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The World According to John: Living In a Material World
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We are jumping into John this Lent, the Gospel of John. This Gospel is unique in many ways. It tends to have long discourses on the lips of Jesus where the other Gospels have short succinct sayings. It is the only Gospel that that tells of the raising of Lazarus from the dead. It does not have the institution of the Lord’s Supper per se, but rather has Jesus washing the feet of his disciples. And it is the only Gospel that has Jesus going to Jerusalem more than once, hinting that Jesus’ ministry may have lasted up to three years, unlike the one-year cycle in the other Gospels. With John we know that Jesus is the Messiah from the very beginning. Matthew and Luke infer it through the birth narratives, but Mark does not fully acknowledge it until later in the story.

In the other three Gospels, the main theme of Jesus’ preaching seems to be “the kingdom of God.” In John it is “eternal life.” What it feels like John is doing, whether he is aware of it or not, is to interpret the story of Jesus as we know it from the earlier Gospel tradition.

What A. M. Hunter declares in his book on the Gospel of John from the Cambridge Bible Commentary is that John’s aim was to bring out for his readers – Jews, and perhaps Greeks alike – the abiding significance of the tradition about Jesus already familiar in the churches. He points to episodes in the first three Gospels, which seem to be attempts to convey absolute and eternal truth, for example, the stories of the Baptism and the Transfiguration, with their suggestion of the heavenly world breaking through into this one. But they occur here and there like breaks in the cloud, which give us fleeting glimpses of the infinite blue of heaven. What John did in his Gospel was to show the whole story of Jesus in this way – as the place in history where the ultimate truth of God is to be found.

It is important, claims Hunter, that in spite of all the heavenly and divine language, for John this is an earthly story. John has no patience for those who deny its earthliness. You might remember last week we talked briefly that perhaps one of emphases for John was to refute the Gnostic/Docetic understanding that anything material is evil, so Jesus was just pretending to be human, material. It is very important for John that the Word of God actually did take on human flesh. For John, this is not just a metaphor to impart special knowledge. It was important for John that the eternal became a part of history – that the Spiritual participates in the material, so that the material can participate with the Spiritual.

I think that is important to remember because John uses language that for too long got me hung up. I shared with you last week that John has not been a favorite Gospel of mine. I think Richard B. Hays in an essay on “The Materiality of John’s Symbolic World,” gives words for what was only a feeling for me. He says:

The gospel of John presents serious difficulties for the preacher, because the world it portrays seems strange to us. John’s narrative world is disturbingly dualistic, positing sharp divisions between darkness and light, above and below, spirit and flesh. In this sharply dichotomous universe, Jesus appears to be an otherworldly figure who floats through the story about six inches off the ground.

How then are we to preach on a gospel whose narrative world seems so remote from our experience of reality?”
Hays says we have three choices. We can ignore the Gospel, which I have done. We can translate the text’s language and imagery into some other conceptual vocabulary more accessible or appealing to our modern sensibilities, which I have done. Or, perhaps a better way is to learn the language and live within the text’s symbolic word.
Learn the language of John. Not an easy thing to do, but important, if we want to hear the significance of this first century Christian writer. Hays draws our attention to one striking feature of John’s symbolic world – its materiality. In light of the common perception of John as otherworldly and ethereal, this may be a surprising claim. But he argues that the gospel’s aesthetic vision is deeply grounded in the particular, the palpable, and the embodied. It is the emphasis John makes about incarnation. The spiritual becomes material. Not, and here’s the warning, not to make materiality the priority, but that the material might always point back to God.
Case in point, our Scripture lesson today. Some of the disciples were hanging out in Galilee. John says that the disciples are gathered together in the absence of Jesus’ physical presence. In their minds Jesus is not present because they cannot see him in his recognizable form of human flesh. In some way, out of sight, out of mind.

So what do they do? Now this is really unfair of me to say, but it almost seems as though they are bored. Peter finally says, “I’m going fishing.” The others say, “Hey, wait up. We’ll go with you.” What do they do without Jesus physical presence?

Jerry Taylor asks in a sermon that he wrote on this passage:

· Do they reflect upon the spiritual teaching of their master?

· Will they learn to live in the Spirit without the presence of Jesus?

· Will they become the community of the courageous that speaks truth to power in high places and that speaks to the weak held captive in low places?
· Will they become Christians built upon the rock of Jesus Christ, or will they become religious consumers preoccupied by wealth and stock portfolios? Will they become the church of Truth or of trade?
· Will they promote the “free-market” or the “free-gospel”?
· Will they promote ministry or industry?
Perhaps that is a pretty rigid dichotomy he makes, but the point is well taken. Too often, without a physical reminder of the presence of God, without an awareness of the spiritual presence of Christ, Christians become vulnerable to uninspired instructions and ideas. Peter says, “I’m going fishing.” Peter does not mention anything about the keys to the Kingdom that Christ promised him.
Peter could use the free time in productive ways for the Kingdom. Instead he uses his time engaging in consumer activity. He didn’t go out with a rod and reel just to while away his time. He took out a boat with nets. He reverted back to what he knew. He plied his trade, and failed miserably. They fished all night long and caught nothing.
The good news is that the disciples in our story are not completely abandoned in the grips of failure. Jesus shows up as an unidentified stranger on the shore of Lake Galilee and tells them where to place their net. Here is the way Jerry Taylor puts it:

Thank God that after every fruitless night of self-effort, and after every moral oil spill of personal disaster upon the lake of life, Jesus stands ready to speak to us. He stands prepared to clean up our moral oil spills even when we fail to recognize his identity.
John tells us that Jesus calls out to the disciples even though they do not realize that it is Jesus. Jesus comes to his own disciples, and they do not recognize him. I think John hints here that the disciples, and we, must develop an understanding that our being is both material and spiritual. The disciples knew Jesus in the material world. Now they must develop a spiritual method of establishing Jesus’ identity. They will no longer have the luxury of identifying Jesus on the basis of physical form. They must learn to relate to Jesus beyond the physicality of a fleshly body. Christ is no longer confined to a physical body, but like the Spirit shows up spontaneously in places and in ways least expected, and as he did with the disciples, calls out to us. The spiritual was made material that we might know the spiritual.
Jesus yells out, “Have you any fish?” They reply, “No.” No sense telling fish stories. Once the disciples admitted their lack, Jesus instructs them to throw their net on the right side of the boat. As a result of obeying the master’s command, the disciples caught such a large number of fish that they were unable to haul in the net.

Here’s the bottom line in this story. Discipleship demands that we be motivated by the master’s word and not by uninspired human ideas. When we abide in his word and his word abides in us we will bear much fruit. But to do so we must navigate the fluid existence between the spiritual and the material. Too much emphasis on the spiritual and we are no earthly good. Too much emphasis on the material and we are stuck in uninspired quagmire.
I believe it is this balance that John was looking for. Perhaps he knew the comfort that came with the physical presence of Jesus. Or if it were one of John’s disciples that wrote the gospel, perhaps he saw in his teacher that longing for the physical assurance. But at the same time he understood that the work of Christ has not come to a stop, that there is a spiritual movement that has perpetuated Christ’s presence and grace, not only through the 1st century, but even into the 21st century. How do you explain this wave of spiritual momentum unless the veil between the spiritual and the material is very thin? 
Perhaps that is the gift the Gospel of John gives us. I always got hung up on the otherworldly mystical language of John. But maybe its purpose is to free us from this uninspired material world and help us know that it is not a leap from here to there, but a natural continuum. Christ became flesh that we might know our flesh has spiritual purposes.
Why is this important? Because the eternal promise is not something for which we have to wait. It doesn’t just happen in some other realm. It begins now, in this earthly material world. I pray it will be true for your life and for mine.
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