INTRODUCTION TO THE BOOK OF REVELATION

“THE APOCALYPSE OF JOHN”


The Claretian reader has before him the word of a mysterious book, offered to him as the last gift of God’s revelation: the Apocalypse of John (which we will refer to hereafter as Rev). St. Jerome, rapt in thought, confessed that in Rev every word is like a sacrament. What we need urgently to do first, is to read the book directly. It will be a matter of trying to reproduce the same experience as that of the seer of Patmos: to read the whole Apocalypse, from beginning to end. The book may taste bitter at first, but later it will be sweet, with a comforting aftertaste of consolation (see Rev 19:9-11).


As we begin the book we are not going to gloss over the many difficulties that its reading entails. In fact, very few Christians have read the whole book. Armed with a dose of good will, they usually get as far as chapter six or seven. Then, tired or disillusioned, they regrettably close the book, and in doing so they close the door on one of the great sources of hope that have spurred the Church forward in all ages.


We must sincerely confess that it is not easy to fit apocalyptic literature, with its visionary daring and its thicket of wild and colorful symbols, into the molds of our modern mentality. One looks at it with something between hesitation and disdain. K. Koch, the author of one of the latest lengthy works on the subject, has given it the title Ratlos vor der Apokalyptik [“befuddled before apocalyptic”]. Faced with its frequently obscure language, charged with strange symbolism, one often feels bored or even annoyed.


To be sure, if we give in to this attitude, we will be letting ourselves be led astray by a sad lack of patience. Can’t we just fit it into one of the best literary types of our own century, like the “magical realism” of the novels of García Márquez, which are actually a kind of apocalyptic literature? Yet however different our tastes may be, we should remember that it was apocalyptic that nourished the hope of the Hebrew people for more than three centuries. And the Christian Apocalypse has nourished the enthusiasm and maintained the fidelity of many Christians who have been oppressed, harried and persecuted even to death, for some twenty centuries. Let us also bear in mind that the Apocalypse will continue to nourish –as it providentially did for St. Anthony Mary Claret and as he wanted it to do for his missionaries—the faith and dynamism of many Claretians to this very day. To keep this hope alive, we are dedicating a year’s work to the Book of Revelation

1. SOME QUESTIONS OF LANGUAGE

1.1. “Statement of the question.” Lights and shadows
We are now going to offer a brief “status quaestionis” of the complex problematic of the language of Rev that may serve as a precise orientation. Reading Rev, either in its original Greek or in any other version, makes us face frequent difficulties and anomalies. Great dedication has gone into the study of the language and style of Rev. Some have thought that the present text is a translation from Aramaic into Greek, or from a Hebrew or Aramaic original. Some have conjectured that the incongruities in the work are explained by the coexistence of two conflicting elements, the author and the writing. The author thinks with a Hebrew mentality, but writes in a Greek style. In an attempt to understand the always-striking originality of his style, someone has even written an entire specific grammar on Rev, trying to give reasons for the peculiar variants of a language unique in its kind. The present Rev looks like a translation of a Hebrew-Aramaic original.

All of these “explanations” suffer from a grave defect. They consider the work of Rev as the defective transmission of an original work in Hebrew or Aramaic. Some blame its linguistic tensions on the author’s Greek/Hebrew split personality. Others, still worse, regard the author as an uneducated type who is ignorant of correct Greek grammar.

We must rather rigorously nuance this question, and point out that the language of Rev is original and unique, because the author has deliberately meant it to be so. The theological theme that he was describing demanded it.

1.2. The message of Rev requires a mysterious language
Its style is both expressive and vigorous. The author of Rev does not seem to be ignorant of grammar and syntax. In fact, he is a master of the difficult use of verbs and prepositions. Rather, he is concerned with transmitting a revelation in an intelligible and moving way. The author is forced to write in this way, because the message that he wants to transmit imposes it on him.

If we had to look for an extra-biblical example to help us understand the driving force of the hallucinatory world of Rev, with its rough-edged but unusually powerful writing, we might suggest two great but mysterious writers of our own times: Franz Kafka in narrative fiction and César Vallejo in poetry.

Readers of Rev should know that they are not dealing with a uniform or monochrome work. They have to experience its text and its texture. P. Ricoeur used to warn readers of Rev not to run through it rapidly, but rather to let themselves feel “the resistance of the text.”

It often happens in the art of literature that the content that needs to be said imposes its literary form on the author. The author of Rev has rummaged through his resources for the most elemental and primitive components to express the supernatural power of his theological message with the great vigor and single-mindedness.

Not only does he “do violence” to grammar in order to express fully and forcibly what he wants to say, but also to create a new and unheard-of style. And his literary-theological style cannot be described in just any way, but in the distinctive way --far removed from conventional language—in which he almost uninterruptedly uses symbols, symbolic chains and grandiose hyperbole. His language seems to twist about in daring pirouettes, whose anomalies continually break the usual norms of grammar and syntax, converting them into a polyvalent code. Everything in this exceptional book is eloquent, as it daringly ventures to blurt out the providential design of God in history. The Apocalypse of John has created a new world –with its own space/time, its own lexicon and its unique symbolic categories—in order to be able to speak in awesome terms of the God who is revealed in the redeeming intervention of Christ, the Lamb who was slain yet still stands. How else could anyone say what is essentially ineffable? How can anyone communicate the mystery of God? This book is an “Apocalypse,” that is, the unveiling of a mystery. The curtain or veil of the heavens is drawn back, and the infinite light of God, made present in the glory of the Lord, bathes the whole of human reality and transforms it.

The apocalyptic style of writing is not just some passing garment meant to deck the light of God in baroque finery. Rather, it is an innate demand of the manifestation of God himself who, in a living encounter with human beings, needs to be robed in mystery. This revelation needs to be expressed in literary-theological forms that turn the habitual world upside down, in order to tell us, in some sort of cosmic transfiguration, that God has appeared definitively in Christ, and that his supernatural light floods the earth and forever changes the history of humanity.

1.3. Symbolism
The Apocalypse presents itself as a prophecy of history, filled with symbols. The victory of Christ has changed the course of time and the dimensions of space. His presence completely steeps our reality and fills the events of our history with meaning. Only symbols are capable of overcoming the conventions of our conceptual language and of lifting up the concrete world to a transcendental level, opening it up to a mysterious contemplation. Symbols have a lasting interpretative value. In order to understand the Apocalypse in a coherent way, we must have an adequate knowledge of symbols, which are an essential element of apocalyptic.

It is this feature that first and most powerfully strikes the reader’s attention. The book is replete with symbolic visions. The author follows the usual uses of apocalyptic writers. Not for nothing does the book begin with the word Apokálypsis, which means the “manifestation of something hidden.” But it stands apart from hermetic literature and from the unbounded fantasies of Jewish apocalyptic works.

The symbolism of the Apocalypse stems first of all from the OT (“the serpent, paradise, plagues, trumpets”) and also from Jewish apocalyptic, but above all from the author’s own original vision, which incorporates these different elements in a genial synthesis.

In order to offer the best possible overall and coherent presentation that will allow us to understand the Apocalypse better, we will set the different classes of symbols into groups.

Cosmic symbolism
This refers to the transcendent dimension, the presence of God. We must not here, above all, certain cataclysms –the darkened sun, the blood-red moon, lightnings, thunders and earthquakes. They are not meant to stupefy or exasperate an overwhelmed human race. Rather, they express the immediate presence of God in history. In view of this nearness of God, nature itself is shaken and human beings are thereby invited to acknowledge and worship God. However –and here we see the dark side of personal guilt—many do not acknowledge Him and indeed they openly reject him.

Animal or beast symbolism
This refers to superhuman forces that are huge but are always controlled by the power of God. These forces act on history in a brutal or bestial way, dehumanizing it – the great dragon, the first and second beast, the strange-colored horses and powerful horns.

Color symbolism
Colors take on a meaning that surpasses their merely esthetic value. Here are some of the more important colors. Red indicates violence or cruelty (spilt blood). White refers to the supernatural world, and is especially applied to the risen and victorious Christ. Gold or gilt is the metal or color of the liturgy, indicating nearness to the divine mystery. Green does not signify hope, as it does in conventional imagery, but rather sickness and death.

Numerical symbolism
Numbers “speak” and express the quality of something that their quantity indicates. Seven and its multiples signify perfection or totality. Twelve refers to salvation history: the twelve tribes of the OT or the twelve apostles of the NT. Fractions of seven and their multiples indicate partiality, or refer to a brief and limited power or time.

1.4. Structure of the Apocalypse
There is one thing that a proposed structure of the Apocalypse should not do. It should not complicate an already difficult book with divisions and subtitles that make it almost unreadable. Throughout the interpretive history of this book, a host of diverse and disparate structures have been put forward. An organic structure should aim at establishing a greater harmony and clarity, allowing us to readily detect its greater narrative blocs and to perceive the advance of the story of the Apocalypse. It should help the reader, who is already fascinated by this book, to throw himself into reading it and to become involved in its apocalyptic adventure.

At the outset, we must establish that Rev is a literarily unified work. It is preceded by a prologue (1:1-8) and followed by an epilogue (22:6-21). Both of these represent a liturgical dialogue, and this means that the Apocalypse ought to be read within the liturgy and celebration of the Church.

The body of the work, addressed to the seven Churches of Asia (or universal Church), basically contains five large blocs. Each of the following units will develop in detail what we are now hinting at in a succinct and general way.

The enormous present-day relevancy of Rev is really rather surprising. The Second Vatican Council has spoken at length on the Church in its two great Constitutions. There is but one Church, which the Council considers under two basic facets: “ad intra” (Lumen Gentium) and “ad extra” (Gaudium et Spes). Lumen Gentium deals with the mystery of the Church in the design of the Triune God and as a sacrament of salvation for all peoples. Gaudium et Spes deals with the Church in solidarity with all humanity, sharing its joys, hopes and anguish, and also united with it in its march through history, which it is leading to a happy outcome.

Rev, too, speaks of the mystery of the Church ad intra in its first bloc (chapters 1-3): a Christian community that should accept the word of Christ, who speaks to them incessantly, in order that they may be loyally converted. The second, “ad extra” aspect, is carried on throughout the remaining great blocs (chapters 4-22): the Church, already converted, tries to bear witness to Jesus, even in the midst of persecution and at the price of its blood, as it faces an oppressing world.

FIRST BLOC: Words to the seven churches (chapters 1-3)

A revelation of the mystery of Christ is given to the Church (1:1-8) and to John on the island of Patmos (1:9-20).  John has been invested as a prophet to write a message on Christ’s behalf to the whole Church. The message takes the form of seven letters. Each letter is composed according to a literary format, which is repeated invariably and is steeped with a transforming dynamism:

1º. Address

2º. Presentation of Christ

3º. Judgment by Christ: positive-negative

4º. Exhortation to conversion

5º. Deep call to attention

6º. Promise to those who overcome.

Christ is presented under s series of titles which, in the OT, belong exclusively to Yahweh (“The First and the Last,” “He who has eyes like a flame of fire,” “The Holy,” “The True”…). By this peculiar theological transposition –a christological application of divine titles—Christ assumes divine prerogatives. Invested with this highest authority, he speaks to each community as the one Lord of the Church. Just as God addressed his People, Christ speaks to his Church with the same power and dominion.

The Lord speaks a word not only of revelation, but also of purification. He is well aware “from the inside” of Church’s situation. Hence he invariably begins by praising its good conduct, encouraging it to persevere in faith and in the practice of love. But then, noting how some of the Church’s behavior is unworthy, he confronts the community with his powerful word, casting its grave defects in its face and judging it. What the Lord wants, by all means, is the conversion of the Church: let it abandon the burden of its sin and its lukewarmness. This urgent call to conversion appears next, either with the characteristic verb of “repent” (metanóseon) or with other equivalent phrases, such as “buy from me fire-tried gold” and “hear my voice and open the door.”

Christ also calls out repeatedly to the churches to accept his word by means of the Holy Spirit: “Let anyone who has ears listen to what the Spirit is saying to the churches.” They should have an attitude of listening wisely to the Spirit, so that he may grant them the supernatural understanding they need to be able to understand the word and inwardly assimilate it; and he will grant them the energy and comfort they need in order to follow its demands decisively.

Finally, Christ encourages Christians, promising them the reward of victory: “To him that overcomes, I will give to eat of the tree of life… I will give him the morning star… He will not be injured by the second death… I will give him to sit with me in my throne.” He also promises to let him share in the city of the New Jerusalem. Thus, he helps the Church to maintain itself in an attitude of spiritual tension, bent on its task of fidelity and ready for its evangelizing mission in the world.

SECOND BLOC: The Lamb, Lord of History (chapters 4-7)

Two great visions fill this part: the vision of God and of Christ in heaven (4-5) and the vision of the seven seals (6-7).  The first vision is meant to console. It presents some theological elements and personages that will figure later on in this religious drama. It aims at impressing on the community the conviction that all events are foreseen by God and Christ and that no matter how many ups and downs may arise in history, or how often the ship of the Church may seem about to founder in a sea of tribulations, it will be guided to a safe harbor. The transcendent world is described as a heavenly temple. God and the Lamb are in privileged places, in the midst of a liturgical celebration.

God is rather soberly presented as “The one seated on the throne,” thus indicating his sovereignty over all the changing avatars of history. Around the throne, arranged in concentric circles, various mysterious figures keep appearing.

The Lamb is Christ, dead but now risen (“standing as though it had been slain”), in the fullness of his messianic power (“having seven horns”) and in full possession of the Spirit (“seven eyes, which are the seven spirits of God”), which he sends out into all the earth.

The twenty-four elders represent the church in its full realization (12 plus 12, namely, the best of the OT, the twelve tribes, and the best of the NT, the twelve apostles). Concretely, they refer to the saints and martyrs, who in every Christian community have heroically lived their faith in defense of the human dignity of their brothers and sisters.

The four living beings, each with six wings and full of eyes, do not properly refer to the four evangelists (a later interpretation by St. Irenaeus), but rather to God, ever-living, all-moving, all-seeing, and swift to intervene in history.

The Book is the content of the Apocalypse itself, namely, the plan of salvation history, which Christ himself opens and interprets, by means of his paschal mystery.

The second vision is characterized by the successive opening of the seven seals, which had locked the book that Christ alone could open. This is a preliminary sketch of the characteristic elements that take part in the dialectical struggle between the forces of good and evil. The four horses are symbols of the rapid unfolding of history under the influence of God. There is a marked contrast between these forces. There are negative forces, which Rev describes in the color symbolism of the unleashing of strange-colored horses. The red horse represents violence, war and bloodshed. The black horse represents famine and social injustice. The pale green horse represents death. Against these great plagues of humankind, appears a horseman mounted on a white horse. This is Christ invested with the power of his glory, who sallies forth as the absolute conqueror who will have the final victory (Rev 19:11-21), thanks to his death and resurrection. In its visionary way, the book describes how evil, no matter how great its social and historical support, will be radically destroyed by Christ, the Lamb.

THIRD BLOC: The persecuted Church bears witness (8:1 – 15:4)

This block is characterized by the successive appearance of seven trumpets and of three great signs. The symbolism of the trumpets indicates (in keeping with the OT usage of mobilization for battle) the solemn announcement of the active presence of God in history. God is drawing near, and his imminent coming is reflected in nature itself, which shows its impact. This is underscored by the cosmic phenomena that occur at the blast of the first four trumpets. Besides this, we see the intervention of demonic forces of “the inhumanity of humanity,” described by a plague of locusts (9:1-12) and an infernal cavalry (9:13-21). In the face of God’s intervention, some human beings react negatively and refuse to change their evil ways (9:20: “the rest of humankind…did not repent of the works of their hands”). In this section we do not find a definitive conclusion to the struggle. There is a heavy stress on numbers that do not indicate fullness: 5 months (9:5), 42 months (11:2), a tenth part of the city (11:13). These numbers suggest the idea of incompleteness, which is typical of this whole section. It represents salvation history considered in its alternating phases, seen from the viewpoint of a development that has not yet reached its final goal.

We are also shown three great signs, strikingly described in similar terms:

“And a great sign appeared in heaven” (12:1, referring to “the woman”).

“And another sign appeared in heaven” (12:3, referring to “the dragon”).

“And I saw another sign in heaven, great and amazing” (15:1, referring to the seven angels and their golden bowls, filled with the wrath of God).

The woman (12:1) and the dragon (12:3) are two opposing signs. The great dragon signifies a hostile, sinister and desacralizing force of demonic origin. It takes shape in historic events and personages –Rev is not a mythical book, but a prophecy of history--and never ceases persecuting the Church. The outcome of the struggle will be positive, because God is helping the Church and watching over human history. The great dragon begets two enormous beasts. The first beast represents a political power that not only persecutes Christians and even harries them to death, but also insists on being adored as absolute ruler. The second beast or “false prophet” is any kind of propaganda at the service of this absolute and idolatrous power.

This block presents the Church in a situation of radical confrontation with powerful and perverse forces. It is a Church persecuted and oppressed (in the desert and in the city) to the deepest depths of humiliation, but never ceases to bear witness to its faith.

FOURTH BLOC: In situations of death, God guarantees life (15:5 – 19:8)

This bloc envisions the destruction of the satanic empire, which has created a well-orchestrated network of oppression throughout the world. It is the empire or sway of evil, which has inflicted such great pain on the Christian community and on all men and women of good will. In the Book of Rev this negative power assumes two grotesque and complementary embodiments: one feminine (the great whore) and the other a city (Babylon the great, self-sufficient and pagan, then embodied in Rome, the anti-Church). Both visions are symbols of social injustice, which closes its ears to the cry of the poor, destroys human lives and only seeks its own selfish enrichment, gorging itself for its own great downfall.

The Book of Rev resolutely affirms that these negative powers, which were thought to be invincible and had done so much to dehumanize humanity by their crimes, would be destroyed by the power and judgment of God. Their own wickedness would bring them to ruin.

FIFTH BLOC: Amen to God’s plan of salvation (19:9 – 22:21)

We now come to the point of arrival of salvation history, illumining all the previous blocs. The twofold outcome is the unmitigated defeat of evil and the supreme exaltation of goodness, which is summed up in the apotheosis of the New Jerusalem.

One by one all the negative historical-social forces begin to fall. The “kings of the earth,” the powers that are incarnate in oppressive structure, disappear. The great dragon, the root of so much evil in the world, is hurled down, and with him his maleficent emanations, the two beasts. And all of this is coming about through the victorious presence of Christ and of his own beloved Christians.

With the disappearance of death and its dark cortege, a total renewal will take place. History will then reach its culmination in a full personal and social realization (the radiant spouse and the transfigured city), as it was meant to be from the beginning. In the city of the New Jerusalem, all renewed human beings live together in the light of God, in a paradise recreated on the basis of the fruitful presence of God and of Christ. The history of humankind is, at last and forever, a history of salvation. God’s design of universal salvation is now achieved. Human history has now found in God its reason for being and has now happily reached its culmination.

1.5. Apocalyptic
In the last few centuries before Christ, the Jews believed that the heavens had been closed, and that the Spirit had not “taken possession” of anyone since the disappearance of the last prophets, Haggai, Zechariah and Malachi. Prophecy had ceased, and since then, history had been walking blindly, without course or compass. Nobody was able to lead it or enlighten it with the Word. The people were deeply disturbed, even sickly. They were becoming unaware of their election. This is how the First Book of Maccabees describes the situation: “There was great distress in Israel, such as had not been since the time that the prophets ceased to appear among them” (1 Macc 9:27).

Jewish apocalyptic arose in the postexilic period, when the great prophets had disappeared. The underlying causes were manifold. Both the political and religious estates were united in the same person: the king was at the same time the high priest. This did away with the dialectical antithesis between king and prophet, which had existed with all the great prophets, from Elijah to Jeremiah. The temple, now rebuilt, no longer felt the need for the purification that had been the banner of many prophetic oracles.

Special attention should be paid to the historical factors of the time, stated very briefly here. During the moral low points of the people, when they felt burdened by the thought of their loss of being a chosen nation, apocalyptic sprang up. It arose during the 3rd and 2nd centuries BC, in a context of Jewish opposition to the attempts of the Seleucid rulers –with the collaboration of the high priests Jason and Menelaus-- to Hellenize them and make them adopt pagan ways. For centuries Israel had already witnessed the rise and fall of great empires that had subjected them and had persecuted them for their faith. In order to throw light on this situation, they began to re-read the prophetic texts on the Lordship of Yahweh in history, and on the judgment, the Day of Yahweh and the Reign of God.

Apocalyptic is the result to this re-reading: a new vision of history with a glorious outcome, in which the present situation would be turned upside down. Israel came to understand itself as the heir to the reign of God, which would succeed these empires, all of which were destined by God to disappear. The final stage of history was now arriving, in which these hostile empires would be overthrown and the reign of God was about to break in. The beginning of history was God’s promise and its ending would be the full coming of God’s kingdom in the beyond.

1.5.1. The literary genre of apocalyptic

This literary genre revives OT personages, events and religious structures, and adapts them to the present situation. It assimilates the patrimony of the OT and applies it to history. The following are some of the literary procedures used in the apocalyptic literary genre (to mention only those of the more important works of the kind):

- In apocalyptic writings one of the predominant traits is an anxious and spasmodic expectation of the end of this world in a sudden and total change of human relationships. There is a feverish awareness that “the end is near” and that time is running out.

- The “end” is represented as a cosmic catastrophe. We could cite abundant examples of this. These descriptions have determined the common notion of apocalyptic and have led people to consider it a synonym for pessimism.

- Time as a whole is divided into periods, the content of which had been predetermined since the creation. God foresees the development not only of our own world but also of the whole cosmos. In this sense, apocalyptic holds a sort of historical determinism.

- There exists a world “above” and a world “below.” In the heavenly world every writing is “bound and well bound.” Only the seer has access to this world. In the upper world there are angels, in the lower world, demons. This lower world is evil; there is no remedy for it.

- After the universal catastrophe, salvation with paradisaic characteristics will take place. The surviving remnant of Israel will be saved.

- The throne of God will destroy the kingdoms of the earth. The passing from a state of perdition to one of definitive salvation is seen as a decree that comes forth from God’s throne, a symbol of his power. Time will end and the distinction between heavenly and human history will be abolished. The enthronement of God will make his kingdom visible on earth and will forever annihilate all earthly kingdoms. All of this supposes a dualistic conception of history, a history with two clear-cut epochs.

- There is an intermediary being with royal functions, who will be the guarantor and executor of this final salvation. He can be a human being, as Judaism thought of the Messiah, or he can be an angelic being.

- Glory will be the final state of the humans who are saved. There will be a full fusion between the terrestrial and celestial spheres. The social and political structures of history will no longer be of any use.

- There is a use of pseudonymous writing. Some great person of the past is said to have received a vision, which he has been ordered to write down and keep concealed until the end time, when it will be rediscovered. This allows the author to present facts known from the past in the guise of a prophecy.

Ernst Käsemann has coined a celebrated expression to underline the importance of apocalyptic in theology: “Jewish apocalyptic is the mother of Christian theology.”

The great contribution of apocalyptic is that it brings to the word a distinctive type of revelation: a revelation that is being gestated in the events of history. And this undoubtedly constitutes its best contribution. It looks at history as God sees it. It is the proper and propitious place for the manifestation of God: a history shot through with the presence of God, who decisively impels it onward toward a happy outcome.

1.5.2. Revelation: a prophetic-apocalyptic book

Although the Book of Rev wears the trappings of apocalyptic and contains some of the traits we just mentioned, its deepest essence pertains not to the Jewish apocalyptic genre, but to the prophetic genre.

Apocalyptic teaching is usually characterized by a soteriological pessimism and dualism. The Apocalypse of John avoids this kind of fatalistic determinism. It already sees in the events of our history the efficacious presence of Christ, which changes the situation of our world from within. The Book of Revelation does not await the end of history with drooping shoulders (inactivity) or folded arms (expecting God to do everything); rather it calls for a commitment in personal fidelity to transform this earth according to the model of the “new heaven and a new earth” that is promised us.

Rev is not a somber calendar of the last events and catastrophes of the world, as Jewish apocalyptic used to think and as some sectors and people still think. Rev is marked by seven (7 = fullness) milestone beatitudes that qualify it as a book of consolation for Christians in the midst of the world’s definitive tribulations. Rev is a pressing call to complete happiness. Read, for example, the following seven macarisms or beatitudes: 1:3, 14:13. 16:15, 19:9, 20:6 and 22:7, 14.

Other apocalyptic works zealously kept their secrets from the remotest times until the last day. In contrast, Rev is a book opened by the Lamb, and it already represents for the Church the great prophecy, that is, God’s providential design for this world. Quite clearly and explicitly, seven times (seven again), Rev calls itself a prophecy (propheteía): 1:3 (“the words of this prophecy”), 11:6, 19:10, 22:7 (“the words of the prophecy of this book”), 22:10 (“seal not the sayings of the prophecy of this book”), 22:18 (“to everyone who hears the words of the prophecy of this book”) and 22:19 (“if anyone should take away from the words of this prophecy”). One notes that these expressions are especially concentrated in the prologue and epilogue, and are given the biblical category of a true prophecy, that is, with the specific notes of revelation, prediction and exhortation.

Rev constitutes that last great prophecy that interprets history in God’s own light, from the key viewpoint of salvation. The seer of Rev is the prophet of the new and full revelation of Christianity. OT prophecy finds its fulfillment in Rev.

But these elements (prophecy-apocalyptic) are not altogether mutually exclusive. Rev belongs to the genre of apocalyptic, but cannot be reduced solely to it. Its originality lies in its indebtedness to both prophetic and apocalyptic categories. Indeed, one must have recourse to Jewish apocalyptic works in order to resolve many enigmas of Rev.

1.6. The Apocalypse of John and the Old Testament
Rev is the NT book that refers most frequently to the OT. It is completely saturated with textual and contextual citations from it. Of its 404 verses, 278 allude to the OT with explicit references, even without counting its many obvious though non-literal evocations of the OT. Rev is literally immersed in the OT. Any reader who carefully reads its pages can escape the impression that the author of Rev knew the OT by heart.

The massive presence of parallelisms and coincidences is surprising. There have even been studies of the theological or stylistic influences of this or that particular book of the OT. Many authors of these studies, after a comparative evaluation of the examples they have adduced, have indicated that the version of the OT that the author of Rev seems to have used is the Hebrew text (MT), rather than the Greek translation (LXX).

Lately –as evidenced by a bibliographical synthesis of the most recent apocalyptic productions—the relationship between the OT and Rev has become even more selective. Its use of the OT is somehow held together under the influence of the prophet Daniel.

Moreover, commentators have underscored the distinctive way in which Rev uses the OT. We have said that no NT writing uses the OT so much, yet it “cites it the least.” It doesn’t just copy passages from it, but rather paraphrases and recreates them in its own distinctive style.

Thus Rev presents itself as a Christian re-reading of the whole OT that is so wisely done that it shows a deep similarity regarding its expressions and visions. In Rev, the great theological themes of the OT resound clearly, but in a Christian voice.

Rev is a prophecy of history. It offers a living hope to the Church in all times. With a view to strengthening the mind of persecuted Christians, it has recourse to the biblical categories of God providence, made visible in the promises and narratives of the OT, which are now fulfilled once and for all in the presence of Christ, who has brought them to term and realized them through the mystery of his death and resurrection.

1.7. The Apocalypse and the Liturgy
The book of Rev begins with a liturgical dialogue between a reader and the community (1:4-8) and ends with another equally liturgical dialogue between different persons: John, the angel, Jesus and the assembly (22:6-21). Both dialogues, in the prologue and epilogue of the book, form a true inclusion, marking Rev as an essentially liturgical book.

The importance of liturgy in Rev --not only as a surrounding milieu, but also as an ecclesial realization-- is something that scholars are unanimously agreed upon. The Church discovers its mystery during the celebration of the liturgy. Entering into communion with the heavenly assembly, it achieves its eschatological goal.

As for the contents of the “book” --which the Alpha and Omega tells John to “write and send to the seven churches that are is Asia” (1:11)-- they are singularly liturgical in character. For it was “on the Lord’s day” (1:10) that the theophany of Christ to John took place on the isle of Patmos. “The Lord’s day” is a typical expression coined by the author of Rev, and its liturgical influence is felt throughout the book. By the Lord’s day the author means Sunday. Rev is the first Christian writing so to designate the Christian Holy Day par excellence. On Sunday the mystery of the death and resurrection of the Lord Jesus is actualized through the ecclesial celebration of the Eucharist.

The Lord, who reveals himself to John the seer, is a High priest, dressed in typically priestly robes, and he officiates at the liturgical service of the Church (1:13). This Church is envisioned in the image of seven golden lampstands. That is to say, this is a Church that vividly celebrates its liturgy, presided over by one who presides in its midst: Christ.

God, the One seated on the throne (4:2-11), and the Lamb (5:8-12), will jointly be acclaimed in a privileged place within the celebratory framework of the liturgy. The Spirit appears in the cultic image of seven lamps of fire, perpetually burning before the throne of God (4:5). The prayers of the Church on earth are lifted up to the throne of God and are received like pleasing incense in his presence, amidst the clouds of perfume of the cups of gold, which are the prayers of the Christian faithful (5:8). The Lord, in the symbolic image of the Lamb, will be acknowledged and acclaimed within the assembly of the Church. The Lamb is a perfectly liturgical Christological title (5:9-10, 13; 12:11; 19:7).

The book unfolds through a series of great doxologies, without which Rev would be totally incomprehensible. These acclamations, like the great chorales in Bach’s cantatas, acknowledge God’s lordship and providence, comment on the unfolding of the history of salvation, and make it proceed positively. Such is the effect of the prayers of the saints (6:9-11; 8:1-6).

The liturgy of Rev serves as a profound bond of union between heaven and earth. Everything positive that the church community does (especially its active witness and its patience in the midst of persecution) finds a faithful echo in the temple of heaven (11:15-18; 12:10-12; 15:3-4; 16:5-7; 19:1-7). The liturgy is, then, a source of communion between the heavenly Church, which does not look down indifferently upon lot of its brothers and sisters, and the testimony of the Church struggling on earth, which is bearing heroic witness to its faith in Christ.

In the Book of Rev there are frequent symbolic allusions to the sacramental life of the Church, especially to the two great sacraments of Baptism (“water of life” and “white robes”) and the Eucharist (Christ will give those who overcome “to eat of the tree of life” and “the hidden manna and a white stone). He will invite them to the banquet and of mutual sharing. The celebration of worship mysteriously anticipates the end of history, the judgment of the Kingdom. The Christian community, which is suffering persecution for His name’s sake, fathers together in the liturgy, celebrates its faith in Christ alive and present in history, to whom it earnestly looks to come definitively in glory. Hence it invokes him with the great liturgical cry, “Come, Lord Jesus!” (Rev 22:20), liturgical echoes of the Aramaic expression “Marána thá” (= “Our Lord. Come!”), found in 1 Cor 16:22 and the Didache 10. In this liturgical fashion, the Book of Rev closes. Rather, it does not close, but opens up joyfully to the hope of the prompt coming of the Lord.

2. SETTING AND HISTORICAL ORIGIN

2.1. Historical context
Rev is a book that faithfully reflects the events of its times, particularly the attack of the Roman Empire on the nascent Church in various forms of persecution or banishment. Apocalyptic books, under the influence of which Revelation was written, arose out of the concrete historical circumstances of their time, as a form of protest against the religious-political evils that were afflicting the people of God, and as a source of deep consolation for the oppressed community.

2.1.1. History and Apocalyptic
Briefly stated, we can distinguish four periods in which religious persecution and the rise of apocalyptic works coincide.

The first period occurred during the violent attempt to Hellenize Palestine, carried out by the Seleucid Ruler, Antiochus Epiphanes (137 BC). He believed himself to be the visible “manifestation” (Gk epipháneia, hence Epiphanes) of God on earth. His aim was to do away with the Covenant, and so he tried to force faithful Jews to adopt pagan practices that were against their faith and customs. Reactions to these Seleucid attempts included the armed revolt of the Maccabees and the Books of Daniel and Maccabees. These works describe these warlike events, but each according to its characteristic literary genre, apocalyptic and narrative. Other non-canonical works included the Book of Jubilees, the Testament of Moses and I Enoch 83-90.

The second period arose in response to the conquest of the Holy Land and the profanation of the Jerusalem temple by Pompey (60 BC). A tremendous affliction fell upon the people when the saw the holiness of their nation and of their temple trampled upon by the sinful sandals of the Gentiles. At this time the Psalms of Solomon and I Enoch 37-71 were written and the Testament of Moses was revised.

The third period came as a consequence of the great Jewish War and the utter ruin of the nation and the temple (70 AD). The Sanhedrin was proscribed, the priesthood was invalidated, and the population was decimated and enslaved. At this time the Books of 2 and 3 Baruch, 4 Esdras and the Apocalypse of Abraham were written. These books speak of an intervention of God in history by means of a symbolic vision aimed at consoling the afflicted people.

2.1.2. History and the Christian Apocalypse
The fourth period coincides with the Christian Apocalypse, which deserves a more detailed treatment. The historical problem of the persecution of the Church by the Roman Empire, which is reflected so starkly in Rev, has been the object of minute and well documented studies. We can sum up critically, without facile extrapolations or undue exaggerations, the most trustworthy conclusions relating to this inevitable conflict between the Church and the Empire.

In the first century of our era, Asia Minor, where the seven churches of Rev are located, was a favorable place for the spontaneous spread of Emperor worship, manifested in a multitude of temples.

This imperial cult fundamentally supposed a whole way of thinking that not only involved a few concrete ceremonies, but affected all socio-political relations between the state and individuals; hence, its transcendence and gravity.

For people of this time, the order of the world depended on the protection that the gods provided for them. These were the guarantors of peace and of life. The Roman Emperor visibly represented this supernatural authority; he was the bedrock of the universe. His person was considered to be a living god and he was given real worship.

Even though a systematic and regular persecution may not have been exercised at the time –although isolated measures and reprisals against particular individuals were indeed carried out—Rev could see in the signs of the times the antithesis between two irreconcilable worlds. Its critique was, then, a deep, dark and lasting one. It was not written on the basis of a momentary impression of a few particular skirmishes. Rather, it deeply discerned a whole conception of the world and of society that was totally contrary and hostile to the Christian Faith.

The Apocalypse of John testifies to this struggle to the death between the Christian Church and the Roman Empire, between the two cities of the New Jerusalem and of Babylon. Hence, Rev is written in radical terms. Perhaps then, more than ever before, Jesus’ dictum that one “cannot serve two masters” (Lk 16:13) became most relevant. Either one adored Christ, the Lamb that was slain, or one inevitably became a slave of the Beast. One either follows Christ, ready to suffer as he had suffered, exclusion from the secular city, rejecting its system of values and accepting persecution, or one becomes a slave of the Beast, entering the ranks of unrestrained consumerism and the network of an inhuman lack of solidarity.

Rev prophetically foresaw the dramatic situation that faced it. This illuminating Book of denunciation and consolation simply had to be written. The providence of God and of Christ willed it. The glorified Christ appears to John and tells him, “Now write the things that you have seen, and the things that are, and the things that will be hereafter” (Rev 1:19). This was altogether necessary in order to sustain the loyalty and courage of Christians, persecuted and scorned because of their name, in their dramatic struggle for their faith.

This is what the Book of Rev is all about: The Christian community, purified by the word of Christ --wisely discerned through the Holy Spirit—must keep alive its witness to Jesus. It must face up to an oppressive world and share the lot of its Lord, namely, rejection and persecution even to death. But from the Book of Rev and from the visions and revelations that Christ grants it, the Church receives the strength it needs in order not to fall blindly under the threats of the Empire. It draws the enthusiasm it needs in order to emerge victorious, just as Christ, the Lamb that was slain, has overcome.

Rev is the book of Christian witness, of Christian martyrs, of those who have not worshipped the Beast or his image, and have been excluded, persecuted and killed. This book is a denunciation of the Empire that aspires to set itself up as a god and demands to be worshipped by its adepts. Many of the difficult expressions in Rev can be understood against this historical background. Its doxologies of belief in Christ, the one and only “King of kings and Lord of lords” (19:16), appear as a public rejection of Emperor worship. In its frequent liturgical acclamations to Christ (see 6:8; 12:10; 13:10 and 15:4), scholars have discovered a Christian retort to pagan hymns addressed to the glory of the Emperor, specifically to Domitian, who believed that he was a god and demanded that he be worshipped as a god.

2.2. Relationship of Rev with the Johannine corpus
Both Jn and Rev have some notable similarities. Let us look at some of the more important ones. Like Jn, Rev has as an essential trait a scheme of two worlds or levels of revelation: “above” (ánothen) and “below” (káto), heaven and earth. The revelation from above, or from the transcendent plane, should be grasped by the Church, which is situated on the horizon of history (Jn 1:51; 16:25; repeatedly in Rev 4-5; 10:1; 12:1-3; 14:1; 15:1; 16:1; 18:1-2; 19:1-10; 21-22:5).

One is also struck by profound likeness of the dualism of “Light-darkness” (Jn 1:5; 3:19; 8:12; 12:35, 46; see Rev 1:12, 16, 20; 19:12) and of “Truth-lie” (Jn 8:44; 14:17; 15:26; 16:13 and Rev 3:7, 14; 6:10; 19:11).

Their vision of Christology is likewise analogous, especially in the union of Jesus with the Father (Jn 10:30, 38; 14:9-11; 17:1-5 and Rev 5:6; 14:1). Both John and Rev have identical titles for Jesus: “Word” (Jn 1:1, 14; 1 Jn 1:1; Rev 19:13); “Lamb” (Jn 1:29, 36; 19:36; Rev 5:6; 6:16; 7:17…); “Shepherd” (Jn 10:1-16; Rev 7:17); “Conqueror” (Jn 16:33; Rev 5:5; 17:14; 19:11-16).

Also similar is the ecclesiological viewpoint of both works. They both share the notion of the Church as the True Israel (Jn 4:22; Rev 12:5, 17), and as the Bride (Jn 3:29; Rev 12; 19:7; 21:2; 22:17).

This whole network of similarities leads us to the following conclusion. Jn and Rev are two books that belong to different literary genres. One is a gospel and the other is an apocalypse. But they maintain a fundamental structure of thought that unites them in the concord of a common paternity. Rev is not a work completely cut off from the Johannine School. Both Jn and Rev are written under the influence of the Johannine School. Hence they are allied in the same inspirational scheme and are expressed in a very similar manner.

2.3. Author, date and place
From what has been said, we can surmise that the author must have been a person of genius, who managed to write a unique and mysterious work. His book aimed at serving this theological truth: Christ’s decisive intervention in the history of humankind. Can we pin a proper name on this person?

The problem of authorship is old and much debated. Even today there is no definitive solution. What follows is a succinct summary. Some commentators believe that the author is John the Apostle, who they also believe wrote the Fourth Gospel. Others believe that it was definitely not that John, but rather an anonymous author, who was a member of the Johannine School. In the second century, Rev was generally agreed to be the Apostle John: thus Justin (+150), Irenaeus (+202), Clement of Alexandria (+211/215) and Tertullian (+222/223). In the third century, some dissenting voices were raised, and there appeared a tendency to regard Rev as quite distinct from Jn: thus Dionysius of Alexandria. No historical tradition has provided a solid foundation for assigning the work to the Apostle John. Add to this the fact that the attribution to the Apostle John was a recourse for defending the canonicity of Rev against the attempts of heretics to label it as a non-revealed book. In fact, it took a long time for Rev to be admitted into the canon of the Church.

We can indicate one solution, which is the most frequently invoked today in the overall field of exegesis. Though there are, as we have seen, some likenesses in vocabulary and great theological themes of Jn and Rev, the literary style of Rev is so totally diverse from that of the Fourth Gospel that it strongly suggests a different author. This might seem to be a contradiction since Rev, on various occasions (1:1, 4) and more explicitly in verse 1:9 refers to himself as: “I, John, your brother and companion.” However, we should not find it strange that the real author of the book takes advantage of the well-known prestige of the Apostle John. This ploy is known as “pseudonymity.” It is a frequent recourse in apocalyptic books (2 Enoch, 2 Baruch, 4 Esdras and the Apocalypse of Peter – none of which was written by these celebrated personages). The author of the Book of Revelation refers to a famous person of the past with whom he feels a special affinity and so places these words of revelation in his mouth. The author of Rev is, then, distinct from the Apostle John. He is a disciple who sets about writing admiringly under the aegis and inspiration of his master, and is in communion with the “school” of the Johannine Church.

The date of composition of Rev must be set around the end of the first century. The testimony of Irenaeus “toward the end of Domitian’s reign” (Adversus haereses, V, 30) seems to confirm this. It is impossible to date it more precisely. It is generally admitted that it was written around 95 AD on Patmos, a deserted isle (even today) in the Aegean Sea, which served as a natural place of incarceration, to which the author of Rev was relegated. There have been no quibbles about the place where Rev was composed.

3. SOME HERMENEUTIC KEYS

3.1. The Apocalypse and symbols. Itinerary for deciphering symbols
We must insist that for Rev, a symbol is not a luxury or a whim or an adornment, but rather a necessary element for expressing its message and meaning. Symbol alone has the capacity for universalizing. Thanks to its symbolic language, what Rev says is not only apt for a determined epoch or a concrete space, but for every time and for every latitude. Symbol is also evocative. It has the power to envelop the reader in a unique and overwhelming atmosphere, which awakens him in an illuminating way and draws him into a new dimension yet unknown, where he can contemplate the mystery of God and of God’s design, even as he passes through moments of incomprehension. We will now offer an interpretative itinerary, which has three important and interconnected phases.

In the first place, the reader of Rev should allow himself to be challenged by the bundle of suggestions of all sorts that a symbol encloses. He must allow himself to be moved and impressed by the innate force of a symbol in Rev. It is not enough just to have a conceptual attitude, which denatures the symbol and converts it into a merely rhetorical device. One shouldn’t imagine that the reader as being armed with a code of equivalencies, so that he could argue ahead of time that “This means this, and that means that, and there you have it!” There is no such thing as a facile “trick” or a set of receipts that immediately convert the symbol into an intellectual datum. Rev is not a dogmatic treatise or a literary fiction, but rather a mysterious book that expresses its theological message in the more open language of symbols. This is its literary genre, and this, consequently, is what the reader should keep in mind.

In the second place, we have to keep on deciphering. We need to keep striving to extract its theological message, for the symbol of Rev is not the result of the author’s fevered imagination or merely a beautiful poetic construct. Rev is charged with biblical riches, well sifted and pondered. It is mainly indebted to a rereading to the OT, to apocalyptic literature and to its author’s own inspiration. Studying Rev thus becomes a reflective, attentive and detailed task –which should leave nothing to chance—that makes use of the best available resources of biblical wisdom and knowledge. This calls for a faithful balance of critical analysis and evocative capacity. Both elements are necessary and mutually complementary.

In the third place, finally, from the standpoint of the life of the community that is reading Rev (Rev 1:3) –with its history of persecution, suffering, fidelity or even of weariness in keeping the faith—we should look for and encounter the answer to the endless suggestions that the book sets forth. Community life and the reading of Rev always go hand in hand, in a dialectic and growing relationship, and they form a hermeneutic circle for understanding it. We who read the book have to strive to understand the content of its symbols from the standpoint of the concrete situation that we are actually living and suffering, the standpoint of our own personal history, that of the Christian community, of the Church and of all humankind. We must hold up and compare the symbol with history, with life, with our own vocation and with our community and apostolic enterprises. Otherwise Rev becomes an esoteric game, a discarnate fiction, without the guiding power to illumine, transform and orient our Christian and Claretian life – the life that we are leading here and now.

3.2. Wakeup calls for a Christian reading

3.2.1. The Apocalypse of John: a living memorial of our martyrs
Rev wants to keep alive the memory of our martyrs. It deals with our martyred brethren who were put to death as the book points out in detail (Rev 2:13; 6:9-11; 7:9-17; 11:7-10; 13:15; 16:5-6; 17:6; 18:24; 20:4). They were martyred like the Lamb that was slain. They conquered thanks to the blood of the Lamb (12:11). Rev has a great relevance in some contexts of today’s world, especially in Latin America and Africa, which are keenly aware of this difficult witness to Christian faith. To keep a living remembrance of our martyrs constitutes one of the deepest meanings of Rev. If we forget our martyrs, we are condemned to forget our origins and roots, to grow up without a tradition or a life-giving sap, to cut our mooring lines. And the first martyr was Christ. Rev is the only NT book that calls Jesus “the Faithful Martyr” (Rev 1:5; 3:14 –“ho mártys ho pistós”), that is, the Witness par excellence, in an absolute sense. Then, after him and with him, come the multitude of martyrs, who keep the commandments of God and the witness of Jesus (Rev 12:17b).

We must read Rev in communion with the martyr Church of our brothers and sisters. We mustn’t allow our reading to turn into a pastime or a cryptic puzzle game. It should be a transforming reading that helps us to unmask the false values that are offered to us, so that we may not fall into their traps and stratagems.

3.2.2. Revelation, a “sapiential” and liturgical book for the community
Rev is a “sapiential” book, a book of wisdom. It is full of calls to reflection. It is not a book to be read quickly or to be devoured avidly. Rather, it should be read with pauses, with attentive and reflective silences. Its reading leads to meditation. The author of Rev is asking the Christian reader for an effort of concentration in order to be able to read intelligently, beneath a series of dense but evocative elements, the profound reality that they represent for the community: the mystery of God, the mystery of evil, the power of faith and the danger of infidelity. The author himself invites us to make interpretive silences (in this context, read the calls issued in Rev 13:9, 18; 17:9). This is so important that U. Vanni, one of the best commentators on Rev, has written that a sapiential reading is the only adequate one for reading Rev. Without these silences and attentive pauses, for bother personal and community discernment, the book will not yield its riches.

We should also point out that Rev is a book of the Christian community. Above all, we should stress that a Christian group is the protagonist of this book, namely, the group that reads and interprets it. This is already stated in the prologue: “Blessed are those who hear the words of this prophecy and keep the things that are written in it” (1:3). Like every book of the Bible, but perhaps more so than others, this book stresses the community dimension. Hence, it should be most relevant for reading and meditating on it in our “Word-Mission” gatherings. It is the community, with all its diverse and complementary members, who can in dialogue and concord unpack the meaning of the different symbols and draw out the many suggestions they contain.

Moreover, this community-book of Revelation finds its privileged place in the liturgy. It is a book to be lived in community prayer, and especially in the celebration of the Eucharist. The Eucharist is an event that actualizes the sacrifice and victory of the Lamb, an event in which the community unites with the whole earthly and heavenly Church, with the assembly of our brothers, living and dead, who are witnesses to Christ. Rev is a book of the liturgy. It finds its ideal and crowning place in community prayer and in the celebration of the Eucharist.

3.2.3. Rev, a commitment book. Dangers of escapist readings.
Rev is a subversive book for the political powers of any empire (the Roman Empire, or any subsequent oppressive empire) that persecutes and kills impoverished people for not accepting the values (or antivalues) that it deceptively offers them.

Rev is not an escapist book that means to beguile us with pipe dreams; rather, it aims at increasing our faith-commitment, a commitment that is lucid, free of enslavements and operating in the service of love. No one is totally immune to the witchery of the empire and its network of satellites.  The project of the empire, the totally secularized city that creates exclusion and servitude, is presented in a seductive manner, and the power of its propaganda reaches into every nook of our humanity. In such circumstances it is not easy to remain faithful to Jesus and his project, to follow his example of denunciation, of commitment to the Father, and of unconditional service to the point of laying down one’s own life. These projects withstand each other face to face. In which of these two projects are Christians in fact engaged?

What a shocking paradox it is that Rev --a whole book of liberation, a work aimed at resisting and never giving in to the siren song of the seductive empire—has been twisted by a well-run propaganda machine into an alienating book! It has been given a millenarian and literalist interpretation by Adventists, Mormons, Jehovah’s Witnesses and others. There is a well orchestrated and manipulated campaign run by various sects and financed, now as well as then, by the empires of the north and south, in order to maintain their unjust power and to stir people up with millenarian theories about the world being about to end in this third millennium. Thus they try to foist their escapist readings on the poor, while attempting to discredit truly committed Christians. These sects manipulate (and profit handsomely from) the Book of Revelation. We all know concrete examples of what we’re talking about.

In some circles there are religious groups of an extremely conservative stamp that project their own religious ideas on Rev, thus giving these ideas an aura of mystery and of revelation. Other reactionary groups spread a pessimistic message, purportedly “based” on a fundamentalist reading of Rev taken quite literally. These phenomena and others like them, which are found throughout the world, are not really Christian, but pagan. They constitute a degradation of Rev and earn great commercial gain for those who hawk them.

4.THEOLOGICAL LINES

We now offer a sober presentation of the deepest dimension of this story and of the most notable figures and personages that occur in it: Christ, God, the Spirit, the Church, and also Christian hope, which affirms the victory of Christ over the sway of evil, which will be completely routed.
4.1.  Christ
Throughout our reading of Rev, we have seen more and more of the protagonist’s role that is played by Christ. Moreover, his privileged presence is seen to be in continuity with the Christology of the NT. What follows is a grouping of its principal traits.

The Lamb. The Lamb is the most characteristic symbol of the Christology of Rev, both because of its frequency (5:6, 8, 12, 13; 6:1, 16; 7:9, 10, 14, 17; 12:11; 13:8; 14:1, 4a, 4b, 10; 15:3; 17:14; 19:7, 9; 21:9, 14, 22, 23, 27; 22:1, 3) and because of the original way it is used. The formulation in the singular, with definite article (to arníon), is unique in the whole Bible. Just as other NT books concentrate on certain christological traits –Hebrews on Christ the High Priest, Jn on Christ the Revealer—so Rev concentrates on the symbol of the Lamb. Moreover, this distinctive expression of Rev is further enriched with three levels of meaning.

First: It alludes to Christ as a figure of the Servant of Yahweh, who sacrifices his life as an offering for humankind (see Is 53:6-7; Jer 11:19).

Second: It refers to Christ as the Passover Lamb, who sheds his blood to deliver his people from sin and to make a new people consecrated to God (see Ex 12:12-13, 27; 24:8; Jn 1:29; 10:36; 1 Cor 5:7; 1 Pt 1:18-19).

Third: It designates Jesus as Mighty King and Lord of History, who victoriously leads his Church (See the following string of apocalyptic fragments: 1 Enoch 89:42, 42; 90:9, 37; Test. 12 Patriarchs Test. Jos 19:8, Test. Ben 3:8; J Ex 1:15). This third aspect is heavily stressed in Rev. Christ is the conqueror. In fact, he has already overcome through his redeeming death (5:5, 9). He is mounted on a white horse to carry out his victory in history (6:2). He fights against violence (6:3-4), social injustice (6:5-6) and death (6:7-8). He emerges as victor over the forces of evil (19:11-14, 20). In this symbol Rev (see 5:6) condenses the total mystery of Christ: his redeeming death, his glorious resurrection, his messianic sway, his perfect possession and bestowal of the Spirit, and his divinity.

The entire Book of Rev is a long gloss on this mystery of Christ as the Lamb. It declares quite realistically the redeeming death of Jesus. It indicates that he was slain and died (1:18), confesses that he shed his blood to free us from sin and to make humankind into a priestly kingdom (1:5; 5:9; 7:14). At the same time it celebrates his resurrection and proclaims him to be the firstborn of the dead (1:5). Above all it designates him as the Living One (1:18). He is permanently standing, that is, resurrected (see 3:20; 14:1; 15:2-3). Christ is glorified (see Mk 16:19; Lk 1:32; Eph 1:20; Heb 1:3; 8:1). He is “seated at the right hand of God,” and his enthronement is expressed dynamically: he appears “in the midst of the throne” (5:6), “between the throne” (7:17), and sharing the throne of God (22:2, 3). He also pours forth the Spirit on humankind (5:6).

Divinity of Christ. The persecuted community of Rev confesses Christ as its God. The book applies to Christ the same attributes that the OT reserved for Yahweh. Thus it allots to the glorified Jesus the same authority and divinity proper of Yahweh. This theological transference is made between Rev and the OT, as well as between various passages of Rev itself. Let us point out a few of them. Between Rev and the OT, we find the similar description of the Son of Man and the “Ancient of Days” (Rev 1:14; Dan 7:9); the identical expression used to characterize the sound of their voice (Rev 1:15; Ezk 1:24, 43:2; Dan 10:6); the same way of describing each as judge and compensator (Rev 2:23; Ps 7:9; Jer 17:10); their equal declaration of love (Rev 3:9; Is 43:3-4); their same promise of life (Rev 21:6; Is 55:1). Within Rev itself, Christ is confessed to be “the Alpha and the Omega” (22:13), just as God is (Rev 1:8; 21:6). “Holy” is used both of Christ (Rev 3:7) and of God (Rev 4:8; 6:10). The liturgical assembly of Rev confesses Jesus as God in a theological acclamation shared with the Father. Jesus receives the same doxological elements as the “one seated on the throne” (4:11 = 5:9; 5:12 = 7:12). From the beginning to the end of the book, the Church of Rev acknowledges the unique Lordship of Christ before the world and confessed his divinity.

High Priest. Through many light-related images, golden lampstands and the diverse priestly references, Rev (1:12-13; 2:1) declares Christ to be the Unique High Priest, who presides at every liturgical service in the Church.

Witness. In a unique way, Christ is the witness. During his earthly life he was already a witness of the Word of God, but now above all, as exalted Lord, he is “the faithful witness,” worthy of all trust (1:5; 3:4; 19:11, 13). By means of the word of Christ, God keeps speaking to the Church of his definitive design for salvation (2:1, 8, 12, 18; 3:1, 7, 14). Jesus himself recommends that his Church read Rev (22:16, 18, 20). To keep his testimony alive in the world and to spread his saving word (14:7), he raises up Christians, who are the “witnesses of Jesus” (2:13; 17:6).

Son of Man. Jesus is designated by the name of this apocalyptic figure and is shown to be the definitive judge (1:7, 13). He comes wielding a sharp sickle (14:14), to carry out the final harvest of the earth (14:5-16). The Apocalypse of John underscores two distinctive notes: 1) the action of the Son of Man is carried out mainly within the sphere of the Church, which he judges and purifies with his mighty word, which he continually challenges by way of the seven letters addressed to the seven Churches; 2) his coming is not reserved for the end, but is occurring in the present (2:5, 16; 3:11, 20; 16:15).

4.2.  God
Christ has brought us closer to the image of God, so long wrapped in mist and far distant from us. He has rescued this image from age-old oblivion and has returned it pure and clean to the Church, so that it might see itself in the face of the Father. Only Christ is the authentic interpreter of God. Seated on his sovereign throne, he extends a hand in a sign of peace and in search of a covenant, and he holds in his hand a book (5:1). No one is able to read it. At this, the seer (and with him all wandering humanity) bursts into tears, because he cannot discover a meaning to orient his life. But Christ takes up the book, reads it, and discloses God’s plans for history (5:5-12).

The presentation of God that Rev offers us, through Jesus, is not the caricature –so regrettably newsed abroad today—of a divine majesty, inaccessibly enthroned and breathing wrath. Using the language of symbols, Rev recovers a genuinely Christian vision of God.

God the Creator. He is the absolute principle of creation. By his will, what once did not exist has been created (4:11). It is He who keeps creation going (15:3; 19:6). He keeps creating and making all things new in an uninterrupted present (21:5). He will bring his creation to consummation in a renewed genesis (22:1-2). He is the beginning and end of creation (1:8).

God of saving power. Only He “is seated” on the throne (4:2, 9; 5:1, 7, 13; 7:10,15; 19:4; 20:11; 21:5), in an attitude of absolute dominion. But he does not turn in on himself in a solitary way. He shows himself to be attentive and concerned. Around his throne burn seven lamps of fire, which are the seven spirits (4:5). From his throne come flashes of lightning, thunders and voices, which are theophanic signs of his readiness for salvific intervention (4:5). He is God, the maker of goodness and of life. In the midst of the throne and around it are living beings (4:6-7). He is the One who is Living forever and ever (10:6). He himself is the destroyer of evil. Before his throne the turbulence of the sea (a biblical symbol of hostility) rests like a tamed animal and is transparent as glass (4:5-6). Far from his throne hurls the great Dragon, the instigator of all evils and origin of the first and second Beasts (20:10).

God of incomparable beauty (holiness). His throne is resplendent with the most precious gems in the world (4:3). He is a God full of peace who irradiates peace. An emerald rainbow surrounds his throne, as a perpetually luminous sign of his benevolence (see Gen 9:13-15). He is so robed in light that the sun and moon are pale and unneeded (21:23). He is decidedly “God of God” and “Light of Light.” This beauty is shown in the splendor of his providence, since he has established a plan of salvation for human beings and for this he is already acknowledged by a part of ransomed humanity (4:11; 5:13; 7:10, 12; 11:17-19; 12:10; 15:3-4; 16:5-7; 19:5-7). He is a God of holiness and he is celebrated as such by the living (4:8) and in the frequent doxologies of the ecclesial assembly (12:10). He alone is holy (15:4) and his judgments are true and just (15:3; 16:7; 19:2).

The God and Father of the Lord Jesus. This is how Jesus has revealed him (1:6; 3:5) and has expressly named him (3:12, 21).  This designation situates the image of God within the true theological perspective of the NT, where it constitutes its central revelation (see Mk 15:34; Jn 20:17; Rom 15:6). The new face of God is that of being a Father. Humankind aspires to see the likeness of God, because his name has been written on their foreheads (22:4), so that however far their steps might stray, they cannot escape the goal of this divine horizon.

4.3. The Spirit

Rev stresses the leading and prophetic role of the Spirit in the life of the Church. Christ pours the Spirit fully upon it, so that the Spirit may help it wisely to interpret his word. He assists it with his protection so that the Church may proclaim the world boldly before the world. The whole book is steeped in the presence of the Spirit.

On the transcendent level, the Spirit is given a special name, distinctive of Rev: “the seven spirits.” This name designates the fullness (the symbolic number seven) of the Spirit, namely, God’s complete power to communicate with and to vivify human beings. The “seven spirits” are before the throne of God (1:4), perpetually burning like seven burning torches (4:5). Christ has this exuberance of the Spirit (3:1), and because he possesses it personally, he pours it out into all the earth (5:6). Already on earth, he is designated in the singular as “The Spirit.”

Throughout the “letters” to the Churches the refrain echoes: “Let anyone who has an ear listen to what the Spirit is saying to the Churches” (2:7, 11, 17, 29; 3:6, 13, 22). This is a wisdom saying that indicates the function of the Spirit to throw light upon the words of Jesus and make them understood. The addressee is in the plural, “the Churches,” that is to say, the Spirit speaks to the universal Church, interpreting the words of Jesus, so that the Church may be converted. Once purified “ad intra” (chapters 2-3), the Church will proclaim the message of salvation (chapters 4-22).

The Spirit protects this Church that bears witness to Jesus and suffers for his sake. This is seen ideally in the image of the two prophetic witnesses who, following the example of “their Lord,” preach, work wonders, suffer all sorts of hostilities, are executed and irreverently profaned (11:8). Despite all of this impiety, the Spirit assures their final victory, and uses their witness to bring about the conversion of many (11:11).

The Spirit keeps encouraging Christians to remain faithful, even though they have to put up with the harshness of persecution. As opposed to the eternal ruin of those who worship the Beast (14:9-11), those Christians who have kept the commandments of God and held fast to the faith of Jesus and have died in the Lord, will be blessed from now on. They will fully rest from all their labors, for their works follow them (14:12-13). The Spirit himself is the guarantor of this pronouncement of eternal blessedness (14:13).

“The testimony of Jesus is the Spirit of prophecy” (19:10). This is a key text for understanding the role of the Spirit. He fulfills a twofold action of systole and diastole. The testimony of Jesus is now made known to the Church by the Spirit, who inspires the prophets (the work of wisdom). It also means that the Spirit transforms the Church into a standing and itinerant assembly, a people of witnesses (the task of mission) who proclaim the unique testimony of Jesus (see this vision in the Synoptics: Mt 10:18-20; Mk 13:11; Lk 12:11-21).

Finally, the Spirit fills the Church prophetically and purifies it as the radiant spouse of the Lamb (19:7-9). And in union with the Spirit the spouse cries out to Christ (22:17).

4.4. The Church
In Rev, the Church appears as a mystery of Christ’s love. He creates her by redeeming her with his blood (1:6), brings into her a multitude from every tribe, language, people and nation (5:9), making them into a kingdom and a priesthood (1:6; 5:10). With his powerful word he renews her in first love (2:4). She is the object of the Lord’s loving predilection (1:5; 3:9). He promises her victory (2:7, 11, 27-28) and grants her his Spirit, so that she may interpret his word wisely (2:7, 11, 17, 29; 3:6, 13, 22), be able to bear courageous witness (19:10), and long and thirst after her Lord (22:17).

Like a shepherd, Christ leads the Church through the desert of history on the way to its eschatological goal (7:17). He relies on the witness of his own, the loyal Christians (17:14; 19:7, 9), until they reach the limits of the final consummation.

There is a lively communion between the local and the universal Church, and between the heavenly and earthly Church. The heavenly Church closely follows the lot of the Christians who are still battling upon earth (6:10-12). The frequent doxologies (4:8-11; 5:9-14; 7:12; 11:15-18; 12:10-12; 15:3-4; 16:5-7; 19:1-7), which dot the book like milestones, acknowledge the lordship of God and Christ against the worship of the emperor, and celebrate the salvific events of humanity on the transcendent plane.

The Lord wants to instill in his Church, peopled by witnesses who are persecuted even to death, a victorious morale, so that they may not succumb to the forces of evil or fall into a defeatist attitude. Left to its own devices, the Church seems poor and needy (Rev 12:3-7, 13-17), but resting in the hands of its Lord, it feels secure, even in the midst of persecution. It is a candlestick that is called to be a star. It aspires to carry out fully its eschatological task (1:16, 20; 2:1). It is a missionary Church, lifted up like a beacon to enlighten all nations, which, observing the source of its splendor, are enabled to find in it the presence of the Lord (21:23-27).

4.5. The Hope of the Church and the Pressure of Evil
The Christian Apocalypse is not a naïve or fantastic book, aimed at entertaining the imagination or diverting us with pipe dreams. It is anchored in the harshest reality. It lives in history and suffers under it. The book employs a sometimes-terrifying symbology in order to alert us to the dominion of the power of evil. Violence, injustice and death go riding on the backs of uncontrollable horses (6:3-8). It also offers some nightmarish images, such as a plague of scorpion-like locusts and the charge of hellish cavalry troops (9:13-21). It shudders at the devastating presence of evil in history and uncovers the demonic origin of its many negative ramifications.

The Church suffers persecution and is martyred in its members. Humanity, too, suffers under the oppression of the powerful. Rev is written in the blood of many victims.

One of the singular features unique to Rev is its delineation of a demonic trinity that is opposed to the Divine Trinity. This demonic trinity fights against the Church and persecutes it to the point of death. Against God the father, Christ and the Spirit, this wicked three rises up, in this order: 1) the great Dragon, who is the instigator of evil in the world (12:3-4, 7-9, 13-17); 2) the first Beast, a sinister symbol of the state which usurps the name of God and tries to make others worship it (13:1-10); and 3) the second Beast or false prophet, who represents every idolatrous ideology (13:11-17). Nevertheless, they will finally be overthrown and cast into the lake of fire and sulfur (20:10).

Only Christ, who has already suffered the great injustice (“the Lamb who was slain”) will emerge the victor (5:2, 5, 6). He will also be joined by his own “who are called and chosen and faithful” (17:14), who have participated in his paschal mystery (7:14) and have fought alongside him (19:14). Then will come the messianic renewal, the apotheosis of the New Jerusalem, envisioned as a resplendent bride (19:7-10; 21:20) and as a perfect city (21-22). It is a city of light, with open gates (21:13), where all of ransomed humanity will fit, and which will shine forever with the glorious light of God and of the Lamb (21:22-23).

This hope fills the church and all humanity. Rev is the book of universal consolation. History has a destiny that will not end in chaos or barbarism, but in eternal happiness. Everything good and noble that man sows on this earth will not disappear. Rather, it will be gathered up as a splendid harvest in the fullness of time, in the new heavens and the new earth. To the martyrs who are suffering and to the Church that is being persecuted, there remains the innermost consolation: the closest connection with the Lamb, and the ability to reign with him in the new and heavenly Jerusalem. That is our glorious destiny. Paul was speaking from his own experience when he said: “It is through many persecutions that we must enter the kingdom of God” (Acts 14:22). Rev shows us that this Kingdom is making itself present on this earth of toil and trouble, that it will break forth in all its splendor with the advent of the New Jerusalem, and that it will come as a gift of God for the reward and comfort of the Church of all times and of ransomed humanity.
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