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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.


