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      Introduction

      
         
         
         What John Wrote

         
      

      
      It is a truth universally acknowledged that the Fourth Gospel, although yoked together
         with the other three, differs significantly from them. This phenomenon was recognized
         at an early stage in the history of the church by Clement of Alexandria, who famously
         declared that John, conscious of the “outward facts” set out in the other Gospels
         and being moved by the Spirit, “composed a spiritual Gospel.”[1] That Clement saw the need to make such a statement probably indicates that these
         differences were not only recognized but were also potentially problematic for current
         perceptions of the harmoniousness of the canonical four. However, although Clement’s
         was not the only early explanation to wrestle with John’s differences, the general
         acceptance of the Fourth Gospel as an apostolic writing that was complementary to
         the other three came to prevail.[2] 
      

      
      Did John write in the knowledge of the other three, as Clement supposed? And if so,
         did he write to interact with them in some way, whether to complement them, or correct
         them, or even to displace them? Or can his differences from the Synoptic model be
         explained along other lines? Did he in fact write independently of the Synoptics?
         If so, was he unaware of them? Or did his Gospel predate one or more of them? Or did
         he base his account on tradition known to him that was independent of the legacy that
         lay behind the Mark-based trio?
      

      
      These and similar questions are inevitably posed by the content of John’s book, for
         there are points at which his Gospel comes into striking agreement with the Synoptics
         and other points where it appears to differ radically. Thus, John’s narrative of the
         life of Jesus shows much the same structural outline as in Mark, from its beginning
         with the preaching of the Baptist and the move into Galilee (1:19–36, 43; see Mk 1:4–8,
         14–15) to the Galilean episode in chapter six, including the feeding miracle, Jesus’s
         walk on the sea, and Peter’s confession (6:1–21, 68–69; see Mk 6:32–52; 8:1–10; 8:29),
         and later to the familiar Markan episodes of the anointing, the entry into Jerusalem,
         and the Last Supper (Jn 12:1–19; 13:21–30; see Mk 14:1–9; 11:1–10; 14:12–25) and,
         finally, to the Passion narrative itself, beginning at chapter eighteen, where events
         are in step with the Markan order.[3] More specifically, John’s narrative comes into close verbal agreement with Mark in
         the cure of the paralyzed man (Jn 5:8; Mk 2:9) and the feeding of the five thousand
         (Jn 6:1–15; Mk 6:30–44; 8:1–10), and with both Mark and Luke in the anointing (Jn
         12:1–8; Mk 14:3–9; Lk 7:38; 10:38–42) and the trial before Pilate (Jn 18:28–19:16;
         Mk 15:1–15; Lk 23:1–25). In addition, there is striking agreement with Matthew in
         the cure of the official’s son (Jn 4:46–54; Mt 8:5–13, 15), with Luke in the disciples’
         race to the empty tomb (Jn 20:3–10; Lk 24:12), and parallels with both in John’s post-resurrection
         narrative (Jn 20:11–29; Mt 28:1–10; Lk 24:36–39). Furthermore, John shares with the
         Synoptics a significant number of Jesus-sayings.[4] 
      

      
      If instances like these seem too remarkable to be set aside, however, the fact remains
         that such contact tends to be occasional rather than consistent and, moreover, that
         the Gospel contains much else to suggest profound and, at points, irreconcilable difference.
         Examples of dissimilarity include the differing order, timing, and location of events,
         such as the Temple incident in Jerusalem at the outset of the ministry (2:13–16; see
         Mk 11:15–17 parr.), Jesus’s death on the day of preparation for Passover (Jn 18:28;
         19:31; see Mk 14:12; 15:1 parr.) and the general focus of Jesus’s ministry in Judea
         against the backdrop of the Jewish feasts, twice including Passover (2:13; 5:1; 6:4;
         7:2; 10:22; 12:1). Meanwhile, there is a notable absence of other narratives in John,
         such as Jesus’s baptism, temptation, exorcisms, transfiguration, words of institution
         at the Last Supper and the detail of the Sanhedrin trial, as well as the presence
         of non-Synoptic material, including the miracle of changing the water into wine, the
         raising of Lazarus, Jesus washing his disciples’ feet, and the extended discourses
         characteristic of his teaching in John but unparalleled in Synoptic representations
         of his speech.[5] 
      

      
      If this brief survey of similarities and differences suggests that the issue is complex,
         how John himself describes his work at the close of chapter twenty does nothing to
         dispel that impression. In 20:30–31, he concludes his Gospel proper with a direct
         address to his readers in which he points to the fact that Jesus did many other signs
         that are not written in his book before assuring them that the things that are written
         are in order that they may believe and so have life. In sum, John informs his readers
         that he has made a choice of what to include, and that his overall purpose has been
         to nurture their faith in Jesus.[6] There are two main indicators we can take away from this conclusion. First, it is
         plain that what John wrote does not encompass all John knew, a feature that is further
         borne out in the Gospel itself by his tendency to touch on aspects of the Gospel story
         that he does not narrate.[7] Second, it is also plain from his statement of purpose and from evidence in his Gospel
            that what John wrote encompasses more than John knew in the sense that whatever he
            records he also interprets, guided by the Spirit-Paraclete, as he himself describes
            the process (14:16–17, 25–26; 15:26; 16:7–15). Of itself, this interpretative capacity
            does not single John out among Gospel writers, but the extent of it does, most notably
            in those areas outside his Passion narrative where he has evidently felt the constraints
            of tradition to be less pressing. Thus, while the result is ultimately derivative
            in the sense that it is based on the tradition he had available, the fact remains
            that the content of John’s book is a singularly creative interpretation of that tradition.
            Moreover, it is precisely in this signature characteristic of John’s achievement that
            our difficulty resides, for if what John wrote was a profoundly reconceived version
            of what John knew, there is no straight road back to his point of departure.[8] 
      

      
      In a way, Clement of Alexandria’s description of John as “a spiritual Gospel” succeeds
         in capturing something of the general sense of John’s work even while it also over-presses
         its distinction from the canonical three. John, like his Synoptic colleagues, will
         have had tradition available to him before he ever set pen to paper. This is likely
         to have been delivered to him orally, regardless of whether it was purely oral recollection
         or whether it was already in Gospel form as an inscription of social memory.[9] The important point here is that neither of these forms of developing tradition precludes
         John’s access to the other; rather, his work would participate in an ongoing process
         of interpretation in which orality and its inscription both figured.[10] While on the one hand, this may seem to compound our difficulty in ascertaining whether
         or not John was familiar with any previous written material, on the other, it also
         helps clarify the task. Thus, what is at issue here is not whether or not John was
         in touch with oral tradition—that much is a given—but whether or not he was also directly familiar with tradition in the inscripted forms approximated by our Gospels
         of Matthew, Mark, and Luke, which he could have known through the medium of oral communication
         and may also have had available in written form.[11] 
      

      
      John’s radical differences from the Synoptics have in the past proved fertile ground
         for the proposal that John had produced his Gospel on an independent basis. This much
         was proposed by Percival Gardner-Smith in 1938 and famously taken up in C. H. Dodd’s
         sophisticated landmark study in 1963, although originally formulated ten years previously.[12] This has exercised a pervasive influence on subsequent scholarship, notably in commentaries
         by Raymond Brown, Barnabas Lindars, Rudolf Schnackenburg, D. Moody Smith and, more
         recently, Francis Moloney and Craig Keener.[13] An important and influential exception to this trend was the commentary by C. K.
         Barrett.[14] In the meantime, continental scholarship under Frans Neirynck and the “Leuven School”
            found reason to disagree,[15] as indeed more recently have others, including Johannes Beutler, Thomas Brodie, Jörg
            Frey, Manfred Lang, Andrew Lincoln, Hartwig Thyen, Ulrich Wilckens, and Jean Zumstein.[16] 

      
      C. H. Dodd: On the Independence of the Johannine Tradition

      
      Precisely why Dodd’s Historical Tradition had the remarkable degree of influence it did must have been due to several factors.
         Part of the answer is presumably that it captured the Zeitgeist in tapping into an already existing momentum towards just such a fresh direction
         for Johannine studies, and part also, perhaps, that it captured the imagination inasmuch
         as it held out the prospect of another means of access to the Jesus of history, although
         Dodd himself remained somewhat reticent on that score. In any event, Dodd’s proposal
         has proved sufficiently persuasive to alter the landscape of Johannine studies in
         a considerable and enduring way. Even so, however, Dodd’s argument was not fail-safe.
         In what follows, I shall deal with two aspects in particular.
      

      
      Discovering Tradition in John’s Text

      
      First, for all his acknowledgment of John’s creativity, Dodd’s default position was
         effectively that where John’s text differs from the Synoptic record, his evidence
         must be derived from independent tradition. I shall take Dodd’s discussions of John
         6:1–21 and 18:12–24 as examples of this approach.
      

      
      John 6:1–21

      
      Given the undeniable affinity between John’s account of the feeding miracle followed
         by Jesus’s walk on the sea in 6:1–21 and the episodes in Mark 6:30–52 and 8:1–10,
         Dodd initially raises the possibility that John had turned to Mark for this Galilean
         story, which would in any case be consistent with Dodd’s overall view that John’s
         own tradition was largely non-Galilean.[17] This, however, turns out to be the proverbial straw man, for Dodd intends to argue
         that the departures in John’s version from the two renditions in Mark indicate otherwise.
         He proceeds as follows.
      

      
      Having begun by noting the absence of a reference to the wilderness in the feeding
         narrative proper in John (see rather, 6:31), Dodd turns his attention to the Elisha
         feeding miracle in 2 Kings (LXX: 4 Kgdms) 4:42–44 which, he recognizes, probably underlies
         John’s description of the loaves made of barley (6:9, 13) and suggests that this has
         also contributed to the formation of the “primitive tradition” behind the two Markan
         pericopae. Having thus relegated this Scripture to the underlying tradition, he then
         finds “nothing” to explain why, if John was following Mark, he alone should have introduced
         the detail of the barley loaves from the Elisha story. Hence, Dodd suggests, this
         must derive from one strain of the tradition that was followed by John only.[18] Dodd then develops his theory of John’s independence. Noting the additional affinity
         with Matthew in John’s introductory material and finding the possibility that John
         used both Matthew and Mark as sources “incredible as an account of our evangelist’s
         method of composition,” Dodd opts for “a more plausible hypothesis” of a different
         strand of tradition behind John’s account.[19] Accordingly, he then locates other features peculiar to John’s rendition, both topographical
         and chronological, as further indicators of such a strand.[20] Finally, he deals with the connection in both John and Mark between the feeding miracle
         and the walking on the sea by taking John’s additional information in 6:14–15 as a
         plausible reflection of the political situation in Galilee at that time, and therefore
         as supplying the logic, known from tradition but preserved only in John, for Jesus’s
         hasty retreat and the disciples’ nocturnal flight.[21] To sum up in this case, Dodd achieves his objective by assigning information in John
         alone to underlying tradition, thus ignoring John’s creativity and scriptural sensibility
         (of which Dodd is otherwise well aware) and also, where the need arises, by simply
         ruling alternatives out of court.
      

      
      John 18:12–24

      
      The second example illustrating Dodd’s position is his approach to John’s account
         of Jesus’s Jewish trial (18:12–24). Here Dodd is quick to point to the evidence that
         John’s version contrasts with the much fuller Synoptic accounts, allowing for only
         two similarities: first, Jesus’s reference to his having taught openly, which Dodd
         recognizes is
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