannine Passion and the Christian Community” (pp. 467–503), and “The Faith of 
Martha and Mary: A Narrative Approach to John 11:17–40” (pp. 385–404).  
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third and fourth Christian centuries. Close attention to what was going on 
within the text offered a new possibility to the interpreter. Maybe we could 
now better understand why this story has made such a significant impact upon 
readers in front of the text. 

These categories and language, narrative critical jargon, are familiar to 
most interpreters now, even though some traditional historical critics had 
good reason to be suspicious, and have not embraced it.12 Nevertheless, by 
the late 1980’s the so-called narrative critical approach had introduced a fresh 
way of approaching the Gospel of John. Many “narrative” studies of various 
aspects of the Fourth Gospel appeared: the use of irony, the plot, the charac-
ters, as a group, singly, or in categories (e.g. the women in the Gospel of 
John), the use of anonymous characters, the “speed” of the narrative and its 
use of time, the explicit and implicit commentary found within the narrative, 
to mention but a few major issues. Although much has appeared since, at that 
time narrative critical commentaries in John 1:1–21:25 did not exist. Aided 
by a sabbatical year at the École Biblique et Archéologique de Jérusalem, in 
1989–90 I embarked on the long process of producing a three-volume narra-
tive commentary that occupied my Johannine research for almost a decade: 
Belief in the Word, Signs and Shadows, and Glory not Dishonor.13 

Narrative Is not Enough 

However exciting the emerging focus upon the world within the text, and its 
impact upon the world receiving the text, narrative interpretations have 
problems. Some of those problems were external to the interpretative process 
itself. For example, students no longer saw the need to study Hebrew, Greek, 
and the other languages and cultures of antiquity. It was sufficient to immerse 
oneself in narrative theory, and trace the exploitation of this theory within the 
Johannine Gospel, read in one’s native language. Indeed, as a great deal of the 
literary critical research that generated narrative criticism had been focused 
upon the English novel, the bulk of narrative critical approaches to the 
Gospels appeared in English. Not only was the study of Hebrew and Greek 
becoming less critical, but many English speaking interpreters ignored the on-
going work of German and French scholarship.  

It also became clear that narrative criticism contained within itself the 
potential for a new fundamentalism. Narrative theory suggests that an inter-

                       
12 See, for example, John Ashton, “Narrative Criticism,” in Idem, Studying John: Ap-

proaches to the Fourth Gospel (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1994), 141–65. 
13 Francis J. Moloney, Belief in the Word: Reading John 1–4 (Minneapolis: Fortress, 

1993); Idem, Signs and Shadows: Reading John 5–12 (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1996); Idem, 
Glory not Dishonor: Reading John 13–21 (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1998). 
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preter should trace the emerging implied reader in order to capture the point 
of view that the real and the implied author wished to communicate to a real 
reader. The real reader identified him or herself with the implied reader, and 
“entered the fictional contract.”14 But many readings of the Fourth Gospel 
from this period, my own included, ran the danger of a communication that 
ran in the other direction. The interpreter traced an implied reader that re-
flected the ideological and often ecclesial situation of the interpreter. The 
communication that some narrative critics found in the dialogue between the 
implied author and the implied reader expressed a point of view that resonated 
with the interpreter’s point of view. In other words, as Albert Schweitzer said 
of the first quest for the historical Jesus, and as was rightly said by Morna 
Hooker of the redaction critics, the brilliant use of narrative techniques to 
discover the so-called implied reader in the narrative all too often discovered 
the ecclesial, theological and even social perspective of the interpreter.15 

My initial enthusiasm for a narrative critical approach to the Fourth Gos-
pel, most clearly expressed in the 1993 volume of my narrative reading of 
John 1–4 had to be modified in later “readings.” At this stage I was fortunate 
enough to receive two important requests. In the first place, I was commis-
sioned by Daniel Harrington, SJ, the general editor of the Sacra Pagina series, 
to write a single volume commentary on the Gospel of John. There I was able 
to marry both historical and literary readings in a more traditional commen-
tary format.16 I was also approached by Professor Raymond Collins, the then 
Dean of the School of Theology and Religious Studies at the Catholic Uni-
versity of America, Washington, DC, to take up the position of Professor of 
New Testament at that prestigious University. My seven years in Washington 
offered me the opportunity to live a full-time career of teaching and research 
at the highest level.17 

                       
14 Seymour Chatman, Story and Discourse: Narrative Structure in Fiction and Film 

(Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1978), 191. 
15 Albert Schweitzer, The Quest of the Historical Jesus. First complete edition, ed. John 

Bowden (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2001 [first published in German in 1906, and an edited 
English translation by William Montgomery was published in 1910]); Morna D. Hooker, 
“In His Own Image?” in What About the New Testament? Studies in Honour of Christopher 
Evans, eds. Morna D. Hooker and Colin Hickling (London: SCM Press, 1975), 28–44. 

16 Francis J. Moloney, The Gospel of John, SP 4 (Collegeville, MN: The Liturgical 
Press, 1998). 

17 A number of Johannine studies from this era (1999–2005) have been collected and 
published in Francis J. Moloney, The Gospel of John: Text and Context, BibInt 72 (Boston/ 
Leiden: Brill, 2005). Those studies are not in the present volume, but they are readily 
available. The existence of that collection explains the absence of my Johannine publica-
tions between 1999 and 2005 in the present volume. I will make regular reference to these 
essays in the studies that follow. 
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It was not enough simply to follow the principles of narrative critical 
theory. As mentioned above, this theory had its birth within the academic 
analysis of the English novel, beginning with the eighteenth century novel. 
There is much that we can learn from that theory, but the texts that responded 
so well to it were modern and contemporary fiction, not ancient texts, written 
in Hebrew and Greek. Biblical narratives emerged from social, religious and 
historical settings very different from the modern and contemporary world, 
and claimed to be something other than “fiction.” What that “something 
other” was needs to be determined in each case, but they were regarded by 
many as Sacred Scripture, and very often held by many who belonged to “the 
world in front of the text” (the Synagogue and the Church) as closer to a 
history of God’s interest in the world and humankind than “fiction.” 

Another gulf that lay between the modern narrative fiction and the biblical 
texts was the issue of canonicity. The study of English literature had, of 
course, produced something that could be regarded as a “canon”: a group of 
books regarded by the scholarly guild as “classics.” The accepted literary 
canon is under severe criticism these days, but that need not detain us here. 
The biblical texts developed in the Jewish and Christian communities as nor-
mative texts. They have been handed down as such for almost three thousand 
years (in the case of the Hebrew Bible) and for almost two thousand years (in 
the case of the Christian Bible). The debate over the origin and the criteria of 
the biblical canon cannot be placed in the same arena as the accepted literary 
canon.18 To state the point bluntly, in my opinion one cannot place D. H. 
Lawrence’s Lady Chatterly’s Lover side by side with the Gospel of John. The 
same could be said, but for different reasons, for The Gospel of Thomas and 
the Gospel of John. 

Contemporary narrative approaches to these ancient and canonical texts 
have to situate themselves more critically within the scholarly disciplines de-
veloped by the historical critical period, especially form criticism and redac-
tion criticism. What gave birth to the Johannine story? What are the cultural 
influences that one can find within it? Is it Jewish, Greek? Is it Christian, 
Gnostic? How are we to explain the Aporien that are present in the text as we 
have it? Do they reflect the juxtaposing of traditions from various stages in 
the development of the narrative? If such is the case: who and what is respon-
sible for the various stages that one might trace within the narrative as we 
now have it? Old questions that have never been definitively resolved must 
continue to be asked. We must take a position on the figure of the Beloved 
Disciple. Does the use of this figure as a “character” within the Johannine 
story reflect a literary technique, or does it report the role of a historical fig-
ure at the beginning of the Johannine experience? Are both approaches to this 

                       
18 See the essay, “What Came First – Scripture or Canon? The Gospel of John as a Test 

Case,” on pp. 65–76 of this volume. 



12 Introduction  

enigmatic figure possible? We cannot merely sidestep the consistently nega-
tive use of the expression οἱ Ἰουδαῖοι as some sort of literary device to the 
point where we do not ask how, when, and why this expression assumed its 
role in the narrative. In other words, it is dishonest scholarship to interpret an 
ancient and (for some) a normative text, without asking historical questions. 

An honest interpretation of the Gospel of John must reflect a literary and 
religious world from the past that can be found within the text. Thus, even a 
narrative approach to the Gospel of John must continue to ask all the difficult 
questions about the world behind the text. As Adela Yarbro Collins has elo-
quently argued, we should: 

[G]ive more weight to the original historical context of the text. This context cannot and 
should not totally determine all subsequent meaning of the text. But if … all meaning is 
context bound, the original context and meaning have a certain normative character. I sug-
gest that Biblical theologians are not only mediators between genres. They are also medi-
ators between historical periods.19 

Beyond Narrative 

The story of my journey as a scholarly reader of the Gospel of John, and the 
various theoretical stances that have influenced it since the 1970’s, reflect a 
parallel journey on the part of many of my contemporaries. We have, of 
course, each taken our own direction. Among significant contemporary com-
mentators on the Fourth Gospel, Udo Schnelle and Jean Zumstein have com-
bined sensitivity to serious historical scholarship and a deep respect for the 
requirements of a narrative interpretation.20 Similar quality historical scholar-
ship, not without knowledge and interest in more contemporary literary per-
spectives, comes from the work of my compatriots John Painter and Dorothy 
Lee.21 Until his recent death, Dwight Moody Smith pursued a strong interest 
in the history and character of the Johannine community, and the theology 

                       
19 Adela Yarbro Collins, “Narrative, History and Gospel,” Semeia 43 (1988): 150. 
20 Udo Schnelle, Antidocetic Christology in the Gospel of John: An Investigation of the 

Place of the Fourth Gospel in the Johannine School, trans. Linda Maloney (Minneapolis: 
Fortress, 1992); Idem, Das Evangelium nach Johannes, THKNT 4 (Leipzig: Evangelische 
Verlagsanstalt, 1998); Jean Zumstein, L’Évangile selon Saint Jean, 2 vols., CNT, Deux-
ième Série IVa–b (Geneva: Labor et Fides, 2007–14); Idem, Kreative Erinnerung: Relec-
ture und Auslegung im Johannesevangelium, 2nd ed., ATANT 84 (Zurich: Theologischer 
Verlag, 2004). 

21 John Painter, The Quest for the Messiah: The History, Literature and Theology of the 
Johannine Community, 2nd ed. (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1993); Dorothy A. Lee, Flesh 
and Glory: Symbolism, Gender and Theology in the Gospel of John (New York: Herder, 
2002). 
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that emerged from it.22 Fernando Segovia has moved vigorously away from 
an earlier career marked by a sophisticated use of historical criticism to read-
ings that are strongly determined by the historical and cultural situation of the 
readers.23 Robert Kysar, also recently deceased, moved more determinedly 
away from mainstream Johannine interpretation into what might be called a 
“postmodern” or less stable form of interpretation; there is no such thing as 
the meaning of a text. One of Robert Kysar’s last contributions to Johannine 
scholarship warned against all attempts to develop an interpretation, and to 
humbly accept that nothing is certain.24 

The focus upon the impact a Gospel narrative makes on an audience has 
now taken a further step, in the development of what is nowadays known as 
Performance Criticism. An awareness of the low literacy levels of the earliest 
Christians has led a number of scholars from the United States to develop 
techniques that throw into relief the impact that the performance of a narra-
tive has upon its audience. Still in its infancy, two of my former doctoral 
students, Kelly Iverson and Sherri Brown, have been leading players in this 
development.25 An older generation is demonstrating an understandable re-
sistance to this development.26 Although I have not engaged in any Perform-
ance Criticism of the Fourth Gospel, I have argued that it might serve well, 
combined with more traditional approaches, to communicate the message of 
Mark 9:42–50, one of the most difficult passages in that Gospel.27 No doubt 
this newer approach to Gospel narratives will make its own contribution. We 

                       
22 Moody Smith, The Theology of the Gospel of John; Idem, “Future Directions in 

Johannine Studies,” in Life in Abundance, 52–62. 
23 Fernando F. Segovia, The Farewell of the Word: The Johannine Call to Abide (Min-

neapolis: Fortress, 1991). 
24 Among a number of later studies, see Robert Kysar, “‘He Gave up the Spirit’: A 

Reader’s Reflection on John 19:30b,” in Transcending Boundaries: Contemporary Read-
ings of the New Testament; Essays in Honor of Francis J. Moloney, eds. Rekha M. Chen-
nattu and Mary Coloe, BibSciRel 187 (Rome: LAS, 2005), 161–72. 

25 Kelly Iverson is the author of a number of important studies contributing to the 
development and articulation of both the theory and practice of Performance Criticism. See 
especially his “Performance Criticism” in The Oxford Encyclopedia of Biblical Inter-
pretation, ed. Steven McKenzie, 2 vols. (New York: Oxford University Press, 2013), 2:97–
105. See also Sherri Brown, “What Is Truth? Jesus, Pilate, and the Staging of the Dialogue 
of the Cross in John 18:28–19:16a,” CBQ 77 (2015): 69–86. Fundamental to this recent 
discipline is the work of David Rhoads, “Performance Criticism: An Emerging Methodol-
ogy in Second Temple Studies,” BTB 36 (2006): 118–33, 164–88. 

26 See Larry W. Hurtado, “Oral Fixation and New Testament Studies? ‘Orality,’ Per-
formance and Reading Texts in Early Christianity,” NTS 60 (2014): 321–40; Udo Schnelle, 
“Das frühe Christentum und die Bildung,” NTS 61 (2015): 113–43. 

27 Francis J. Moloney, “Teaching the Most Difficult Passage in Mark: Mark 9:42–50,” 
in Communication, Pedagogy, and the Gospel of Mark, eds. Elizabeth E. Shively and Geert 
van Oyen, RBS 83 (Atlanta: SBL Press, 2016), 129–50, esp. 139–48. 


