Ecclesiology 3.2 (2007) 235-250
DOI: 10.1177/1744136607073351

R u © 2007 SAGE Publications (London, Thousand Oaks CA and New Delhi)
ECCLESIOLOGY  http://ECC.sagepub.com

Sacramentality in the
Fourth Gospel:
Conflicting Interpretations*

FREDERICK W. GUYETTE
PO Box 725, Due West, SC 29639, USA
fguyette@erskine.edu

ABSTRACT

It is remarkable that John's Gospel has no account of the Lord’s Supper, nor
of Jesus’ own baptism. Some interpreters, among them Rudolf Bultmann,
have taken this to mean that John is very much opposed to sacraments. Yet,
others, such as Oscar Cullmann, try to show that John is the most sacramental
gospel of all. The sixth chapter of John, being rich in symbolism, is especially
important for this question. Among many conflicting interpretations of John
6, there are good reasons for preferring the approach taken by Sir Edwyn
Hoskyns, Hoskyns’s view is that John 6 is both christological and Eucharistic,
Regardless of which interpretation we favour, in light of Jesus’ prayer for unity
in John 17 it is important to keep on working and praying ‘that they all may be
one’. Even though Eucharistic unity still eludes us, discussion of sacramental
themes in John'’s Gospel must continue. I try to make a contribution to the
ecumenical study of Johannine sacramentality in three areas: (1) sacraments
and the glory of the Lord, (2) sacraments and friendship with God, and (3) a
sacramental imperative to feed those who suffer from hunger.
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n Christian worship, ‘institution narratives’ are important as anchoring texts
for sacramental practice. These are the words spoken by Jesus in the gospels
that explain why a sacrament is remembered and practised ‘in just this
way’.! In his book The Eucharistic Words of Jesus, for example, Joachim Jeremias

* Special thanks go to Dr Loyd Melton, Professor of New Testament at Erskine T'heological
Seminary, for helpful discussion of Johannine themes.

' James White offers a concise description of institution narratives in Introduction to Christion
Worship (Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press, 1990), pp. 222-23. Dom Gregory Dix shows in richer
detail how these institution narratives shaped the worship of the early churches, They sought 1o
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that John’s ‘realistic’ imagery is a metaphorical way of saying, ‘There can be no
half-measures. To receive life you must not stop short of embracing Jesus whole-
heartedly’. Therefore, for MacGregor, ‘body and blood’ in the Johannine tradition
are always to be interpreted spiritually. If ‘body and blood’ in no way refer to
rigidly defined rituals controlled by hierarchical authorities, neither can their
meaning be grasped by those whose insight concerning Jesus stops at the level
of outward human appearances. You have to let Jesus get ‘inside’ your thinking,
feeling and acting, just as food gets inside your body.”

For his part, |.D.G. Dunn identifies John’s opponents as Docetists. In Dunn’s
view, the Docetists would have been offended by the Christian claim that God
had become incarnate in human flesh. In addition, however, other Christian
teachers, in their eagerness to refute these Docetists, had begun to overstate
the literalistic interpretation of the bread and the wine and their connection to
salvation. John's teaching in the sixth chapter, then, has two aims: (1) to continue
the effort to refute the Docetists, but also (2) to pull back from the error of well-
intentioned Christian teachers who were over-emphasizing the importance of
receiving the bread and the wine. John states the matter unequivocally against
the Docetists: at the heart of the Christian faith is Jesus, who has come down
from heaven in ‘flesh and blood’. John hastens to add, however, that life does
not come through the elements of the Eucharist - life comes only through the
Spirit. To drive this message home further, John reminds us that Judas, the
traitor, received the bread from Jesus’ very own hand (John 13:26), yet not
even this was sufficient to change his heart for the better. True faith is rather a
question of inward assent to the Holy Spirit, and it is the Spirit who makes the
difference.?

The ‘Maximizing’ View of Sacraments in John’s Gospel:
Vawter, Worden and Cullmann

According to Bruce Vawter and most others in this group, each of the sacraments
in the Catholic tradition can be linked to some justifying foundation in John'’s

" G.H.C. MacGregor, 'The Eucharist in the Fourth Gospel’, New Testament Studies 9 (1963), pp.
116-19.

1.D.G. Dunn, ‘John VI - A Eucharistic Discourse?’ New Testament Studies 17 (1970-71), pp. 328—
38, especially p. 337. Matsunaga's approach considers very similar evidence, yet he concludes that
John is very sacramental. By Matsunaga’s reading, there were those who left John’s community,
even though they had been baptized by water. John is quiet about the sacraments because they
had all shared the rites of baptism and eucharist at some point, but now John is trying to clarify
the difference between his community’s view of the sacraments and the view of those who left.
Kikuo Matsunaga, ‘Is John’s Gospel Anti-Sacramental? A New Solution in Light of the Evangelist’s
Milieu', New Testament Studies 27 (1981}, pp. 516-24.
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Gospel.” Mapping the sacraments in John would look something like this, in their
estimation: ‘

Baptism: ‘Nicodemus, unless one is born of water and Spirit ...’ John 3:5
Eucharist: ‘I am the vine, you are the branches ...’ (John 15)

Marriage: The Wedding at Cana in John 2:1~11

Last Rites/Extreme Unction: Anointing of Jesus at Bethany (John 12)
Penance/Reconciliation: ‘Whose sins you shall forgive ...’ (John 20:23)
Ordination: ‘Feed my sheep ...” in John 21

Thomas Worden is another spokesman for this (mostly) Catholic point of view,
He believes that Protestants give too much weight to the Pauline warning in
1 Corinthians 11:27-29: “‘Whoever therefore eats the bread or drinks the cup ofthe
Lord in an unworthy manner will be guilty ... Let a man examine himself’. Paul’s
warning is important, Worden says, but we shouldn’t let it overshadow something
that is even more important — frequent participation in the Eucharist. As John
sums it up for us in the feeding of the 5,000: Jesus is the bread of God ‘which
comes down from heaven and gives life to the world’ (John 6:34).1¢

Placing Cullmann in the midst of these Catholic scholars is bound to look
somewhat odd, since his outlook is decidedly Protestant. Nevertheless, in his book,
Worship in the Early Church, the crux of his argument is that John’s Gospel offers
the strongest of foundations for a sacramental outlook. In Cullman’s reading of
John 6, ‘bread’ can only be an echo of early Christian Eucharistic practices, just
as the ‘washing’ of John 13 must refer to the waters of Baptism." Moreover, Says
Cullmann, John 20:30 tells us that the evangelist’s purpose is to tell the story of
Jesus through ‘signs’ of the sort that might figure prominently in worship."! A
liturgical setting is also implied by John 12:30, where it is said that the voice from
heaven came ‘for the sake of the crowd that stood by’.* Thomas the Doubter, (00,
has his role to play in establishing John’s attitude toward sacraments when he says
My Lord and my God!” after touching Jesus’ side in John 20:27-28." For John,
it is above all in worship ~ where we see, hear, taste and touch the sacraments
- that the risen Christ is encountered. Cullmann even says, reversing an oft-heard

® Bruce Vawter, ‘The Johannine Sacramentary’, Theological Studies 17 (1956), pp. 15806, Uselul

tables summarizing these claims are provided by Raymond E. Brown and Francis Maoloney, thauyh
they do not agree with the ‘maximizing approach’. See Raymond E. Brown, ‘The loh;mni:‘n-
Sacramentary’ and Francis J. Moloney, ‘When Is John Talking about Sacraments?' Austrulion
Biblical Review 30 (1982}, pp. 10--33.

Thomas Worden, ‘The Holy Eucharist in St John’, Scripture XV(32) (1963), pp. 97-103,

Oscar Cullmann, Worship in the Early Church (London: SCM Press, 1953), pp. 94 and p. 107,
Ibid., p. 38.

Ibid., p. 42.

Thid., p. 43,
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242 Ecclesiology

us his flesh to eat?’ They added in 6:60, ‘This is a hard saying. Who can listen to
it?” And this is followed by 6:66, which says, ‘From that time many of his disciples
went back, and walked no more with him’.** They had hoped to make him a king
(John 6:15), but he was now telling them that he intended to be the sort of king
who would have to be ‘chewed up’ and torn to pieces. This was definitely not the
triumphant inauguration speech his followers had been anticipating. So the point
Barrett comes to is this: we can fully accept the claim that the ‘bread’ in John 6 is
sacramental, if Christians are willing to take the Eucharist to be the kind of rite
that clearly embraces this vision of Jesus as a suffering King.”®
So to restate the various views of this more moderate camp:

1. Word and sacrament belong together in John’s vision of the Christian life
(Lindars, contra Bultmann).

2. John does show us, though he does not explicitly tell us, of Baptism and
Eucharist in John 19:34 and elsewhere (Brown).

3. The word ‘sacrament’ is not John’s word, and the key to chapter 6 is the
question of which group understands the connection between broken bread
and Messianic suffering (Barrett). )

Non-Sacramental Readings of John 6: F.F. Bruce and Martin Luther

EF. Bruceand Martin Luther each argue that John 6 is not chiefly about sacraments,
but is instead mainly christological.? In his commentary on John 6:54, ‘eating the
flesh and drinking the blood of Jesus’, F.F. Bruce holds that Augustine had it right
long ago when he said: ‘To what end do you prepare your belly and your tooth?
Believe, and you have eaten’.”” And again in On Christian Doctrine, Augustine says
Jesus uses these words to give us ‘a figure, bidding us communicate in our Lord’s
passion, and secretly and profitably treasure in our memories the fact that for our
sakes he was crucified and pierced’.? Bruce asks us to remember also the words of
John the Baptist in John 1:29, ‘Behold the Lamb of God, who takes away the sins
of the world!” This announcement is a prelude to John 6:51: ‘The bread which I
will give is my flesh, given for the life of the world’. To give one’s flesh can only
mean death, and Jesus adds that his death will be both voluntary (I will give) and
vicarious ( for the life of the world).?” So for Bruce, John 6 is not about sacraments,

* Tbid., p. 89,

» lbid., p. 97.

% For this basic outline of scholars who argue for the ‘christological’ interpretation of John 6, I am
indebted to M.J.]. Menken, ‘John 6:51¢~58: Eucharist or Christology?’ Biblica 74 (1993), pp. 1-26.

¥ Augustine, Homilies on John 26.1.

*® Augustine, On Christian Doctrine 3.16.

¥ EF Bruce, The Gospel of John (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1983), pp. 158-62.

Sacramentality in the Fourth Gospel

but about abiding in Christ (u€vw) and being united to him, and these things are
only possible thanks to Jesus’ death and resurrection.

Martin Luther’s approach to John 6 was hammered out in large measure as
a response to the views of Uldrich Zwingli, Zwingli says that when Jesus speaks
of ‘bread’ and ‘eating’ in John 6, what he really means is ‘gospel’ and ‘believing’.
Luther, too, is interested in this kind of eating/believing: ‘Whenever this pointed
and plain message is preached, we must realize that this chapter does not refer to
the Sacrament, but to spiritual nourishment and eating’.*®

A somewhat closer comparison of their views, however, reveals just where it
is that they diverge. Zwingli’s reading of John 6 is characterized above all by an
abhorrence of idolatry (think of Zwingli’s On True and False Religion). We profit
from Christ’s flesh greatly, says Zwingli, but our profit comes by his flesh being
slain, not by what we crush with our teeth.”’ Luther does not share Zwingli’s fears
about the bread and the wine becoming idolatrous, however. Luther’s overall
perspective on the Eucharist is that Christ is really present — in, with, and under
the elements of bread and wine. Nevertheless, for Luther, John 6 is christological
and not sacramental. In this chapter, says Luther, the bread of life is appropriated
only by faith.” As Luther himself puts it, “The Holy Scriptures contain one
sacrament only, which is the Lord Jesus Christ himself’.»

Sir Edwyn Hoskyns: John 6 as Eucharistic and Christological

No discussion of sacramental themes in John’s Gospel can afford to overlook
the insights of the Anglican scholar Edwyn Hoskyns. In Hoskyns’s view, John

*® Martin Luther, ‘Sermons on the Gospel of John’, Luther’s Works, vol. 23 (St Louis, MO: Cancordia
Publishing House, 1968), p. 118. See also David Yeago, ‘The Bread of Life: Patristic Christology
and Evangelical Soteriology in Martin Luther’s Sermons on john &', St. Viadimir’s Thealogical
Quarterly 39 (1995), pp. 257-79. John Calvin also ruled out any Eucharistic meaning for John 6. Sce
Eleanor Hanna, ‘Biblical Interpretation and Sacramental Practice: John Calvin’s Interpretation of’
John 6:51--58’, Worship 73 (1999), pp. 211-30.

% W.P. Stephens, ‘Zwingli on John 6:63: “Spiritus est qui vivificate, caro nihil prodest™, in David
Curtis Steinmetz, Richard A. Muller and John Lee Thompson (eds), Biblical Interpretation in the
Era of the Reformation (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1996), pp. 170-71.

2 Gerhard Krodel, ‘John 6:63’, Interpretation 37 (1983), pp. 283-88.

% Better known in scholarship on Luther is his insistence in The Babylonian Captivity of the Cluurch
that there are ‘two sacraments rather than seven’. Luther’s formulation, ‘one sacrament only’, first
came to my attention through the work of Markus Barth, Rediscovering the Lord’s Supper (Allania,
GA: John Knox Press, 1988), pp. 100-101, where it is found near the end of an illuminating chapte
entitled ‘The Witness of John &', pp. 77-102. Barth cites two passages from Luther, the first fromn
Commentariolus in Epistolam divi Pauli ad Hebraeos (Weimar edition of Luther's Works, 57, 104,
pp- 114, 222) and the second from ‘Disputation Regarding Infused and Acquired Faith' (Weinar
edition of Luther’s Works, 6, 1888, pp. 86, 97). This seems also to be what Edward Schilleheecks
has in mind in his book Christ: The Sacrament of the Encounter with God (New Yurk: Sheed &
Ward, 1963).
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246 Ecclesiology

sacraments in the Christian life. This is how some Christian groups have come
to regard the washing of feet in John 13, for example, as ‘another sacrament’.*
Moreover, in John true worship of God can happen anywhere ~ it is no longer
a matter of being in this mountain or any other predetermined space (John 4).
Even an ordinary well in the middle of a dusty village can become the place
where God makes himself known.

‘What do you seek?’ is the question posed by Jesus early on in John’s narrative,
and the answer given by the seekers is ‘The place where you dwell’ (John 1:38).
If we are searching for God’s glory, John shows us that his glory is everywhere.
Gerard Manley Hopkins describes this ‘centrifugal’ approach to the holy in his
poem, ‘As Kingfishers Catch Fire’:#

'

For Christ plays in ten thousand places,
Lovely in limbs, and lovely in eyes not his
To the Father through the features of men’s faces.*

Still, I readily confess that this claim, ‘sacraments are everywhere’, would be
more than a little unnerving if I were to encounter it regularly in the context
of Christian worship. Another passage from Augustine, this one from The
Confessions, seeks to identify the parameters of this mystery by prayerfully
asking God himself:

Since then Thou fillest heaven and earth, do they contain Thee? Or, as they
contain thee not, dost thou fill them and yet there remains something over? Is
it that thou art everywhere while nothing contains thee?¥

If John's Gospel inspires such questions, however, the greater part of his narrative
points us in the direction of a more concrete event. According to Margaret
Pamment, what we learn from John’s Gospel is that the best way to behold Christ’s
glory is by contemplating his self-surrender to the Father’s will as it leads to his
death on the cross.*®

john Christopher Thomas, Footwashing in John 13 and the Johannine Community (Sheffield: JSOT
Press, 1991), pp. 180ff.

Gerard Manley Hopkins, ‘Poem 115, in Norman H. Mackenzie (ed.), The Poetical Works of Gerard
Manley Hopkins (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1989), p. 141.

“ Selma fane Cohen, 'Hopkins' “As Kingfishers Catch Fire™', Modern Language Quarterly 11 (1950),
pp. 197-204. A similar dynamic, one which implies (or ‘warns us’ might be a better choice of
words!) that Jesus might be met anywhere and rather unexpectedly, can be seen in Matthew 25,
where the startled disciples ask, ‘When, Lord, did we see you...?’

Augustine, Confessions, Book [, chapter 3 in Basic Writings of St. Augustine, ed. Whitney Oates;
trans. ].G. Pilkington (New York: Random House, 1948), p. 4.

Margaret Pamment, ‘The Meaning of doxa in the Fourth Gospel', Zeitschrift fur die
Neutestamentliche Wissenschaft 74 (1983), pp. 12-16. Pamment makes this point about the cross
in response to Ernst Kasemann's essay, "The Glory of Christ’, in idem, The Testament of Jesus
(Philadelphia, PA: Fortress Press, 1968), pp. 5-26.
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It would be hard to imagine a ‘definition’ of glory that is more opposed to
worldly fame or vain beauty.* Jesus’ glory centres instead on mending broken
lives, and paying the inevitable cost of such a ministry. This is the work the Father
has given him to do. In the idiom of John'’s Gospel: ‘And I, if I be lifted up from
the earth, will draw all men unto me’ (John 12:32). What I learn from John's angle
of vision is to fix my attention on the glory of the cross as it is re-enacted at the
Lord’s Table. Perhaps only then, with an imagination shaped by the Eucharist, am
I meant to find his glory ‘in ten thousand places’.

Friendship with God in the Johannine Tradition: Sacraments and the Desire (o
Overcome Alienation

From John's portrait of Jesus as teacher, we begin to learn about the intimate
connection between agape-love, friendship and discipleship. Already in john's
first chapter, among a small circle of friends, we find a plurality of names for Jesus:
Rabbi, Lamb of God, Messiah, King of Israel. What are we to make of so many.
forms of address? Perhaps these friends gathered around Jesus are discovering
that no single formula or statement can by itself adequately capture the ful}
significance of their encounter with him.*® This Johannine willingness to use
more than one descriptive title for Jesus has implications for ecclesiology as well,
It implies that no one group will be able to lay sole claim to Jesus so as to say ‘He
is our friend only, and not yours’”'

Throughout John’s narrative, Jesus shows us what friendship with God and
human beings should look like. In John 4, Jesus breaks with tradition in order to
befriend the woman at the well, a notorious sinner. After their midday talk, she finds
her ‘thirst’ is satisfied and she becomes an effective evangelist for God’s Kingdom »
Something similar happens with the woman caught in the act of adultery in John
8. When she is about to be stoned by an angry crowd, they stop long enough to ask
Jesus a question: ‘Don’t you agree that she deserves this punishment?’ She needs a
true friend urgently at just this moment, and this is when Jesus steps into the fray.
He speaks up on her behalf: ‘Let him who is without sin cast the first stone.’

¥ Jerome Neyrey, 'Despising the Shame of the Cross: Honor and Shame in the Johunnine Passion
Narrative', Semeia 68 (1994), pp. 113-37,

0 Michel Bertrand, ‘Nathanael et les Theologiens', Erudes Theologiques ¢t Religicuses 71 (19961, pys,
95-100.

% Among those who have read the Johannine love command as sectarian, oriented maindy ta an
inner circle, is Hugh Montfiore, ‘Thou Shalt Love Thy Neighbor as Thyself", Novin Testamcnsinn
5 (1962), pp. 157-70. A more nuanced view, in which Johannine love is extended even to vneniies,
can be found in David Rensberger, ‘Love for One Another and Love for Enemies in the Gospel ot

John', in Willard M. Swartley (ed.), The Love of Enemy and Nonretaliation inn ile New Testarent
(Louisville, KY: Westminster/John Knox Press, 1992), pp. 297-313.

J. Schubert, ‘A Formula for Friendship (The Woman at the WellY, Nibde Today 32 (oo, pp
8489,

$:
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290 Ecclesiolog

[3:34). The ‘new commandment’ that Jesus gives is: ‘Love one another’. The Lot
himself sets the example his disciples are to follow in John 13. Taking a towel an
a basin, he washes the feet of his disciples. This ritual of service to others migh
take us in many directions, but certainly one of these paths would lead us t

, most peopl
in the world today are hungry most of the time. We must come to a renewe

understanding of the connection between faith and feeding the hungry. While i
is important for Christians to understand the issues in John 6 that have inspire
$0 many different and conflicting interpretations, it is crucial not to let such |
differences paralyse us or keep us from working together for the common good, °
In1John 3:17 we read in unmistakably clear words: ‘But whoso hath this world’s :
good, and seeth his brother have need, and shutteth up his bowels of compassion °
from him, how dwelleth the love of God in him?’ When Jesus tells us that he is the
‘Bread of Life’ in John 6, he is calling us to become part of his work, which means
ministering to the hunger of the heart and the hunger of the body.®

* Ross Goodman, ‘The Lord’s Supper and Human Hunger’, Currents in Theology and Mission 14

(1987), pp. 252-58; Monika Hellwig, ‘The Eucharist and World Hunger’, Word & World 17 (1997),
Pp. 61-66.
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aul Bradshaw is certainly the doyen of Anglican liturgists and pel'haps
the sole English liturgist who is of unquestionable international st'andmg;
he has fostered the research of many younger scholars. His studies hvae
focused on early Christian liturgy, in particular the era which has left us wntlyx
the thinnest textual deposit, namely that between the schism with Iud'axsr.n and
the mid fourth century. Yet his contribution has been most influential lnllhtt
questions he brings, across a broad front, to the evidence claimed for assum'pt:m].x‘
hitherto generally made, the hypotheses commonly taken as read. The ev.ld_c“(i(\
which he requires is moreover that looked for in historical texts whose existence
is not a supposition. )
This makes Bradshaw into a ‘splitter’. Liturgists may be classed as‘enhcr
‘lumpers’ and ‘splitters’,' the former who work with the hypothesis of the chfs(.cm‘c:
of a shared origin to Christian liturgy, the latter with the view that origins are
diverse or indeed show great disparity with what succeeds them. Bradshaw is @
self-confessed splitter, a splitter however with the scalpel, not with the axe. In t?ns
his most recent book, he applies the instrument to the origins of the Eucharist,
gathering together some arguments which he has rehearsed elsewherc :lml'
introducing new ones. Together they make an impressive case for wh'al can b
said of the Eucharist liturgically prior to the fourth century, an a;cessxb}c ;m.d
unusually for a work of this kind — often exciting account. He relates tl‘lc litu riie .ni'
relict of the period well, if not at great depth, to commentary on the Eucharist by

* Thanks are due to Fr Benedict Green cr for comments on an cartier draft,

" The expressions derive from the discipline of comparative linguistics.






