HOMILY FOR WEDNESDAY, AUGUST 26TH, 2026 / JOHN 7: 1 - 13

I confess that my spirits rather slumped when I discovered what our Gospel is for this evening. Why did I find the passage from John problematic?  Firstly there is the question of Jesus’ brothers; secondly there is the question of Jesus relationship with the world; and finally there is the phrase for “fear of the Jews” – each one a bit of a minefield.
Let me start with the brothers of Jesus.  Each of the Gospels refers to Jesus having brothers and sisters as does the Book of Acts.  Only the brothers are named: James, Joses, Simon, and Jude.  Both the Roman and the Orthodox Churches believe that Mary the mother of Jesus was ever virgin, so siblings of Jesus are rationalized in one of several ways.  Some take the position that Joseph was a widower who had children from a previous marriage to a woman called Salome.  So we should understand that the brothers were in fact half-brothers of Jesus.  Others argue that there was no word in Koine Greek for cousin, so the brothers are in fact children of close relatives.  Still others, most notably Protestants who have no truck with the notion of Mary, ever virgin, believe that the brothers are in fact younger children of Mary and Joseph born after Jesus’ virgin birth.    All of this rather strikes me as Doctrine driving Truth rather than Truth driving Doctrine.  I frankly don’t much care.  The brothers don’t play a major role with the exception of James in the Book of Acts.
In verse 7, The world cannot hate you, but it hates me because I testify against it that its works are evil. John provides a shorthand statement of his sense of Jesus’ relationship with the world.  The relationship is much more clearly laid out in chapter 3: “Indeed, God did not send the Son into the world to condemn the world but in order that the world might be saved through him. Those who believe in him are not condemned, but those who do not believe are condemned already because they have not believed in the name of the only Son of God. And this is the judgment, that the light has come into the world, and people loved darkness rather than light because their deeds were evil.  For all who do evil hate the light and do not come to the light, so that their deeds may not be exposed.
The statement people loved darkness rather than light because their deeds were evil leads directly to the concluding statement or our passage this evening, Yet no one would speak openly about him for fear of the Jews.
Many of us have had difficulty over the years with the Gospel of John.  We are attracted to the high Christology expressed in the prologue, but deeply troubled by its apparent antisemitism.  The phrase “the Jews” is mentioned, depending upon the English translation 69 to 71 times in the Gospel.  The phrase is used very occasionally in a positive sense, for example in John 4:22 in speaking to the Samaritan woman, Jesus says, You worship what you do not know; we worship what we know because salvation is from the Jews, but many times more it is said aggressively and negatively.  Of all the uses of the phrase “the Jews” in the gospels 80 % appear in John’s Gospel and most of those appearances are negative.  In every case, it is clear that John is referring to the Jewish authorities and not the entire Jewish people.
For those of us, children of a post-holocaust world, we become very uncomfortable.  We are deeply aware of two millennia of Christian antisemitism.  We are deeply aware of phrases like the Jews rejected Jesus.  We are deeply conflicted by the actions of the Israeli Government in the West Bank and Gaza.  At the same time when we were young, most of us read Exodus by Leon Uris, or we saw the movie,  and became supporters of the Jewish homeland in Israel.  I well remember at age 14 in 1967 cheering on Moshe Dayan and his armies as they repelled and defeated the invading Arab armies of Syria, Jordan, and Egypt.
I think we who are Christians fundamentally do not understand how the Jews could “reject” Jesus. We also don’t understand how our own relationship with our Lord is distorted by our confusion about why Jews are not Christians.  It is important to remember that the Hebrews that went into exile in Egypt and emerged some 400 years later to walk for 40 years in the wilderness were radical in their world of the time as monotheists.  All the people around them saw multiple God’s and spirits in the world around them.  The Hebrews saw the one God.  God’s oneness was critical to their understanding of both God and their understanding of themselves.   The one God was so holy that he appeared to Moses as unquenchable fire.  Once the ark of the covenant was deposited in the Holy of Holies in the Temple, only the high priest could enter and only once per year on the Day of Atonement.  The one God was both omnipresent and distant appearing in fire and cloud in high places.
I said in last week’s homily that we make a mistake when we use the terms Messiah and the Christ interchangeably.  Jews have the sacred expectation that one day a human being, a Messiah, anointed by God will deliver Israel.  Influenced by Johannine high Christology, Christians believe that the divine logos became incarnate in Jesus and that that very divine logos will one day come again.  Some Christians are appalled at the failure of the Jews to recognize the Messiah in Jesus, but we forget that nothing in the incarnation speaks to three millennia of Jewish Messianic expectation.  Where was the peace that was promised?  When did the lion lay down with the lamb? When did the rough places become plain? For the Jews, not once in 2000 years.  We equally do not understand what blasphemy it is for the radically monotheistic Jews to speak of three persons in one God.
Starting in the mid-twentieth century Christian theologians began to talk of Jesus as a proleptic or foreshadowing Messiah that came not to usher in the Kingdom of God, but though his life, death, and resurrection came to bring Gentiles into covenant with the one God.  That covenant did not replace the Abrahamic and Mosaic Covenants. It is an additional covenant with people who were not part of the earlier covenants.  Can we not honour the covenant we have with God through the Christ without discounting the covenant God holds with the Jewish people.  The apparently neutral language about a “New” covenant has become pernicious because we for 2000 years have rejected the notion that new means additional.  It does not mean replacement.  If God could replace his covenant with the Jews what surety do we have in his covenant with us.  With traditional Christian supersessionist mentality we would do well to wonder who will replace us.  But God is faithful and God can make and keep covenant with whomever God pleases.  We would do well to direct our attention to keeping our end of God’s covenant with the followers of Jesus and not presume to judge the performance of those whose covenant with God greatly antedates our own.   Amen


