THE SYMBOLOGY OF aiue kol Voéwp IN JOHN 19,34 : A REAPPRAISAL

INTRODUCTION

The symbolic meaning of the blood and water coming out from the side
of Christ in the Cross has been very important for the catholic Tradition, to the
theology itself, and to the Jesus Holy Heart's spirituality from Middle Ages
until now". In this work we intend to see the different interpretations given
throughout history to this verse of the gospel of John, and how the
correspondent textual critical survey played an important role in the reading of
this verse. We cannot, and intend not, to be exhaustive, by no means. We will
only make reference to the more important and more common interpretations.
In a third moment, we will try to analyse how nowadays the exegesis presents
and comprehends this passage of the fourth gospel, mainly through the
helping comparison of O.T and johannine texts, so that at the final conclusion

we may reach to a global view, eventually critical of the previous ones.
1. What does the textual critical survey says?

Textually speaking this passage is not very problematic. However,
some doubts may arise if we go in detail to see the verb that describes the
piercing strike of the lance (evv&ev), and the order of the words blood and
water (apo kot LIWP).

The verb evuéev is the aorist of the verb vuccewv (to pierce, to prick)2
which is attested by almost all greek manuscripts, and the best ones.
Therefore, this is the lectio to be retained®. But some ancient authors
throughout the Tradition have understood that here was playing the verb

evoléev (the aorist of avoiyewv : to open). In fact, they are very similar, and
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the confusion could even be explained on the basis of itacism and phonetic
resemblance, a sort of homophony®. This reading took its course and drew
the attention of many latin Fathers, among which St. Augustine, and St.
Jerome with his latin version of the Vulgate (Vg), where we can find the
translation "aperuit"5. This doubts and hesitations have their background in
the Old Testament text of Zech.12,10. There the hebrew states the root "dqr"
(to trespass, to pierce), what led to the good translation of Teodocio
(e€exevinoav). In fact, these verbs are synonymous. The Septuagint, instead,
saw wrongly the root "rqd" (to insult; or to dance, in itacised greek) in its
translation to katwpynoavto seeming that way to have mixed the hebrew
letters resh and daleth.

In what concerns the order of the words "blood" and "water" also here
some doubts may induce to adopt the inverse order: water and blood.
However, to support this choice we have very weak textual arguments. In
reality, the greek manuscript 579 and a few others® adopt this reading, which
was preferred by A.Vaccari for a theological reading reason and by M. E.
Boismard based on medical motives, with which such a death would be
explained through these last signs coming out of a corpse7! Moreover,
A.Vaccari explains his choice arguing that it would respect more the normal
ecclesial procedure of baptising first and allowing to participate in the
Eucharist later®!

Nevertheless, these arguments are in no way decisive to adopt this
secondary reading, and they deviate the attention from the main interest of

this johannine text, that is, its symbolic meaning. Therefore, the text which is
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attested by the majority of the most reliable manuscripts (among them p°®,

Sinaiticus and Vaticanus) is the one to be adopted and chosen:

V. 34 Al €lc TOV oTpaTiwTtOdV Adyxm «bTtod ThHY TAcvpav évuEer, kol
EERABer €0BUC alpo kel Vdwp.

(And one of the soldiers, with his spear, pierced His side,
and immediately it came out blood and water).

2. Some different interpretations

From the birth times of the Church many proposals have been offered
to unveil the meaning of the blood and water coming out from the side (the
mievpav) of Christ.

St.Irenaeus has seen on the two elements an evident proof of the real
death of the incarnated Verb of God. With this the saint of Lyon managed to
speak apologetically against the docetists®, to whom Jesus' death on the
Cross was just apparent, an illusion™®.

The syriac exegesis, by his side, has made a "typological reading"11
that looks back (retrospectively) to the Genesis paradise narrative, and
forward (prospectively) to the new paradise symbolised in the sacramental life
of the Church*® that would be to come.

Tertullian too approached the text in a sacramental perspective. He
presented the blood and the water as two different baptisms: the first as a
baptism of blood (martyrdom), and the second as a sign of the more usual
baptism of water (the sacramental one)ls.

Augustine interprets the blood and the water according to the biblical
typology relating Adam to Christ and Eve to the Church*. This typology
became the basis of a more mystical reading of the two elements as the
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saving sacraments of the Church, these ones being the only access to the
true life'®. This sacramental interpretation was very common in Middle Ages,
and it became even more spread through the spirituality and devotion to
Jesus' Sacred Heart'®. To see the blood and the water as the sacraments of
Eucharist and Baptism became more or less an accepted tradition datum, an
element of our common devotional heritage until today*’. Even in later Middle
Age, in the Council of Vienna in 1311, on the basis of an ecclesiological and
sacramental hermeneutic, our text served Pope Clement V to reaffirm the
truth of the real Verb’s incarnation against those who denied it, specially Peter
John Olivi*®,

To Rudolph Bultmann the blood and the water of 19,34 are not but
simple revealing signs™®, most probably due to a further interpolation®. To the
theologian of Marburg the blood has no soteriological power or meaning.
Blood and water are just and not else than the beginning and the end of
Jesus' own work: his Baptism and his Death?’. Bultmann reaches this
interpretation using the other fundamental johannine texts of 1 Jn 1,7 and Jn
6,53-56, what, in itself, must be in fact done®. However, we think that with the
same method and process, a different conclusion ought to be unveiled, for
John does not deprive the crucified death of Jesus from its sacrificial and
priestly meaning. In his exegesis Bultmann empties the person of Jesus from
his real and self mystery.

The very well known american commentator of the gospel of John,

Raymond E. Brown, sees in the whole of the two elements coming out from
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the side of Christ the Spirit Himself?®. The same can be said of John P.
Meier®. R. Brown, however, sacrifices in his interpretation the symbolic
meaning of the blood when he tries to separate them in order to interpret
them isolating one another. To this author the blood must be understood
originally and primarily as a real sign of death, and only the water, on its turn,
may allow us to draw out the presence and the significance of the Spirit*®, the
One that Jesus had already given in v.30. But to reach this interpretation R.
Brown thinks that we must wait until Jn 20,22, for only there the Spirit will be
really poured out over the disciples, and see the narration of Jn 18-21 in its
wholeness?. In fact, this wide reading enables R. Brown to read the water
element as "another proleptic symbol of the giving of the Spirit, carrying on
the theme in v.30"%’. To him, 19,34 is another stage in between Jn 19,30 and
Jn 20,22. Does R. Brown understands, thus, that the Spirit kept being poured
out little by little, drop by drop (if we may say so)? No. This proleptic nature of
the water element is presented by R. Brown as a step of a more global and
unified process: the Passion and the Glorifying resurrection of Jesus.
According to R. Brown the water evokes, making it explicit, the hour of 12,23.
The now of the cross is the hour (opa) to the fourth evangelist. But R. Brown
reaches out correctly this hour in its theological valence. He does not reduce
it to sixty minutes. In reality, the johannine hour is the whole redeeming
Easter of the Lord, in its dimensions of Passion and Glory. The fruit of Easter
will be the Spirit, the gift of the Spirit. This whole hour makes the Spirit flow:
"while only the risen Jesus gives the Spirit, that gift flows from the whole
process of glorification in the hour of the passion, death, resurrection and
ascension"?®, In synthesis, R. Brown presents mainly a pneumatological
reading of this v.34.

Recently, I. De La Potterie, on his turn, rebuked the sacramental and

typological interpretation made during the Middle Ages, as well as the
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theological-symbolic attempt to see the blood and the water as mere signs of
the love and mercy of God towards us, and from Jesus Himself during His life
time”. This author tries to find the christological reading which would
illuminate (tell) the "profound life" of Christ®*®. To him the blood element
evokes Jesus' acceptation of death till the very end obeying the Father and
loving his brothers®". The blood would be, so, a visible sign of Jesus'
conscience, the figure of Jesus’ death®. Consequently, to I. De La Potterie
the blood should not be read in the expressive sense of a sacrificial and
expiatory meaning. To this french author the immediate textual context does
not favour the establishment of a literary relationship between Jn 19,34 and
Ex 12,13, for in this verse from the Exodus narrative the blood is sprinkled as
a sign of preventive, precautionary defence at the passage of the devouring
angel of the Lord®®. Nevertheless, through the element of the water he
establishes a literary link with the O.T. Here, |. De La Potterie sends us back
to Ez.47,1, Zech.14,8, and Lv.17,11-14, to the water of life coming out from
Jerusalem, and to the blood as the centre of life®*.

I. De La Potterie, as we can see, develops his study around two
distinct axes: a christological theme based on the blood (In.19,28.30.34), and
the pneumatological perspective, which centre is the Spirit symbolised by the
water element®. To him, the linking bond between these two axes is the
tetereoton verb of v.30, on which we can discover the above mentioned self
consciousness of Jesus. |. De La Potterie understands Jesus self
consciousness expressed in this verb in two directions: one retrospective

(backwards), and the other prospective (forwards), so that in the blood and in
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the water Jesus simultaneously reveals that He himself is aware of his own
life (retrospectively) and of that of the times of the Church and of the Spirit He
now inaugurates36 (prospectively). This simultaneity is to him the union sign of
Christ and the Spirit. In reality, I. De La Potterie tries not to see them
separately. Therefore, he speaks of the Spirit of Jesus 37 expressed in the
water element, making present and real in the Church the blood of Jesus, his
inner life®. This scheme enables I. De La Potterie to translate, through the
elements of the blood and the water, the trinitarian communion between
Christ and the Spirit, and to articulate theologically the indivisible relation
between christology and pneumatology.

But, and just to sum up, at least it can be recognized that I. De La
Potterie presents and underlines a pneumatological reading of Jn.19,34.
Even when he grounds back this verse in the O.T. texts of Zech.12,10; 13,1,
the analysis remains in the world of ecclesiology and pneumatology. His
interpretation of these two texts, which are undoubtedly fundamental, as the
fulfilment of the messianic prophecies39, sets us in the path of the Pentecost.
In his exegesis the reference to the dimension of compassion and mercy is
very weak and swift’’. Yet, he does not focus enough on the text of Jn 6,53-
56.

3. Symbolic analysis of John 19,34.

The author of the fourth gospel must have had a further intention in
mind when he wrote about the piercing of the side of Jesus. The evangelist
normally departs from an historical event to evoke through it another
redeeming consequence. It is reasonable to believe, and one can try to see it
through the comparison of other johannine and O.T. texts, that here it

happened the same. It was not by chance that the evangelist narrated,
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revealed to us the fact that after Jesus had already died blood and water
came out from Him. Indeed, we cannot deny that the evangelist used 19,34
as a proof in 19,35 and in 20,20 to testify the real historical and spatial event
of Jesus' Passion*’. In Jn.20,20 Jesus Himself made shown (eder&ev!) His
side. It is very significant the use of the verb &eikvupt. This verb in the fourth
gospel has an intense revelatory weight. Therefore, we can already begin to
guess another purpose of the author himself (intentio auctoris). The opened
prickled side of Jesus goes, indeed, beyond the wound caused by the stab of
the soldier. In it the evangelist revealed (edei&ev) something else, not only that
the Son of Man died. This is the leitmotiv which motivates the study of this
passage, this was the reason of Peter's act of faith in Jn.21,21:
Kupte, (=Lord), and that of Thomas in Jn.21,28: Kvpiog pov, ®eog pov! The
pierced side of Jesus, the elements of the blood and the water, are onueila
emoinoev o Inooug evdmor TtV uadnter avtod (20,30; see 12,37), they are the
signs Jesus made, offered to his owns, so that they may reach the level, the
state of faith. In reality, we stand here at the level of true theological-symbolic
reading. Depth of faith is the main purpose®. So, what do those elements
mean, what did the evangelist intended, why did he used and narrated them?
We too have seen (swpaxapev) those signs of the Lord (20,25). How far can
the reflection of faith, of those who believe (miotevovteg: 20,31), go? This
reflection, first of all, has to be made within the inter-textuality of the Scripture
itself** in its entirety.

In the O.T. these two elements (blood and water) are very common.
Blood is used when life or death are at stake (Lv.17, 11-14; Gen.4,1-16), and
is one of the main requisites for the cult liturgy. No wonder that such an
important element would have been used by Moses, instructed by IHWH, to
seal the covenant between God and the people of Israel (Ex.24,8), working as

a sign of faithfulness. The N.T. presents the blood with a priestly and cultic
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meaning, for instance, in Heb.9,12.20*: "He entered once for all into the Holy
Place, not with the blood of goats and calves, but with His own blood, thus
obtaining eternal redemption” (v.12). But not only. The blood of Jesus is also
a sign of peace and reconciliation (Col.1,20), the place of atonement on
behalf of the people (1hactnprov: Rom 3,25), our own justification (Rom 5,9),
the way to live in communion with the Body of Christ (1 Cor 10,16) and the
forgiveness of our sins (Eph.1,7; 1 Jn.1,7). The blood of Jesus is the blood of
the new and everlasting covenant (Mt 26,28; Lk 22,20; 1 Cor 11,23-27), the
new real nourishment that opens the way to the final resurrection (Jn 6,54),
the true drink (Jn 6,55). The blood of the Lamb has freed us from our sins
(Rev 1,5), to the final victory of those who have washed their lives in the same
blood of martyrdom in the name of a faithful love to God and to the Lamb
(Rev 12,11).

Consequently, one can begin here to see that through all these forms
blood is mainly seen in the semitic symbology as the principle of life. This
symbology is somehow assumed in the N.T., specially in the johaninne
writings (Jn 6,53-56; 1 Jn.1,7; Rev 1,5; 7,14; 12,11), what might induce one to
interpret the blood coming out of Christ on the cross as His loving mercy, as
the salvific gift of His Easter: "my blood is the true drink" (Jn 6,55), "whoever
drinks my blood has eternal life, and I will raise him up on the last day" (Jn
6,54). The vast majority of researchers read Jn 19,34 as a fulfilment of Jn
6,53-56. This passage from the so called and known Bread of life discourse is
in itself the background of an eucharistic meal. Yet, in Jn 19,34 it lacks the
oopkee  element. In Jn 19,34 the author focus not on the Bread but in life,
attained through an act of grace, through undeserved mercy and compassion.

The water imagery pervades the entire O.T. revelation. It belongs to
the promises of salvation, and many times the water itself is the way God
uses to show mercy to the people. Whenever the people complain IHWH
solves their thirst making water gushing out from a rock®: "I will be standing

there in front of you on the rock at Horeb. Strike the rock, and water will come
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out of it, so that the people may drink" (Ex.17,646), and be not thirsty again
(Is.29,10). Springs and fountains, well, pits, brooks and rivers are signs of
God's loving kindness, they will be the proof that God is and will be faithful to
His promise. Therefore, He will stand up to show grace and mercy (1s.30,18)
by making the mountains of Jerusalem flow out brooks of water (v.25). This
way the people can feel and touch the compassion of his God, not only now
in the present moment, but in its continuation in the future. In fact, in the
desert water is the oasis of hope, for its presence means survival, life: "they
did not thirst when he led them through the deserts; He made water flow for
them from the rock; He split open the rock and the water gushed out"
(Is.48,21). Truly, God's faithfulness is steady: "The Lord is my shepherd, |
shall not want. In green pastures He makes me lie down" (Ps.23,2). His love
is like a "garden fountain, a well of living water and flowing streams from
Lebanon" (Song of Songs 4,15).

So one is already able to isolate an important image related to the
water: the rock. It might seem that the thirst of the people is only of water, a
natural element for survival. But, the O.T., on the basis of this human need,
reads deeper and discovers the anxiety for the Spirit (ruah) of the Lord, the
need of the thirsty Israel longing for this true drink. This link between the
water and the Spirit is made within the prophetic traditions in Israel in times
when God seemed absent, away. These prophetic texts are preferred by the
exegetes to interpret our verse of Jn.19,34. In reality, the johannine texts
know very well the O.T and they too relate the water to the Spirit of the Lord,
placing themselves in the line of these prophetic traditions, seeing in the
future promises of fountains of water the expression of God's loving Spirit, of
God's eternal compassion. Through the prophets God continues to speak to
the people of Israel, so that as result the people has no excuse of forgetting
the promise of redemption. And even when lIsrael has stubbornly forgotten
the real fountain source of life, the Lord remains faithful to His promises and
to Himself up to the point of consoling the rebellious sons, like a father always
waiting with his arms opened for the prodigal one (Lk.15,11-32): “for my

people have committed two evils: they have forsaken me, the fountain of
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living water, and dug out cisterns for themselves, cracked cisterns that can
hold no water" (Jer.2,13); "with weeping they shall come and with
consolations | will lead them back, | will let them walk by brooks of water"
(31,9). And then God expands this promise, universalises His compassion:
"everyone who thirsts, may he come to the waters" (Is.55,1), so that "with joy
you will draw water from the wells of salvation” (12,3).

Some other important O.T. texts help us to read the body of Jesus on
the cross either as the rock from which gushes out living waters of life and
compassion, either as the new temple of the renewed Jerusalem from which
one can drink from the source of life, represented in the river that flows from it
: "and the stream beds of Judah shall flow with water, a fountain shall come
forth from the house of the Lord" (Joel 3,18), she "will be opened for the
house of David and the inhabitants of Jerusalem” (Zech.13,1); "the Lord will
sprinkle clean water upon you.....a new heart | will give you, and a new spirit |
will put within you; and | will remove from your body the heart of stone and
give you a heart of flesh" (Ez 36,25-26). This promise, however, is personified
in the person of the messianic king, the pierced one, to whom the entire
people shall look as liberator (Rom 11,26) and upon whom they shall bitterly
weep: "and | will pour out a spirit of compassion and supplication on the
house of David and the inhabitants of Jerusalem, so that, when they look on
the one whom they have pierced, they shall mourn for him, as one mourns for
an only child, and weep bitterly over him, as one weeps over a firstborn"
(Zech. 12,10).

Inevitably we can not help regarding Jn.19,37 as the fulfilment on the
cross of the zecharian prophecy: "they will look to the one they have pierced"!
On the cross the rest of Israel stabbed the rock to satisfy his thirst, to receive
the blessing of living waters sprinkling out from the Crucified, the new temple
out of which the river of God's compassion continues to flow for ever as
source of salvation and regeneration. The N.T. reads these O.T. prophecies
in the same way it has assumed the significance of the blood in the O.T., as
we have seen. Water is, thereafter, like blood, a sign of life and salvation. No

wonder that the johannine writings make the water element very important
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and frequent47. It is presented either as a sign of life, either a sign of the Spirit
of life, but always as a result of a first and originary compassion. The water
continues to be the translation of God's loving kindness promised by the O.T.
prophecies. It means a re-birth, a new beginning: "no one, unless it is born of
water and spirit, will enter the kingdom of God" (Jn.3,5). The rest of Israel still
longs for the true fountains of life: "Lord, give me of that water, in order that |
may no longer thirst" (Jn 4,15). And, if the achievement occurs only in
Jn.19,34, the announcement was already made to the samaritan woman in Jn
4,14 by Jesus Himself: "whoever drinks from the water | will give him will
never thirst again". There Jesus presented Himself as the Lamb who will
guide us to fountains of living waters (Rev 7,17) and sate in those rivers our
thirst (22,1), allowing us to drink from them gratuitously, for those springs will
be his own gift to us (22,17). The promise achieved on the cross expands
itself after till eternity. His gift has no end. Consequently, the invitation
remains: "whoever thirsts may he come to Me and drink" (Jn 7,37b).

Also very important to understand better Jn 19,34 is the text of 1 Jn
5,6-8: "he came by water and by blood, not only in water, but with water and
blood......the Spirit, the water and the blood are turned to one witness". Can
we, therefore, due to this literary connection, acknowledge the water as
equivalent to the Spirit, the ruah of the Lord ? Is it the water of Jn 19,34 the
Holy Spirit? It is better to find the answer with the help from the Book of
Revelation, so that as to scanner the whole of the johannine writings. Indeed,
if one takes into account that the gift of the Spirit already occurred in Jn
19,30, and the fact that the Apocalypse reshapes again eschatologicaly the
promises of living waters coming out from the temple of the new Jerusalem
where the Lamb stands (Rev 22,17), we do not need to identify the water with
the Spirit. This does not cut the Spirit from its significance as the most
excellent fruit of the resurrection. In fact, the gift of life is made in the
pneumatological mediation. It is decisive this literary link, which we have not
seen so much developed or appreciated. The water, the love, will continue to

be poured.

" See AFFEUILLET, L"Exode" de Jésus et le déroulement du mystére, 201.
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Despite what one has analysed so far, we ask ourselves if we cannot
go further in the interpretation of Jn 19,34: is it possible to read a sacramental
meaning in the water element of Jn 19,34, as a sign of baptism? Is this
reasoning valid? Does it sustains itself out of the literary links and context?
One could argue in favour of this interpretation making use of the
reinforcement of Mk 10,38 and Lk 12,50: the baptism of Jesus in the Spirit
only took place through his glorious death on the cross, a thesis supported
by Jn 7,39: "for there was yet no Spirit, since Jesus had not yet been
glorified". However, the difficulty in this reading is that no johannine text
speaks about baptism in reference to the death of Jesus! A link could very
swiftly at the most be suggested between water and Spirit due to the
correspondent eschatological hope deeply rooted in the jewish thought, as
can be seen in Ez 36,25-27 and in apocalyptical Writings48. The Qumran
community too tried to unite the cleansing through water with the gift of the
Spirit in the immersions rituals®®. This demand of purification in the
expectation of the renewal of the Spirit was not totally unknown at the initial
times of the Church®™. Yet, it remains impossible to prove a literary basis link.

In 1 Jn 5,6-8 the problem in the sacramental interpretation of these
verses is the role of the Spirit in the whole process®, since it seems that the
author makes the Spirit, the water, and the blood stand at the same level, as
three similar and permanent witnesses. Moreover, 1 Jn 5,6 uses the present
tense for the three of them. So, one may argue that here the author of the
johannine epistles would be giving us a symbolic description of the ongoing
power of Jesus who conquered the world by his death (Jn 16,33), a power
which vivifies in the Spirit (6,63), cleanses through the water (Jn 13,10), and
atones by his blood (1 Jn 1,7; 2,2). But, it seems that the context implies a
more objective set of witnesses>~.

Nevertheless, the principal datum that comes out of this discussion is

the fact that one can find very important for the logic of the whole verse of 1

8 Jub.1,23; Ps.Sol. 18,6; Test.Judah 24,3.

*1QS3,6-9; 1 QH11,12.

* See G.R.BEASLEY-MURRAY, Gospel of life Theology in the Fourth Gospel, Massachussetts:
Hendrickson 1991, 94.

*! Raymond E.BROWN, The Epistles of John , 583.

° See IDEM, ibidem, 597.
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Jn 5,6 the use of a present tense, for through it the author seems to develop
a continuity beginning in the past testimony given at the cross>®, and probably
even earlier in Jn 7,36-38. With this it can be considered reasonable that a
connection might be established between the gospel of John, the Epistles of
John, and the Book of Revelation within the context of the johannines school
and community, a continuity from Jn 7,36-38, passing through Jn 19,34, until
1 Jn 5,6-8, and finally reopening itself again in the eschatology of the
Apocalypse. As for the sacramental reading of Jn 19,34 and 1 Jn 5,6-8 it
looks that the argumentation lies too strictly on the faith of the johannine
christian community which recognizes the life-giving powers of the Spirit, of
baptism, and of eucharist, all three of them symbolised in the outpouring of
the Spirit, water and blood on the cross (Jn 19,30-35).

In the grammatical analysis of the text of Jn 19,34 one can see that
the adverb evbuc leans upon the verb eEnibev. The whole verse has its centre
on the two verbs evuéev and eEnibev. They are not neuter in the gospel. The
spear enters on the side of Jesus so that blood and water may come out™.
Once again we may have here an invitation to the reader to recall the
Exodus®! Once more one can see the permanent johannine dynamic of
entering and coming out. This process began in the Prologue where Jesus
came from the Father®. It continued during the whole process before Pilate,
entering and leaving the Pretorium (Jn 19,4.5.9.13). There, these movements
have shown little by little the priestly royalty of Jesus. Now Jesus lets blood
and water to leave out from Him in order that we may enter Him, and through
Him in the heart (side) of God. He leaves our presence to enter again in the
presence of the Father. In reality, we stand here before the patristic so called
Admirabile Commercium®’; Jesus left, came out from the presence of the
Father, to leave us now in His moment of the Cross, and enter the intimacy of
God. He left to enter again in His own promised Land, in the glory of the
Father: "now the son of man has been glorified and God glorified in him"

(13,31). But not alone. He gave the blood and the water so that we may enter

> See IDEM, ibidem.

* See 19,27; 18,1.4; 13,3; 16,27.28.30; 17,8; 13,30-31 where it appears with adverb. But not in 8,42.
® See Ex.15,2-21; 24,8.

* Jn.1,1-2; 13,3; cf: 16,27.28.30; 17,8.

" See ST.LEO MAGNUS, Pope, Sermo 1,1-3: PL 54, 190-193.
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like Him in the glory of the Father. This is the reason of His own being, which
the elements of the blood and the water evoke: "the symbolism of this scene

"% The shed of blood and water

shows that the death of Jesus was life-giving
is the shed of a love poured out in sign of redemption. And they are
undoubtedly the face of a redeeming death generated in the womb of the
Spirit59 (2 Jn 1,7; 4,14; 7,38). But it is always a love, a saving mercy. In this
context it seems very difficult to recognise some value, even through a very
indirect interpretation of 19,34, to the ecclesiological meaning of the blood
and the water. Textually and literarely speaking, this patristic significance
ought not to be completely withdrawn, but in this view it is not the primary
one, due to the fact already mentioned above that no johannine text speaks
about baptism in reference to the crucified death of Jesus. This, however,
does not deny the fact that the Church is fruit of this saving love and
compassion, which the sacraments of baptism and eucharist recall.

In In 19,34 the verb e&nAbev is in the singular, and one would expect it
to be in the plural, since the immediate direct object are the two elements:
blood and water. But the kou makes them as one. Thereatfter, it allows the
reader to detect a close and indissoluble unity between the two elements,
signifying a whole. On the other hand, one must take into consideration the
fact that the only other occurrences of cupa in the singular in the gospel of
John appear at the end of the discourse of the Bread of Life (6,53-56). Blood
and water appear too in the singular in the first johannine letter (1 Jn 5,6-8).
But there the context is somewhat diverse, and it does not offer us any other
element concerning any rebuke of the sacramental interpretation. Instead, is
the absence of it. For if it was so, it would be at least valid to ask why "the
author would be choosing a remarkably obscure way of referring to
sacraments, so that one would have posit that this was well-known inner-

community language"®°

. Thereby, it might at least retained as very difficult to
device an immediate eucharistic connotation to the blood or a baptismal one

to the water of 19,34°%", exegetically speaking.

* Raymond E.BROWN, The Epistles of John , 597.

»® See R.SCHNACKENBURG, Das Johannesevangelium 111 [= HTKNT 4], Freiburg-Basel-Wien
1975, 344-345.

% Raymond E. BROWN, 575.

%1 See THOMAS, Super Evangelium S.loannis Lectura , Rome 1992, 5/3, n°2458, p.361-362.
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As for the literary structure of the context in which this verse 34
develops itself, the reader has the impression that the whole process of
Jesus' death is only ended after the burial. Until then many important events
had to take place and to be narrated. Even if Jesus had already rendered His
Spirit in v. 30%, the end was not yet ended, achieved. The final and central
scene of Jesus death does not finishes to end. Death already happened, but
now we have some sort of another dying, if one may thus speak. So it is valid
to ask: where is this end? And more: does it exist? Why the burial in v.42?
What will remain? The burial, and the blood and the water, testify in first place
that Jesus really died. But in what way? Following the symbolic meaning of
the johannine language (which is always based in reality), He died as the
Suffering Servant of God (Is 53,2-54,3), as the new paschal lamb®®, He died
to a previous life to pass through death and again through the water of the
exodus to a new oasis of intimacy with the Father. The blood and the water
are the new link between Jn 18-19 and Jn 20-21, between death and life. This
is the new bridge beyond the tomb to the resurrection. The compassion and
the loving mercy of God in the mediation of His Son helped to fulfil the
Scriptures until vv.28.30. Nevertheless, this fulfilment was not definitely
fulfilled, if one may say so. After the deliverance of the Spirit in v.30 another
fulfilment had to be achieved according to the Scriptures: the gift of blood and
water, the whole life of Jesus Himself®®. The end, this fulfilment, had already
been achieved in vv.28.30.34. But not yet totally until the resurrection (Jn 20-
21). The blood and the water are the vehicle with which the fulfiiment
pervades the Scriptures and the whole life of Jesus in a continuity from His
passion to resurrection®. The exaltation and the glorification proceedGG. This

end is itself a sign, the beginning of a new advent. The eschatological tension

%2 See IRENAEUS, Adv.Haer. 1V, 14.2: SC 100,544; Adv.Haer. 111, 24.1: SC 34,400.

% See Rudolf BULTMANN, Das Evangelium des Johannes, Gottingen: Vandenhoeck 1985 (the
original is from 1957) 524-526.

# As we have seen this is the proposal of Ignace De la Potterie, who follows the suggestion of
B.F.Westcott: see B.F.Westcott, The Gospel according to St. John, 284-285; I.DE LA POTTERIE, La
Passion de Jésus selon I'Evangile de Jean, 189.

% We find very valid here the perspective of Raymond E.Brown, who presents Easter as the process of
a wholeness, from Passion to Ascension, scattered for us in different moments of an evangelical
narrative: see Raymond E. BROWN, The Gospel According to John, 951.

% See W.THUESING, Erhohung und Verherrlichung Jesu Johannesevangelium, Miinster 1960.
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between the "already" of salvation and the "not yet" of the salvific kaipoc®’
continues to jump out from the text itself. Only this blood and this water,
expression of His loving mercy and compassionated love for us till the end
(In.13,1), will allow the Church to sustain herself in the truth and the prophetic
promises of God to continue. God, Who was defined in the O.T. has merciful
and gracefuleg, will continue to act likewise, to submit the Son and the Church
to an exodal experience. He will continue to show on His mercy and His grace
from the pouring of the blood and water, through the christological mediation
of His own Son. The pierced side of Jesus is, for that, salvation to the world,
because only the love and the mercy of God given after the stab of the soldier
sustain mankind, redeem men. The blood and the water are thus "a rich

source of grace"®

. In them the O.T. promises are achieved and re-promised
in the context of the N.T. faith and eschatology. Exodus is redrawn once
again.

Therefore, the blood and the water that came out from Jesus' side are
the blood and the water of the new an everlasting alliance’®, shed out™ for
the benefit (urep) of many72, in behalf (rept) of the world (Jn 17,9). These gifts
can be seen as an expression of the merciful love of Christ to the world,
according to the salvific seed of His Father's plan. We stand hereby in the line
of thought of S.Bernard of Claraval and S.Catherine of Siena. The blood and
water coming out from the side of Jesus are the visible signs of God's piety
mystery (1 Tim 3,16: svoePelac pootnpiov). In the flank of Jesus God could
no more and no better expose His gratitude to the world, reveal His own

heart of mercy73. The prickled side of the Son is the loving heart of the Father.

CONCLUSION

%7 See 2 Cor. 6,2.

68 »Rahum wehannun™: Ex. 34,6; Gen.4,2; Ps.86,15; 103,8; 111,4; 112,4; 116,5; 145,8; Ne.9,17.31; 2
Cr.30,9.

% George M. SOARES-PRABU (Hrsg.), Wir werden bei ihm wohnen Das Johannesevangelium in
indischer Deutung , Herder-Basel-Wien: Herder 1984, 160.

% See Jn. 6,53-56; Ez. 36,27; Mt.26, 28; 1 Cor.11,23-27

™" See Lv. 17,11; Dt. 21, 22-23.

2 See Jn. 10,1.18; Rom. 3,25; 5,8; Heb. 9,14; 1 Pet. 3,18; 2 Cor. 5,15.

® See S.BERNARD, Sermons on the Song of Songs Il (Michigan: Cistercian 1979) 143-145:
translated by Kilian Walsh and Irene M.Edmonds.
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It seems that the whole scene of Jn 19,34 happens between the
opening of Jesus side and the closing in the tomb, in the bridge that joins
exteriority and interioraty, between the Redemptor's salvific gift and the earth
receiving it in the grave and in His last friends and disciples. In fact, in the text
there is a clear oposition between v.34 and vv.38a-41. The Sower has taken
from his seeds to sow now the land. He has scattered blood and water for the
world, He has strewed around to his disciples His love and mercy. The Good
Shepherd has made Himself nourishment in exchange for the life of the flock
itself (Jn 10,15), so that the sheep may not be injured. The Shepherd died for
the sake of the entire flock, pouring out the whole blood as a sign of
obedience in hope to the Father™.

We have seen as the majority of the interpreters explain this verse of
the fourth gospel mainly in three perspectives : sacramental (ecclesiological),
christological, and pneumatological75. Even though one can not deny value to
these lines of thought, it might be considered, on the basis of lexical and
literary prospect, that the blood and the water could be read as the loving and
merciful signs of the Good Shepherd towards his own flock, on the analogy of
the Exodus event repeated and offered over and over again along the history
of salvation. In fact, it can be suggested that it is possible to go a little bit
further than, for instance, R. Brown, R. Schnackenburg, S. Légasse, and I. De
La Potterie have gone. The O.T. literary connections of Zech.12,10; 13,1; Ez.
36,25-27; 47,1 and the blood and the water of Jn 19,34 evoke once again the
continuing salvific love of IHWH (the Good Shepherd of Israel, of the Church),
which pervades the entire history of redemption since Moses, etiologically
since Adam. The evangelist chose two elements very well known by
everybody, and attested throughout the whole history of Israel. This way, the
author of the fourth gospel offers a wide symbolic interpretation, very opened,
but deep and rich. The evangelist himself makes an internal reading of the
blood and water elements, his gospel is an O.T. exegesis at the light of the

events of Exodus-Easter by those who have inherited the promises made by

™ See Giorgio ZEVINI — Evangelio segtin San Juan, Salamanca : Sigueme 1995, 467.
™ See Pierre BENOIT — Pa}ssion et Ressurrection du Seigneur, Paris : Cerf 1969, 253; Jacques
GOETTMANN - Saint Jean. Evangile de la nouvelle Genése, Paris : Cerf 1982, 249.
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God to Israel and are now believing members of the first christian
communities.

This terminological research focused more on the word vdwp. As for
the blood element the O.T. relates it more to all the priestly sacrificial
environment and to the preservation of life. In fact, blood in the O.T. is
synonymous of life (Lv 17,11-14; Gen.4,1-16) in a first anthropological
moment, but also of death. Only after it is read theologically as the bonding
sign of the new covenant between IHWH and His people, which the act of
sprinkling by Moses established (Ex 24,8). Comparatively, the N.T. is more
emphatic on the element of the blood than the O.T., and, as we saw, it is
almost exclusively the johannine tradition (the gospel, the epistles, and the
Book of Revelation) that reflects on water element. Consequently, the
exegesis of R. Brown looks accurate and well funded. In reality, aipa signifies
either that Jesus died as man, as well as His redemptive life. Indeed the shed
blood “signals a loss”’®. vdwp could evoke the Spirit. Notwithstanding, it
seems decisive to take the entire johannine tradition, and not just the linking
continuity between Jn 7,36-38, Jn 19,34 and 1 Jn 5,6-8 (which is acceptable
in itself) like R. Brown does, where the presence and the interpretation of the
Spirit is omnipresent. Before the Festival of Easter Jesus loved his ones till
the very end (Jn 13,1), He decided to live His life that way till the cross. The
blood and the water after His death enable the victory of those who have
martyrialy washed their lives in the blood of the Lamb (Rev 12,11), and show
the gratuitousness of the fountain of living waters (Rev 22,17). This is what
the Shepherd gave to his Bride : the possibility of becoming Wife in the joy of
a parity reciprocal passion, so that in the Spirit she may cry to her Beloved :
"Come" (Rev 22,17), love me mercifully with your kisses, your touch and your
presence (Song 1,2). So the blood and water elements say in first place the
christological mediation, but in the fundamental intention they evoke a theo-
logical reading. The sacramental and ecclesiological reading look later in time
and in purpose, as Beasley-Murray well noted”’. The trespassed side of

Jesus retells the origin of the salvation project : God loving and merciful, in

® See Thomas L. BRODIE — The Gospel according to John. A literary and theological commentary,
New York — Oxford : Univ. Press 1993, 552.
" See G.R. BEASLEY-MURRAY - John [= WBC 36], Waco : Word Books 1987, 357-358.
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the same line of continuity coming from the entire group of promises in the
O.T. The Son dead leaves the Father alone in His mission of seduction (see

Lc 15), in the sigh of someone ran out of resources and means!

José Carlos Carvalho
Didaskalia 31:1 (2001) 41-59.
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