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Chapter 2 
 
 

Jn 11:52 introduces the presentation of Salesian Youth Ministry (SYM) as Don 
Bosco’s way of continuing throughout history the evangelizing mission of Jesus 
Christ. Its core is the revelation of God as Love, its privileged focus is “the 
young, especially the poorest” (C. 2), and its means of expression is the 
Preventive System. According to the writings of Don Bosco, the words of Jesus 
not only express the Son’s personal mission and programme of life, they also 
“can be applied directly to the youth of our times.” 
 

“to gather into one the dispersed children of God.” 
(Jn 11:52)  

 
This quote is a theological commentary made by the evangelist (Jn 11:52) on Jesus’ condemnation to death (Jn 
11:53) which was decreed by the Sanhedrin in its emergency session, convened to respond to the numerous 
conversions which Jesus attracted after he raised Lazarus from the dead. (Jn 11:45). The chronicler “reads” as a 
prophecy the position taken by Caiaphas, high priest that year (Jn 11:50, 51): he interprets and explains 
Caiaphas’ words, expanding the number of those who stood to benefit from the death he had just announced. 
Through him the Christian community speaks, confessing that the capital punishment to which Jesus was 
condemned, a decision fuelled by “political correctness”, has paradoxically rendered universal salvation a reality. 
 
 

 

45 Many of the Jews therefore, who had come with Mary and had seen what 
Jesus did, believed in him. 46 But some of them went to the Pharisees and told 
them what he had done. 47 So the chief priests and the Pharisees called a 
meeting of the council, and said, “What are we to do? This man is performing 
many signs. 48 If we let him go on like this, everyone will believe in him, and 
the Romans will come and destroy both our holy place[h] and our nation.” 49 But 
one of them, Caiaphas, who was high priest that year, said to them, “You know 
nothing at all! 50 You do not understand that it is better for you to have one 
man die for the people than to have the whole nation destroyed.”51 He did not 
say this on his own, but being high priest that year he prophesied that Jesus 
was about to die for the nation, 52 and not for the nation only, but to gather 
into one the dispersed children of God. 53 So from that day on they planned 
to put him to death. 
 
 

 
I. REREADING THE TEXT FOR UNDERSTANDING   

 
This scene which recounts the meeting of the Sanhedrin (Jn 11:45-53) follows immediately after 
the resurrection of Lazarus, the last of Jesus’ signs and the summit of his revealing works (Jn 2:1-
12, 4:46-54; 5:1-9; 6:1-5, 16-21; 9:1-7): His victory over death consummated (Jn 11:14-39) by 
resurrecting one of his dear friends (Jn 11:35-36, 38), Jesus proves that he is not just another in a 
long line of healers, but “the resurrection and the life”, as he describes himself to Martha while 
consoling her (Jn 11:35). This affirmation of Jesus reaches beyond the sign he just realized: giving 
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life to others, as exceptional as that might be, does not necessarily mean that he is the life. 
Precisely for this reason, the resurrection of Lazarus remain only a sign.  
 
And yet, it is a provocative sign indeed; it that clearly unsettles the leaders of Israel as they ponder 
how best to deal with the many signs worked by Jesus (Jn 11:47) and the faith that so many Jews 
have place in him (Jn 11:45). It is significant that they foresee in the growing number of people 
faithful to Jesus the risk of an eventual demise of the temple and the Jewish people (Jn 11:48). It is 
the leaders, priests and Pharisees, who make the direct connection between faith in Jesus and the 
death of Israel, the antithesis of what Jesus had declared: “whoever has faith in me shall live, even 
though he dies” (Jn 11:25). To believe is a matter of life or death; what matters is who – not what – 
one believes.  
 
The terse, cold, logic of the high priest nails down the ‘solution’: one must die for all. Condemning 
Jesus will save the people (Jn 11:53): he who was able to give life to others will have to give up his 
own life for all. Lazarus, resurrected from the dead was indeed just a sign, the last sign, of a 
proximate and definitive resurrection: “whoever has faith in me shall live, even though he dies”  (Jn  
11:26). Paradoxically, in order for Jesus to become the guarantor of life for all, he must die: “so 
from that day on they plotted his death” (Jn 11:53). 
 
Very rarely in John’s account do we hear the narrator’s own voice. This is one of those rare 
exceptions, where he speaks in order to help his readers to “understand” (intus-legere) the deep 
meaning of the high priest’s prophecy. John could not make it any clearer: not only did Jesus have 
to “die for the nation” (Jn 11: 51), but also for those beyond that nation. His death would “gather 
into one the children of God who are scattered abroad” (Jn 11:52). What emerges is a central, 
programmatic confession of Christian faith: through Jesus’ death, salvation has come to all. The 
chronicler declares what his community believes.  
 
The death of Jesus, so often foretold in the Gospel (Jn 5:8, 16-18; 7:1,32,45; 8:40,59; 10:32,33,39) 
has been definitively confirmed (Jn 11:53). Absent for his own condemnation, Jesus no longer 
allows himself to be seen in public. He retreats to the desert “and stayed there with his disciples” 
(Jn 11:54). The Passover is near and pilgrims are converging on Jerusalem (Jn 11:54) where the 
authorities await Jesus “so that they might arrest him” (Jn 11:57). 
 
 
II. MEDITATING THE MESSAGE & APPLYING IT TO LIFE   

 
 

If John uses irony throughout his gospel, he perfects it in this short episode describing Jesus’ 
condemnation to death. The one who was able to give life to a dead man is himself sentenced to 
death. Whoever believes that he is the life will never die. In reality, Jesus does not die for having 
restored life to a friend, but because of the many signs he had worked…, and because, as 
Caiaphas warned, of the risk the all might believe in him. It is faith in Jesus, not the signs he 
worked, that threatens the security of non-believers.  
 
The sign, exceptional as it is, divides the people. Many, having seen what happened, believe in 
Jesus (Jn 11:45); others conspire against him and warn the authorities (Jn 11:45-46), who in turn 
decide to have Jesus killed (Jn 11:47-53). No one denies the fact, nor offers a different 
interpretation. They ask themselves “What should we do?... All will believe in him” (Jn 11:47-48). 
Believing in Jesus is more threatening than his raising a man from the dead! Nonbelievers do not 
deny the reality of Lazarus’ resurrection; they refuse to accept Jesus as the giver of life.  
 
It is therefore the faith of the many – not the raising of Lazarus – which is the true motive behind 
Jesus’ death sentence: whoever believes in him becomes a threat because of him! Jesus paid a 
high price for having attracted believers. Our faith is a precious gift because it cost Jesus an 
extremely high price. Accordingly, we must always nurture it with great care, and protect it with 
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genuine fervour; no effort on our part is ever enough to protect it, given the high price Jesus paid to 
obtain it.  
 
One who believes in Jesus accepts his death as the beginning and the foundation of one’s own 
life:  the cross is not just a personal tragedy or an unjust verdict; it is the way and the means of 
coming to faith. When the evangelist refers to Jesus’ death sentence as a “prophecy”, he reveals 
the Christian community’s conviction that its salvation comes from Jesus’ unjust death.  The hour 
has come in which those who listen to his voice will live (Jn 5:24-25) and those who have eaten his 
Body and consumed his Word will be resurrected (Jn 6:39-40, 54-55). Christians are worthy of 
their name when they find their salvation in Christ crucified, and therefore recognize in his 
condemnation to death the means of deliverance from their own: “Whoever has faith in me shall 
live, even though he dies” (Jn 11:25). 
 
If believers in Jesus will not lie in death forever, the Jesus of believers had to pass through his own 
death in order to begin his definitive life. His life was not stolen from him, he laid it down freely (cf 
Jn 10:10, 14-18). The nonbelievers – the Jewish authorities in our narrative - mobilize their 
resistance: Jesus’ will to give life to all who believe is mirrored by, indeed it is reinforced by, the will 
of those who are intent to have him killed, because they do not believe. Together then, Jesus and 
nonbelievers bring about salvation for believers! Sometimes we can think that having faith in Jesus 
is easy, or that it comes cheap.  Maybe so for us, but not for Jesus who paid for it with his life. 
Anyone who does not believe in him ranks among those who wish him dead. Such a one is dead, 
not only to Jesus, but to the benefits he won for us, that is, his glory, because his glory consists in 
giving one’s life to gather “other sheep that do not belong to this fold… For this, I give my life, so 
that I may bring them also” (cf Jn 10:15-16). 
 
John weaves in yet another strand of irony by using the verb to gather (Jn 11:47,52): the 
authorities had gathered  to condemn to death he who moments earlier had declared himself “the 
life”. Jesus will die to gather together all God’s scattered children. To gather is God’s manner of 
saving: from Egypt he freed slaves from whom he creates a holy nation (Ex 19:3-6); from Babylon 
he brings a small remnant of exiles back home to their own country (Ez 36:24). Like God, Jesus 
saves by attracting to himself all the scattered children of God and gathering them into one flock 
(Jn 10:16). Unlike the God of Israel, however, Jesus does not save only his people, - his own 
sheep (Jn 10;11, 14-15), but even the other sheep that are not of this fold (Jn 10:16). Where there 
is salvation, there is life in common, which proceeds not from the desire to share one’s life with 
brother and sisters, but rather from the life gifted to us by our Lord, the Good Shepherd. The 
community life of believers in Jesus is, therefore, the means by which one lives the salvation which 
his death has won for us. Any salvation which does not bring into communion those who were 
scattered is a contradiction in terms. Any salvation that does not demand the surrender of one’s 
own life is not authentic Christian salvation.  


