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Part I

Introduction





1. Pursuing of the Elusive:  
Reflections on Five Decades of Interpreting  

the Gospel of John1

One morning, while I was writing this essay for its original publication, I ran 
several miles of the Longleaf Trace outside of Hattiesburg, Mississippi, a beauti-
ful asphalt path through the woods of southern Mississippi. The path is straight 
and flat, mileage is noted every half a mile, rest stations at regular intervals offer 
restrooms and water, and various species of trees are labeled along the way. It is 
a beautiful place for runners, walkers, and cyclists. In contrast, the path of my 
experience in studying the Gospel of John has been marked by sharp turns, sur-
prising new vistas, and constant uncertainty about what I was seeing. In short, 
studying John has been an expedition into still uncertain territory rather than a 
jog over a measured course.

The trek started in my first semester of Master of Divinity studies (1967), 
when I took an elective on John from William E. Hull and read the first volume 
of Raymond E. Brown’s commentary. The cocktail of an engaging professor 
delivering beautifully prepared lectures, a masterful commentary surveying 
Johannine scholarship and astutely engaging John’s setting, literary artistry, 
and theology, and the intriguing challenges of this “spiritual” (Clement of Al-
exandria), “maverick” (Robert Kysar) gospel proved to be irresistibly seductive. 
I  began a lifelong love affair with the Fourth Gospel, which continued with 
graduate seminars on John from Hull, James Price, and Moody Smith and a dis-
sertation on John.

1. The 1970s: Laying a Foundation

Early on, I decided that I might never write a full-scale commentary on John 
(after Bultmann, Barrett, Brown, and Schnackenburg, another commentary on 
John hardly seemed to be needed – though many fine commentaries on John 

1 Parts of this essay were first published as “Pursuing the Elusive,” in What We Have Heard 
from the Beginning: The Past, Present, and Future of Johannine Studies, ed. Tom Thatcher 
(Waco: Baylor University Press, 2007), 109–21. © 2007. Reprinted by permission of the pub-
lisher; all rights reserved. The essay has been revised extensively to serve as an introduction for 
this volume.
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have been published over the last forty years). Instead, I would work on various 
topics in Johannine studies. As a graduate student at Duke University working 
with Moody Smith, W. D. Davies, and James H. Charlesworth and taking a 
minor in Classics, the natural place to start was with John’s background.

I was intrigued with the historical setting of the Gospel, recent work by 
J. Louis Martyn2 and Wayne Meeks,3 and scattered allusions to “the Johannine 
school” in the literature on John, the Epistles, and Revelation. I discovered that 
the term had a long history in the debates over the authorship of the Gospel, and 
that it had served as a mediating position between defenders of apostolic author-
ship and critics who maintained that the Gospel was written at a later date, and 
not by the apostle John. Years later, I discovered that the term can be traced to 
David Friedrich Strauss: The Fourth Evangelist was “a venerator of John, issuing 
perhaps from one of his schools.”4 The Gospel, he maintained, was written not 
by John but by someone in his circle.

The theory of a Johannine school also explained the similarities and dif-
ferences among the five New Testament writings attributed to the Apostle. The 
similarities in language, style, and thought among the Gospel, Epistles, and 
Apocalypse can be explained by their common ties to the Johannine school, al-
though the similarities between the Apocalypse and the other writings are not as 
strong as the similarities shared by the Gospel and Epistles. The differences can 
be accounted for on the basis of different authors and editors who contributed to 
the composition of these various documents.

It was a useful and plausible theory, but can the internal probabilities be sup-
ported by the external evidence of comparative studies of schools in antiquity? 
My supervisory committee gave me more than enough rope to hang myself, and 
I launched into a study of the Pythagorean school (Pythagoras), the Academy 
(Plato), the Lyceum (Aristotle), the Garden (Epicurus), the Stoa (Zeno), Qumran 
(the Teacher of Righteousness), the school of Hillel, the school of Philo, and the 
“school” of Jesus, trying to understand the role and common characteristics of 
these diverse, ancient school traditions. Nine features common to these ancient 
schools emerged:

(1) they were groups of disciples which usually emphasized φιλία and κοινωνία;
(2) they gathered around and traced their origins to a founder whom they 

regarded as an exemplary wise, or good man;
(3) they valued the teachings of their founder and the traditions about him;
(4) members of the schools were disciples or students of the founder;

2 J. Louis Martyn, History and Theology in the Fourth Gospel (New York: Harper & Row, 
1968).

3 Wayne A. Meeks, “The Man from Heaven in Johannine Sectarianism,” JBL 91 (1972): 
44–72.

4 David Friedrich Strauss, The Life of Jesus Critically Examined, ed. Peter C. Hodgson and 
trans. George Eliot, Lives of Jesus Series (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1972), 330.
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(5) teaching, learning, studying, and writing were common activities;
(6) most schools observed communal meals, often in memory of their founders;
(7) they had rules or practices regarding admission, retention of membership, 

and advancement within the membership;
(8) they often maintained some degree of distance or withdrawal from the rest 

of society; and
(9) they developed organizational means of insuring their perpetuity.5

Not all these characteristics are exclusive to schools, but these schools shared 
a commitment to carry forward the work, teaching, or traditions of their 
founders. Within the Johannine tradition, it seemed possible to distinguish the 
influence of the founder, referred to by the community as the Beloved Disciple, 
the early history of the community that separated from the synagogue, and the 
later history of the community when its debate turned inward – concerned with 
keeping the traditions, ethics, and organization – in the three letters written by 
the Elder.

In retrospect, the dissertation would have been stronger if it had been organ-
ized around issues rather than schools and examined the roles of the founders, 
boundary issues, the rhetoric of inter- and intra-school debates, initiation ritu-
als, meals and community life, and the production of written materials and their 
uses, but at the time I had to bite off one piece at a time and did not know enough 
to take this more synthetic approach. The dissertation would also have been 
stronger if it had investigated the legacy and record of the Johannine school in 
the second century in more depth – a topic to which I returned later. Neverthe-
less, the theory of a Johannine school still seems to me to be the best explanation 
for the origin of the Johannine writings. It was indeed, as Brown said, the “com-
munity of the Beloved Disciple,”6 but at the core of this community there was a 
group of associates who preserved and extended his teachings, guided a network 
of related churches, taught, preached, debated, and committed their tradition to 
writing – the Johannine school.

Course preparation, teaching, committee work, speaking in churches, and 
young children left little time for writing between 1975 and 1980. “The Pivot 
of John’s Prologue” (ch. 14 in this volume) was a transitional piece, dabbling in 
literary structure but still concerned with the Johannine community. It argued 
for a chiastic structure that turned on the phrase “he gave them authority to 
become the children of God” (John 1:12b), which I  took to be an important 
authorization and self-identification for the Johannine community. The latter 
part of the essay traces the significance of the concept of “children of God” in 
Jewish literature, the Pauline epistles, and in the Johannine writings.

5 R. Alan Culpepper, The Johannine School, SBLDS 26 (Missoula: Scholars Press, 1975), 
258–59.

6 Raymond E. Brown, The Community of the Beloved Disciple (New York: Paulist, 1979).
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2. The 1980s: The Turn toward Narrative Criticism

Two forces shaped my plans for a sabbatical project for 1980–81. Raymond 
E. Brown’s The Community of the Beloved Disciple (1979) constructed the his-
tory of the Johannine community in such detail that it blocked, at least for the 
moment, any further work along this line. One could only respond to Brown 
and suggest alternative interpretations – for example regarding the role of the 
Samaritans, the entry of a Prophet-like-Moses Christology into the community, 
attributing the departure from the synagogue to the community’s Christology, 
and Brown’s argument for placing the Johannine tradition in the mainstream 
of the early Christianity. A  second factor opened a new line of inquiry. The 
Parables Group, the Mark Group, and the new Literary Aspects of the Gospels 
and Acts Group of the SBL were beginning to engage the work of secular lit-
erary criticism and bring a new arsenal of concepts and perspectives to bear 
on the interpretation of the gospels. Johannine scholarship had lagged behind 
the Synoptics in the development of source, form, and redaction criticism, so 
it seemed to be an opportunity to “catch the wave” of a new approach to gospel 
studies and examine the Gospel of John as a coherent literary composition be-
fore returning to questions of its sources, composition history, and community 
setting.

Frank Kermode of King’s College, Cambridge, guided my research and read 
an early draft of Anatomy of the Fourth Gospel.7 My objective was to explore the 
narrative texture of the Gospel of John, the functions of its literary elements, and 
their effects on the reader. Wayne Booth,8 Seymour Chatman,9 Gérard Genette,10 
and Wolfgang Iser11 were my primary guides to literary theory. Successive chap-
ters explored the role of the narrator, including the narrator’s point of view, the 
sequencing of exposition, the relationship between telling and showing, and the 
crafting of authority and verisimilitude; the Gospel’s handling of narrative time 
(duration, order, and repetition); the basic elements of John’s plot (the conflict 
between the responses of belief and unbelief, and its episodic character); John’s 
characters and their function as representations of various responses to Jesus; 
John’s use of implicit commentary through its misunderstandings, irony, and 
symbolism; and the construction of John’s implied reader.

7 R. Alan Culpepper, Anatomy of the Fourth Gospel: A Study in Literary Design (Philadel-
phia: Fortress, 1983).

8 Wayne C. Booth, The Rhetoric of Fiction (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1961).
9 Seymour Chatman, Story and Discourse: Narrative Structure in Fiction and Film (Ithaca, 

NY: Cornell University Press, 1978).
10 Gérard Genette, Narrative Discourse: An Essay in Method, trans. Jane E. Lewin (Ithaca, 

NY: Cornell University Press, 1980).
11 Wolfgang Iser, The Implied Reader: Patterns of Communication in Prose Fiction from 

Bunyan to Beckett (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1974).
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Anatomy of the Fourth Gospel continues to receive both praise and criticism.12 
Some reflections at this distance are in order.13 First, the work was exploratory 
and experimental. There were no guides to follow. It was an intellectual exercise 
in suspending the historical issues long enough to raise questions about the lit-
erary design of the Gospel. My aim was never to replace historical criticism – 
only to open a new line of study, which David Rhoads, I, and other members of 
the Literary Aspects of the Gospels Group began calling “narrative criticism” to 
distinguish it from older forms of “literary criticism.” As the preface indicates, 
Anatomy of the Fourth Gospel explores how the author(s) constructed various 
elements of the narrative, whether they recognized those elements as such or 
not. The modern critic can be aided in understanding the “anatomy” of a text 
by analyzing elements that are inherent in every narrative text (as well as those 
peculiar to John) without assuming the author(s) were aware of these patterns. 
While it would be anachronistic to retroject modern narrative theory onto an 
ancient author, it is not anachronistic to use modern concepts in the analysis of 
the elements of an ancient narrative.

In The Print’s First Kiss, Jeffrey Staley builds on Anatomy of the Fourth Gospel 
but also criticizes it at points, especially for not maintaining a clear distinction 
between the narrator and the implied author.14 Others charged that Anatomy 
of the Fourth Gospel betrays an underlying historical interest when it argues 
that the way in which the Gospel constructs the implied reader can be used to 
shed light on its intended or first readers. In retrospect, I should have argued 
the point more carefully. The implied reader is a literary construct that may or 
may not resemble the intended or actual first readers. Modern fiction can con-

12 Stephen D. Moore, Poststructuralism and the New Testament: Derrida and Foucault at 
the Foot of the Cross (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1994), 80, is critical of Anatomy of the Fourth 
Gospel for reading the Gospel as a narrative unity: “in its preoccupation with narrative coher-
ence … current literary criticism of the Gospels shows itself to be trapped in a hall of mirrors.” 
D. A. Carson, The Gospel According to John (Leicester: Inter-Varsity, 1991), 63, is concerned 
about the implications of narrative criticism for the truth claims of the Gospel and therefore 
questions “the unqualified transfer of categories developed in the poetics of the novel to Gospel 
literature.” Mark W. G. Stibbe, John (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic, 1993), 10, is excessively 
positive: “Recent research on the Fourth Gospel has, in a sense, been footnotes to Culpepper.” 
Surprisingly, David Bartlett, “Interpreting and Preaching the Gospel of John,” Int 60 (2006): 58, 
misses the importance of close literary analysis for preaching: “Culpepper and Staley imagine 
an implied reader who looks a good deal like an undergraduate literature major, sitting be-
fore the text, pen and paper in hand, taking notes on the intricate interweaving of the sym-
bolic structures and the ironic recapitulations in Madame Bovary. It is an interesting and often 
illuminating exercise, but it is not clear just how it relates to the question of how the text might 
evoke faith, either in the first century or the twenty-first.”

13 For a more complete response to criticisms of Anatomy of the Fourth Gospel raised by 
Stephen Moore, Don Carson, and Martin de Boer see R. Alan Culpepper, “Vingt ans d’analyse 
narrative des évangiles: Nouvelles perspectives et problèmes en suspens,” in La Bible en récits, 
ed. Daniel Marguerat (Geneva: Labor et Fides, 2003), 73–93.

14 Jeffrey Staley, The Print’s First Kiss: A Rhetorical Investigation of the Implied Reader in the 
Fourth Gospel, SBLDS 82 (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1988), esp. 11–15.
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struct an implied reader that forces the actual reader to play a role or adopt 
an assumed persona, but that is not the case with the Gospel of John. It is a 
fair assumption that the actual author(s) wrote for intended, actual readers, and 
that the implied reader fits the profile of the intended reader as closely as the 
author(s) could. The narrative asides may also provide evidence of adaptation 
of the Gospel for a wider circle of readers. The narrative critic need not make 
inferences about the actual first readers, but for those interested in the historical 
setting of the Gospel narrative criticism may offer additional data that can sup-
plement or corroborate historical research. In the flush of excitement over the 
development of narrative criticism of the gospels and questioning the “assured 
results” of historical criticism, some narrative critics viewed any engagement 
with historical investigation as a return to the assumption that only that which 
is grounded in history is valid, or that only historical studies really matter. While 
striving to make a place for narrative criticism and its concern with the literary 
design and dynamics of the gospels,15 I have never thought that the gospels can 
be understood apart from study of the historical and social context in which 
they were written. Such historical study can no longer be viewed as the sole con-
cern of gospel studies, but it is indispensable. Historical criticism and narrative 
criticism raise different questions. In pursuit of answers to the questions each 
raises, the interpreter will use different methods, but the two need not be 
mutually exclusive and indeed may be complementary. The modern critic can 
infer from the implied author’s assumptions about what the actual reader would 
know or not know, or how the reader would respond to various characters, 
ironies, or symbols insights that can be correlated with the proposals advanced 
by interpreters concerned with understanding the history of the Johannine 
community. In the quest to understand the Gospel of John there is no place for 
methodological exclusivism.16

The field of gospel studies was moving rapidly in the 1980s.17 Before the theo-
ry, methods, and potential of narrative criticism could be explored fully, new 
perspectives from reader-response criticism, ideological criticism, post-struc-
turalism, and post-colonial criticism were being advanced. The sheer prolifer-
ation of perspectives was both energizing and debilitating. I have attempted to 
make some sense of the field and its assumptions regarding the nature of the text 

15 Especially in R. Alan Culpepper, “Story and History in the Gospels,” RevExp 81 (1984): 
467–78.

16 See for example Patrick Chatelion Counet, “No Anti-Judaism in the Fourth Gospel: 
A Deconstruction of Readings of John 8,” in One Text, A Thousand Methods: Studies in Memory 
of Sjef van Tilborg, ed. Patrick Chatelion Counet and Ulrich Berges, BibInt 71 (Leiden: Brill, 
2005), 198: “Even R. A. Culpepper, the godfather of the Johannine narratology, loses his religion 
by ignoring the narrative through a strict theological solution of the problem.”

17 See Stephen D. Moore, Literary Criticism and the Gospels: The Theoretical Challenge 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1989); and Fernando F. Segovia, ed., “What is John?”: 
Readers and Readings of the Fourth Gospel, SymS 3 (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1996).
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and the role of the reader with a grid or logical square.18 By arranging literary 
theories along the axes of text and reader, strong and weak, adapting Roland 
Barthes’ analysis of texts as “lisible” or “scriptible” – “readable” or “writable,”19 
one can begin to understand the relationships among contemporary theories 
more clearly. As one moves clockwise, beginning in the top left quadrant, the 
text moves from being open and clear to requiring constructive response from 
the reader, to once again being dominant but now resisting interpretation. Cor-
respondingly, the reader may be receptive, empathetic, assertive, or agonistic. 
Read the square, starting at the top-left quadrant. If the text is strong (and lucid) 
and the reader is weak, the text transmits the author’s intended meaning, and 
the reader receives or discerns the meaning the text was intended to convey. 
The text is “readable” and “author-itative.” This position has been defended by 
E. D. Hirsch.20 One typically assumes this is the case with discursive texts such 
as articles, lectures, or letters, but in narrative texts the writer’s voice is more 
remote and mediated by the role of the narrator. Narrative texts therefore require 
the reader to construct meaning from the narrative features of the text.
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18 The following paragraphs are abbreviated from Culpepper, “Vingt ans d’analyse narra-
tive des évangiles.”

19 Roland Barthes, S/Z, trans. Richard Miller (New York: Hill and Wang, 1974), 4.
20 E. D. Hirsch, Validity in Interpretation (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1967); idem, 

The Aims of Interpretation (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1976).



10 Part I: Introduction

Moving across the square, we find the place of narrative criticism, which 
I would contend views both the text and the reader as weak. The text is “writable” 
in the sense that its complexity, openness, and ambiguities require the reader to 
construct the sense and subtleties of the narrative from the way it employs the 
various features of a narrative. Narrative criticism therefore requires an empa-
thetic reader, one who can follow the lead of the narrative voice and discern 
the functions of the other narrative entities (setting, character, plot, imagery, 
irony, etc.). The fact that narrative criticism views both the text and the reader 
as “weak” does not mean that the method itself is weak or deficient. It means, 
rather, that for narrative criticism the interpretive process is less confrontational 
than in methods where both text and reader are strong, and less one-sided than 
in approaches where either the text or the reader dominates.

The difference between narrative criticism and reader response criticism is 
one of degree: the role of the reader moves from empathetic to assertive, while 
the text is still understood to be responsive, if at times more opaque or resistant. 
The reader therefore takes a more dominant role in the interpretive process. In 
this quadrant we may also place post-structuralism, feminist, ideological, and 
post-colonial readings, though with these methods the reader becomes even 
more assertive.21 The reader must struggle to construct meaning from a hos-
tile or offensive text. Because the text strives to impose an untenable ideology, 
reading requires that the reader aggressively block the text, subvert its ideology, 
and expose the ideology of conventional readings.

The final quadrant contains contemporary methods that view interpretation 
as the confrontation of a resistant text and an agonistic reader. In this quadrant, 
I have placed deconstruction. Deconstructive criticism highlights the gaps and 
openness of literary texts that are filled by the reader in various ways as the reader 
strives to impose coherence on texts that resist and defy coherent interpretations. 
Reading is therefore understood as struggle with a text in which the text never 
succumbs to the efforts of the reader but maintains its enigmas intact.22

Although the critical options for approaching the text have proliferated, the 
work of narrative criticism has continued, both in the United States and else-
where. At the risk of overlooking notable contributions, one may cite the fol-

21 Letty M. Russell, ed., Feminist Interpretation of the Bible (Philadelphia: Westminster, 
1985); Janice Capel Anderson, “Mapping Feminist Biblical Criticism: The American Scene, 
1983–1990,” CRBR 1991: 21–44; Renita J. Weems, Just a Sister Away: A Womanist Vision of Wom-
en’s Relationships in the Bible (San Diego: Luramedia, 1988); Stephen D. Moore, “Are There Im-
purities in the Living Water that the Johannine Jesus Dispenses? Deconstruction, Feminism, and 
the Samaritan Woman,” BibInt 1 (1993): 208–27; Jeffrey Staley, Reading with a Passion: Rhetoric, 
Autobiography, and the American West in the Gospel of John (New York: Continuum, 1995); 
Ingrid Rosa Kitzberger, “‘How Can This Be?’ (John 3:9): A Feminist-Theological Re-Reading of 
the Gospel of John,” in What is John? Vol. 2: Literary and Social Readings of the Fourth Gospel, 
ed. Fernando F. Segovia, SymS 7 (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1998), 19–42; Fernando F. Segovia, 
Decolonizing Biblical Studies: A View from the Margins (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 2000).

22 E. g., Moore, Poststructuralism and the New Testament.
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