THEME 10:
THE PERSECUTED CHURCH BEARS WITNESS
TEXT:
Revelation 8:1 – 15:4

BIBLICAL KEY

1. LITERARY LEVEL

1.1. A vigorous mixture of diverse narrative elements
Even a cursory reading of this part of the book discloses a series of manifold, highly dramatic visions. They follow one another so quickly that the reader hardly has time to take a breath or pause. But if we look at them more attentively, they allow us to glimpse beyond the picturesque details a deep, underlying bond that unifies them. They represent the forces of evil which, held back thus far, now violently break into history. All of these forces are directed against the plan of God, who makes the community of Jesus’ witnesses present in the world. This community now sees itself beset, beleaguered, fought and even hounded to death. Nevertheless, God helps and protects it. We are going to contemplate in broad strokes these visions of radical confrontation between evil and the Christian community, which is persecuted because it never ceases bearing witness to Jesus before the world.

1.2.
A septet of trumpets

Chapters 8-9 hark back to Exodus. This parallelism is stressed in ch. 8, of which we now offer a summary reading.

The first trumpet blast provokes a colossal storm of hail and fire, mingled with blood (Rev 8:7). This is an accentuation of the plague of the fourth horse of a sickly pale color (Rev 6:8) and recalls the seventh plague of Egypt (Ex 9:22-26). The second trumpet blast alludes to a volcanic convulsion of cosmic dimensions: a great mountain, burning with fire, which is cast into the sea and turns a third of it into blood (Rev 8:8). This recalls the first plague of Egypt (Ex 7:20 f.). The third is an astral catastrophe: a great flaming star falls upon the earth and poisons its waters, turning them bitter (Rev 8:10 f.). The fourth trumpet blast alludes to a simultaneous eclipse of sun, moon and stars (Rev 8:12; see Ex 10:21; Jl 3:3 f.).

Rev has created a poetic-dramatic evocation referring largely to the plagues of Egypt. Now these plagues are turned against nature: earth, sea, waters and light. They deal with the power of evil, which carries out and anti-divine work, indeed, a sort of anti-creation (note carefully the inverse order of Genesis: light, waters, earth). What God had made good, is now denatured and loses its original goodness.

Just as the plagues were a call not to harden one’s heart, so now the present catastrophes are a pressing invitation to the new “pharaoh” and his followers to be converted and stop pressing free men into slavery. From yet another point of view, these catastrophes are signs of liberation for God’s chosen people, as the plagues were for the Hebrews in Egypt.

1.3.
A “surrealist” description of the “horrors of war”

We have here, in chapter 9, a painting that both impresses and distresses the eye. Rev offers us a varied symbology that allows us to glimpse the realm of the forces of evil where animals metamorphose into ever more sinister figures (9:2-12). A plague of locusts appears, darkening the air and presaging calamity (9:7-9). It is a truly lugubrious picture. The locusts seem to be menacing, like horses prepared for battle. They change into scorpions (9:10) and cause such unbearable suffering that people yearn for death instead, but it does not come (9:6). They become flying horses, with iron breastplates, and “the noise of their wings was like that of chariots and of many horses running to battle” (9:9). The inhuman panorama is touched with perverse human traits. The horse/locusts wear “crowns of gold” and their faces are “like faces of men,” yet they had “women’s hair and teeth like those of lions” (9:7-8). In rapid brushstrokes some of the endemic traits of perversion are portrayed: the arrogance of power and oppressive pride (crowns of gold). The feminine traits are negative: the capacity for witchery and fatal seduction. The malignant instinct of the lion is stressed: his insatiable urge to kill.

The following, almost hallucinatory scene now unfolds. It is of an infernal cavalry made up of a colossal army of two hundred million troops on horseback (9:13-21). The horses rush in a stampede (as in the opening of the first seals), endowed with enormous ferocity. Their heads are like those of lions, while fire, smoke and brimstone issue from their mouths. We can hardly see the horsemen. Both men and horses form a destructive blend, like that of centaurs. They are colored a fiery red, like blood spilt, and they wreak havoc with fire, smoke and sulfur. They are made to destroy, for their tails are like venomous serpents (9:19). They are like extensions of Satan, whom the book calls the primordial “Serpent” or “Dragon” (12:3, 14, 15; 20:2). This infernal cavalry will kill a third part of humankind (9:15, 18).

In this symbolic depiction of the plague of locusts and the infernal cavalry, the book sums up the atrocities of war, worldwide injustice, natural calamities, earthquakes, famine, sickness, epidemics, massive deaths, the countless plagues and sufferings of humanity. In a word, it summons up whatever went into Plautus’ cruel phrase, Homo homini lupus (Man is a wolf to man).

But the author of Rev assumes that his readers can look beyond these sad events, to grasp with spiritual intelligence (spiritualis: “led by the Spirit” and intus-legere: “seeing into,”) the real origin of all the suffering in this world. In order to help his readers to achieve this spiritual understanding of the abyss of evil from which all evil emanates, the author has peopled it with the biblically derived figures of the great Dragon, the first Beast and the second beast or false prophet. These are symbolic designations, cruel and beastly names. The first Beast resorts to violence in order to provoke the faithful to apostasy; he is the image of persecution. The second Beast resorts to persuasion; he stands for seduction.

1.4.
The enigmatic account of the two witnesses

A reading of Rev 11:1-13 reveals traits of a strange and nightmarish allegory, dense with enigmatic and even contradictory images. Very little is explicitly state about these two witness/prophets, whose identity is suggested by an accumulation of indefinite but never clearly disclosed traits. They are told of in a prophetic account replete with OT reminiscences. A normal sense of time is lost, since past, present and future turn and turn about in the account. The place of the action also changes abruptly. Quite distinct cities appear simultaneously as the mournful scene of the death of the witnesses, whose corpses are irreverently left in the public square. Under such circumstances the words of the account take on a fascinating yet threatening aspect. The frame of reference for this oneiric vision does not directly establish the situation. Rather, it manifests it by means of metaphors, which at first cannot be understood, but gradually allow us to glimpse a rich symbolism full of suggestions that are meant to open the way to an understanding of the mystery of the Church. The dynamism of the account is eloquent. It is full of verbs, which appear so rapidly that they create a dizzying train of action. The constant presence of the conjunction “and” not only gives the text a certain primitive quality, but also a kind of existential angst produced by the nightmarish climate of the account, even though it will have a happy ending. But it is necessary to maintain the harsh and even paradoxical language of Rev in order to investigate what lies hidden beneath its idiomatic roughness. Because the present account, drafted in such bold relief –patently disclosing the original writing of Rev—offers an admirable compendium of the Church’s testimony. As Cerfaux remarked: “All of the primitive ideas of this testimony are concentrated in the allegory of the two witnesses.” We must return to this account somewhat later and in detail, in order to detect its outstanding features on the theological level.

1.5.
Three signs (semeia)

1.5.1.
The signs of the woman and of the dragon

In Rev 12 there are two elements that shape the account: the two great “signs” (semeia). The woman and the dragon appear in constant contrast. The woman is mentioned on eight occasions (12:1, 4, 6, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17) and, surprisingly, the dragon is also mentioned eight times (12:3, 4, 7 twice, 9, 13, 16, 17). Moreover, both are introduced in a markedly similar way: the same verb (“was seen”), the same identifying tag (“sign”) and the same place (“in heaven”).

Another contrast --between heaven and earth—also shapes the thread of the narrative. There is a rapid succession of changing places throughout the account. Following these reference points and attending to the unfolding of the narrative action, we can divide the chapter into three basic scenes.

The first scene (12:1-6) begins in heaven. The main characters are the woman, her son and the dragon. There are slight variations in the place of the action that need to be pointed out. Verse 4 alludes to the earth, onto which the dragon’s tail sweeps a third of the stars of heaven. In verse 5 the man-child is taken up to the throne of God, ideally located in heaven. In verse 6, the woman flees to the earth (to the desert, to be exact). With these characteristics in mind, we can call this scene the “Presentation and activation of the main characters.”

The second scene (12:7-12) begins in heaven with the description of a battle between Michael and the dragon (12:7-8). It continues on earth, to which the dragon is cast (12:9). It returns to heaven, where we hear a great hymn of celebration (12:10-12). There is a mutual alternation between heaven and earth. We can call this scene “Combat and Doxology.”

The third and last scene (12:13-17) can be summed up under the brief heading “Persecution of the woman and her offspring by the dragon.”

One element, vitally weak but literarily central, acts as a really dynamic spur and catalyst of all history, in light of which the other figures define their true personality and mobilize the strategy behind this battle to the death. This element is the woman about to give birth to a son. The mysterious woman always appears in reference to her son. She cries aloud because of her labor-pains (12:2). She is again described as ready to be delivered (12:4). At length, she gives birth to a man-child (12:5). Finally, the dragon sets about waging war on the rest of the woman’s children (12:17). The silhouette of the woman stands out against the background of this son (individual and collective), that is, she is considered fundamentally as a mother. The appearance of the dragon is that of being in perennial confrontation with the woman, because she is to be the mother of a son. He confronts the woman who is about to give birth and his intention is menacing; he wants to devour her son (12:4).

It seems fitting, then, to state that the basic theme of the account is the woman-mother, who provokes the threat and the ferocious warfare of the great dragon. God providentially sets the son whom the woman bears in a safe place, but the combat goes on. Against the persistent attacks of the dragon, the woman mother is assisted by both heavenly and earthly powers. She emerges victorious and this triumph is celebrated in heaven with a great hymn. It is now made clear that this woman-mother and her son are not only singular, but also collective in meaning, as the third scene shows. The same struggle goes on, even with redoubled fury on the part of the dragon, whose efforts are now directed against the other offspring of the woman, namely, the Christians.

Rev 12 has created a narrative sequence that oscillates intermittently between heaven and earth in an excessively descriptive style. Its magnitude is surprising. Almost everything in it is “great.” The adjective accompanies both personages and gestures: the great sign of the woman (12:1), the great red dragon (12:2, 9), the great voice in heaven (12:10), the great wrath of the dragon (12:12) and the great eagle (12:14). But the author has especially breathed into his account a growing climate of suspense which is finally resolved only in the last verse: “And the dragon was angry against the woman, and went out to make war on the rest of her offspring, those who keep the commandments of God and hold the testimony of Jesus” (12:17). This offers the ecclesial-Christian key that grants access to the contents, because in it there is an explicit mention of the names of God, of Jesus, of the woman and of her offspring, alluding to those who keep God’s Word, to which Jesus bore witness. But above all, perhaps, it gives is the theological thrust and historical opportuneness of the reading.

The woman is a figure of the Church, which historically brings Christ to birth through its testimony (see Eph 4:12; Gal 4:19). She is also a figure of Mary, the Mother of Jesus and of his descendants.

This apocalyptic account means to strengthen a Church hounded to death by negative powers, as corrosive as they are idolatrous, whose abysmal origin is demonic and whose desperate hatred is bent on cruelly persecuting the Church.

The Church, the People of God, gives birth to the Messiah, and He, with the triumph of his resurrection, resoundingly routs the dragon. The dragon, abjectly humiliated and resentful, now sets about persecuting the community of Christians, who follow the testimony of Jesus. But the triumph and reign of God and of the Lamb has already arrived. It only needs to be completed, and time is running out for the dragon. The dragon’s attack will now be much more cruel, but the assistance of God will be much more powerful.

1.5.2.
The passage through the Red Sea

Leaping ahead for a moment, John is again situated prophetically in heaven, where he is shown another sign –the third—after the prodigious signs of the woman (12:1) and the great Dragon (12:3). He sees seven angels with seven plagues. It is pointed out that these plagues are “the last,” because in them the wrath of God will reach its consummation. This third sign aims at strengthening the faith of the Christian community, after the adversity is has already suffered and the calamity of the plagues which are approaching, Faithful Christians have nothing to fear. As ever, Rev continues to be the book of consolation.

The vision shows the lot of those who have not worshiped the Beast or yielded to his sorcery. A sea of glass mingled with fire appears. This is a symbol referring to the Red Sea (Ex 15:1-9; Wis 19:2-21). Just as the Israelites followed dry-shod in Moses’ footsteps, so the victorious Christians march along the pathway opened by the Lamb.

It had already been indicated (see the full polemic context of chapter 13) that the first Beast was allowed to wage war on the saints and to conquer them, and that he was also given power over all humankind (13:7). All on earth worship the Beast, save for those few whose names are written in the book of life of the Lamb that was slain (13:8). The second Beast pursues the same corrosive action as his predecessor. He aims at making everyone worship the image of the first Beast, so that those who refuse to do so will be deemed worthy of death (13:15). He also demands that the worshipers of the Beast should bear a mark on their right hand or their forehead, thus enslaving them and making it impossible for anyone to escape the Beast’s sway (13:16). The victors in this contest are those who have been free and brave enough to defy the Beasts, refusing to pay them homage or worship. Some of them have paid for their unbreakable loyalty to God at the cost of their life. But as we are later shown, they have conquered and are standing on foot and singing (ch. 14).

1.6.
Function of these chapters

The crucial objective of these chapters is to encourage the persecuted Church by impressing on it the firm assurance that God’s plan is being carried out in the midst of suffering and of the cross. In the course of salvation history, there are some uncontrolled forces that are seemingly boundless in size and in their malice to do radically great harm. They act as a sort of anti-creation. Recall what was said about the plagues. When they are unleashed they seem irresistible. They turn with special virulence against the Church and try to wipe it out. Think, too, of the great Dragon who is poised to devour the man-child, or the torrential waters that seek to drown the woman in the desert. The “world” (in the Johannine sense) rises up to kill the witnesses of Jesus, and the world’s inhabitants take perverse delight over the affront of their death (11:3 ff.). The power of evil will attack the Church, but it will not prevail.

Despite these great persecutions, God’s design is going to be carried out. This is vigorously announced by the angel, who has one foot on the earth and the other on the sea (10:2, 5), thus embracing all humankind, calling them to witness the oath that he swears. His oath, situated as it is in the irradiating center of these narratives, is invested with great solemnity. The mystery of God is going to be fulfilled, as He had announced it to his servants, the prophets (10:7). God is faithful to his saving plan and it is going to be carried out perfectly (the verb used is teléo – to perfect). Nobody or nothing is going to sway him from his gracious design.

But before this plan is accomplished, the Church must taste bittersweet troubles of its task. The book that the seer “eats” tastes sweet as honey in his mouth but is as bitter as gall in his stomach. In other words, the community will feel the joy of announcing the gospel of God, as well as the bitterness that the arduous task of prophesying entails when it is rejected (see the confession of the Prophets Amos 3:38 and Jeremiah 20:9). The Church thus put on the alert, should know that suffering and persecutions await it during its mission of testifying to Jesus.

2.
HISTORICAL LEVEL

2.1.
The persecuted Christian community in Asia Minor

In these narratives there are direct allusions to the persecuted Christian Church in Asia Minor, as we have seen with some detail in the introduction, the particulars of which we will nor repeat here. In the years around 95 AD, a cruel harassment of the Church began. Rev refers to these persecutions and prophesies a deadly confrontation with the Empire, which sought to finish off the Church. These are the primary historical data that we must consider, but they are not the only ones.

2.2.
“Metahistorical” level: present, past, future

It has been conjectured that the account of the two witnesses (11:1-13) directly refers to the events of the great Jewish War. This gives rise to a purely historicist interpretation starting from the a priori assumption that the Apocalypse of John reflects a kind of battle-chronicle of the Jewish War. But if we would be more in keeping with the writing of Rev itself, we should look for a symbolic-ecclesial interpretation. True worshipers are to be found in this universal Church, made up of Christians and converted Jews, who together constitute the true and definitive Israel. Within the Church, the one People of God, the aspirations of the OT and the achievements of the NT come together. In the Church there are ethnic Jews who, following their innermost impulse, acknowledge Jesus as the Messiah. But this is not the case with the Judaizers, who maintain their ironclad attachment to the Law, prefer it to belief in Christ and fanatically persecute Christians. This problem, which arose virulently in the dawning days of Christianity, was now doctrinally entrenched. Rev reflects the last gasp of the most recalcitrant Judaism. It refers pejoratively to the Jews, who are now definitively cut off from the Church, which they denounce and persecute. Rev uses the worst label it can think of to describe them: “the synagogue of Satan” (2:9; 3:9).

Rev solves the problem of history in a masterly way, although even a summary reading of it reveals some anomalous grammatical phenomena, which have been diversely construed by various exegetes. The peculiar and distinctive use of verbal tenses is quite striking in Rev. In the account of the two witnesses, the three tenses are intermingled: present (11:4-6, 9-10), aorist or past (11:11-13) and future (11:3, 7 twice).

This strange grammatical usage in not confined only to chapter 11, but runs throughout the whole book. We already see it in the first designation of God “who is, who was and who is to come” (1:4). The same procedure appears in the doxology that the four living beings and the twenty-four elders sing to the Lamb because of the mystery of his redeeming death and resurrection, which is the origin of the Church (5:9-10). It also appears in the canticle of Moses and of the Lamb, sung by those who had overcome the Beast and had passed through the sea of trial (15:4), as well as in the beatitude for the dead who have died in the Lord (14:13).

The three tenses of the verb continually rotate within the same narrative. Present, past and future are interwoven and mingled, fusing together and creating a special chronological line that marks the time of Rev as “metahistorical.” There are backward leaps and anticipated events, creating a liberation from the determinism of continual time that usually marches on towards it fatal dénouement. In contrast, for Rev, what was past can happen again to us and thus become a present, and the future can be anticipated and happen today.

This way of conceiving temporality is deliberately chosen and demanded by the theme being dealt with, not just by chance, but because of its theological relevance. There is, then, a supertemporal character to the events that are described. They are not merely contingent phenomena that are exhausted in their transitoriness. Rather, they constitute a temporal constant that goes on. This strange singularity makes it clear that the elements described in Rev, such as symbolic visions and prophetic words, take on a lasting validity for the Christian community.

Hence the Church’s experience of martyrdom, ever-illumined by the resurrection of its Lord, is not circumscribed by past events (such as the Jewish War or the persecutions by the Roman Empire) or even what will happen in the future (the ultimate avatars of history), but can be found in all times (such as the 20th century, which has been an age of martyrs). The Apocalypse of John has been able to despoil time of its fleeing temporality and to endow it with a perennial, “metahistorical” capacity. The same can be said of the great historical calamities that are hinted at in these chapters. They continue to be recreated in all times and places by the criminal ambition of human beings.

2.3.
In which historical places is the witnessing Church being persecuted?

Rev considers each event in its deepest theological meaning. Hence –even breaking with the logical schemes of the real surrounding world—the names of the particular cities mentioned here matter little in Rev’s way of thinking, since all of these cities coincide in their negative response to God’s message and are thus deserving of divine judgment. In them, the two witnesses (11:8), figures of the Church, have been persecuted and executed. And so, in mentioning the five localities of Sodom, Egypt, Babylon, Jerusalem and Rome, which persecute all faithful people and Christians, only one city is meant. By referring to the story of these five cities, the book is at bottom telling of the ongoing adventure that is repeated throughout the world and in the historical unfolding of the Church.

Rev tells the history through which the people of God have lived in the past (Sodom, Egypt, Babylon and Jerusalem), updates it (Rome) and projects it into the future (a future which each Christian community, with the help of the Spirit, must likewise update in the sufferings it is undergoing). It is impossible to limit the contours of the “great city” to one single city or to tie the identity of the “two witnesses” to two concrete historical figures. The Great City is not confined to any city in this world. The symbolism of Rev goes beyond any exclusive partiality. Rather, it is open to the broad coordinates of history, because it can take place –and does indeed take place—in each time and in each place. In the epoch of the author of Rev this great city was Rome. But the metropolis of Rev cannot be reduced to Rome tout court. Rather it transcends it by the abounding power of evil in history, which tends to reproduce itself fatally under manifold forms, such as centers of absolute power or suffocating structures that prolong in time and in world geography the same negative and demonic conditions of the five cities mentioned.

Rev refers, as a place of persecution, to any prototype of the secular city, closed in upon itself, a pagan city that idolizes its system of corruption, self-sufficient, full of luxury and extravagant waste, lacking in social solidarity. Chapter 18 of Rev gives a detailed description of the city. Its final verse sums it up by saying that “in her was found the blood of the prophets and of the saints, and of all that were slain upon the earth (18:24). This city, “where their Lord was also crucified” (11:8), continues crucifying the witnesses of Jesus, the Lamb that was slain (5:6, 9, 12).

2.4.
Historical reference of the visions of Rev

Against the two witnesses –an image of the witnessing Church—not just any forces are unleashed, but rather powers that owe their wickedness to the blind fountain (abyss or subterranean waters) that poisons them, namely, the Dragon and his evildoing emanations. In the Prophecy of Daniel, the weird vision of the beasts was applied to the persecution of Antiochus against faithful Jews. But the Book of Revelation spares these figures from any concrete embodiment and elevates them to the level of ominous symbols.

The two prophet-witnesses of the Church fall victims to a force of diabolic origin, a force ominously incarnate in the absolute state, which demands to be adored.

The Great Dragon of the Apocalypse is not a myth or a legendary invention. One cannot have recourse to a theory of legend or myth, for myth does not reside in history.

We must forcefully insist on the Dragon’s historical dimension and the denseness of his reality. The bloody label of “dragon” has been systematically applied to the enemies and persecutors of the People of God: Nebuchadnezzar (Jer 51:34) and especially to the Pharaoh of Egypt (Ps 74:13-14; Ezk 29:3), as well as to Pompey (Psalms of Solomon, 2:29 [25]).

These designations are symbolic, but their reality has nothing to do with fantastic invention. In Rev’s quite original formulation, they constitute the ultimate prop for all of those negative personages and events that have taken place and have not ceased to be propagated in the history of salvation.

3.
THEOLOGICAL LEVEL

3.1.
The Church, seen in the two witnesses (Rev 11:1-13)

These two witnesses are presented “without any introduction, as if this had already been done.” The presence of the definite article in the Greek text makes us think that they were two figures well known to the author and the readers of the book. But they are not, however, familiar to us, who are readers far-removed from the world of Rev. The initiative in the appearance of these two witness is, as in earlier actions of the Book, completely attributed to God.

Rev focuses –as the most visible expression of their presence—on the strange attire of the two witnesses. It states that they are “dressed in sackcloth.” This sober detail of their vesture sets them in the ranks of the long line of OT prophets, culminating in John the Baptist; they are in fact called to prophesy. Their dark “uniform” is a sign that characterizes their duty to preach chastisement, as was the case with the precursor of Jesus. Moreover, their rough garments typify the somber nature of their message. They are penitent prophetic witnesses. The only other place that “sackcloth” appears in Rev is during the opening of the sixth seal where, following a great earthquake, there is a solar eclipse: “the sun became black as sackcloth” (6:12). Wearing sackcloth indicates the prophetic task of the two witnesses and also the dark side of their prophecy, since wearing sackcloth is a sign of mourning and penance (Gen 35:34; Is 22:12; Jer 4:8; Jon 3:6-8; Mt 11:21). These two prophet-witnesses will not carry out a glorious or brilliant career. Rather, their voice will be a “torment to those who dwell upon earth” (11:10), an insistent and not well received call to repentance.

Who are these two prophet-witnesses? 

Exegesis offers some unequal answers. We will offer the best known explanations, fully aware of the difficulties of interpretation.

- Real personages of the OT. First, we find Elijah and Enoch, for according to the OT both were carried up into heaven. Then we find Elijah and Jeremiah, for the death of the latter is not known, and there ought to be a day when he will fulfill the prophecy of being a prophet among the nations (see Jer 1:5). Then we find Elijah and Moses, the latter of whom is interpreted thus in the apocryphal “Assumption of Moses.”

-Representative personages of the OT. We find The Law and the Prophets, because Jewish apocalyptic expected the appearance of two figures like Moses and Elijah who were not going to die (see 4 Esdras 6:26).

- Real personages of the NT. Reference to the OT is left aside, since the persons alluded to in the old economy could not be martyrs in the strictest sense. Two candidates are Peter and Paul. Exegesis later oscillated between different Christian candidates, such as James and John or two Jews converted to Christianity and later martyred.

- Two persons to come in the future, whose identity is impossible to establish now.

- Stephen and James. This is the most recent explanation, based on the supposition that these two Christian martyrs were best known in Asia Minor and Jerusalem.

Trying to follow along this line results exegetically in simple conjecture. It is a road that leads to no reliable end, because the two witnesses exceed any single application and rise to the level of symbols of the prophetic Church. They represent the ensemble of the Church’s prophets, whose mission is to bear witness to the gospel of Jesus before the world.

3.2.
The Church “has to” bear witness

Christ wants his witnesses to carry on his mission by proclaiming a prophetic and purifying word, a prolongation of the same word that came forth from the Lord’s mouth. At the same time he assures Christian prophets that, despite threats and dangers, God will watch over them and guarantee the fulfillment of their testimony. This is the same order that the Lord gave to John, the seer of the Apocalypse: “You must prophesy again to many nations and peoples and tongues and kings” (Rev 10:11).

This is an urgent theological need for the Church’s Christian witness. We should point out that, as a core message, no impediment can allow the Church to desist from fulfilling its mission to bear witness. The inevitability of prophetic witness is stressed. The Church “has to preach the gospel,” and nothing or nobody –even though they may and in fact do cause it harm—can cause it to abdicate its evangelizing efforts. In its task of testifying, the Church is invincible and unbreakable.

This testimony is based on the testimony of the historical Jesus. When faced by death threats from Herod and the attempts of the Pharisees to dissuade him (see Lk 13:31-32), Jesus resolutely states: “Yet today, tomorrow, and the next day, I must keep walking” (Lk 13:34). The Church has to speak a word and offer a witness to the world, and, depending on its acceptance or rejection, the world will be either saved or damned. The Church’s word and witness (the two are inseparable) only make sense when their content is christological: the paschal mystery of Jesus’ death and resurrection.

According to Rev, absolutely speaking there is only one faithful and trustworthy witness, Jesus Christ (Rev 1:5; 3:14). To keep his testimony alive throughout history, Jesus relies on the testimony of the Church. This witnessing mission constitutes both the glory and the inevitable task of the Church. In Rev, Christians are called “witnesses of Jesus” (2:13; 11:3; 17:6). They depend on him and they point toward him by their life and by their word. The Church of witnesses is modeled on the witness of Jesus, which it reproduces and brings up to date.

From the very moment that Christian takes the life of Jesus –which culminated on the Cross of the Lamb who was slain—as its supreme rule of life, it can never adjust comfortably to any society, but must come into conflict with it. No Christian apostle can be surprised by persecution; rather, he must always count on it. He must strictly fulfill the word of Jesus: “No servant is greater than his master. If they have persecuted me, they will also persecute you” (Jn 15:20).

This missionary effort of the Church takes on the character of an urgent and imperious need. The Church simply must bear its witness of Jesus to humankind. Hence the witnessing mission of the Church –seen in the image of the two witnesses—is placed precisely here (11:1-13), in keeping with the dynamic structure of Rev, as the indispensable thread that runs through the history of salvation. Only when the Church has “completely fulfilled” its witnessing work, will the angel sound the seventh and last trumpet (11:15a). But before this last sound is heard, the Church must fulfill its mission: to announce to the world the living word of the gospel.

3.3.
The power of evil rages against the Church

Few writings of the NT speak as realistically as Rev does concerning the corrosive power of evil, which invades humankind, dehumanizing it and leading it astray from its goal of salvation.

The mass of humanity is violently opposed to the message of salvation. This demonic power rages against the Church and turns cruelly against the witnesses. The very presence of the two witnesses as witnesses of Jesus –their very existence—eloquently points to what is mundane and sinful in the world and the world finds this mute reproach intolerable. It cannot stand the witnesses and so it kills and finishes them off, both really and figuratively, because the text states that the world not only eliminated them by physical death but also by dishonoring their bodies, not consigning them to the earth but exulting over their unburied cadavers and thinking that God is on their side. Jesus had already prophetically warned his disciples: “Indeed, an hour is coming when those who kill you will think that they are offering worship to God” (Jn 16:2).

The corpses of the two witnesses were laid out in the main street of the great City (Rev 11:8). This street or plaza (Gk. plateîa = broad way) was such a public places that it was impossible not to notice what was going on there. It was, then, a place ill-suited to the repose of the dead. The phrase itself contains a shocking contrast: the deep respect that a dead human body deserves, and the public thoroughfare where the cadavers of the two witnesses are exposed.

The victory of the enemy’s forces was palpable to all, because of the extreme humiliation inflicted on the two prophet-witnesses by leaving their dead bodies unburied. To leave a corpse unburied was a supreme insult (see Ps 79:2-3; Jer 8:1-2, 16:4, 25:33; 2 Macc 5:10), the same insult that would have been in store for Jesus (Mt 27:57-61; Mk 15:42-47; Lk 23:50-55; Jn 19:38-42).

In few texts of Scripture are we told so crudely of the consequences that Christian witness entails. Those who dwell on earth “will rejoice over them and celebrate and exchange presents” (11:10 – a counterpart of the Jewish liturgical celebrations of Purim. See Est 9:19, 22; Ne 8:10, 12). But this is a macabre celebration. How is it possible to rejoice over the death and desecration of the witnesses of Jesus!

In the background of this apocalyptic scene, we seem to hear the prophetic words that Jesus had addressed to his disciples: “Amen, amen I say to you that you shall lament and weep, but the world shall rejoice” (Jn 16:20).

According to Rev, the reason alleged for this wicked behavior is that the two prophet-witnesses were “a torment to the inhabitants of the earth” (Rev 11:10). Ahab called the prophet Elijah –whose story has been frequently alluded to—the “tormenter of Israel” (1 Kgs 18:17). Thus, the tragic lot of all the prophets seems to be repeated in an unending history.

We must add, in keeping with Rev, that the bodies of the two witnesses are not an image of a dead Church, but rather the ultimate reflection of the Church’s fidelity in witnessing to Jesus. As the Lord told the Church of Smyrna: “Be faithful until death, and I will give you the crown of life” (Rev 2:10). This is later confirmed by a loud voice from heaven that cries out the refrain: “They did not cling to life even in the face of death” (12:11).

3.4.
Evil has demonic roots and it acts against the Church

Evil is no due only to the “malice” of human beings, but rather to a superhuman force that corrodes and corrupts the original goodness of human beings. The seer of Rev is himself suffering exile on the isle of Patmos and he prophetically foresees the magnitude of the persecution that is aimed at the Church. Hence he speaks radically, in terms of an existential dilemma: either follow Christ the Lamb, or become a follower of the Dragon and of his Beasts.

John uses a set of sinister symbols, not in order to create a beast fable, but in order to delve more deeply into the enigma of evil, which profanes history and wages war against the Church. No biblical author has been more daring or clairvoyant in digging down more deeply into the hidden roots of evil.

Thus, in his prophetic visions, he sees three horsemen riding three wild horses that symbolize the three great plagues of humankind: violence, the red horse; social injustice, the black horse; death, the sickly green horse (chapter 6). Then there is the devastating plague of locusts (9:1-12), followed by the infernal cavalry (9:13-21).

But evil is fundamentally embodied in a cruel caricature of the Blessed Trinity. Against God the Father, Christ and the Holy Spirit, the Great Dragon, the first Beast and the second Beast or false prophet form a total antithesis.

Head to head, as on the battlefield of history, good and evil square off against each other. Good belongs to the Blessed Trinity. Evil comes from the Dragon, the first Beast and the second Beast or false prophet. These three form an infernal trinity, the primordial forces of evil. Throughout salvation history, they struggle against God, especially against his active presence on earth: Christ the Lamb and his Church. They try to pervert history, to dehumanize humanity, to scatter the Church and to erase from history the footprints of God and of the Lamb. The essence of this satanic troika is corruption. Its aim is to go completely against God, to combat the Church by all means within its grasp, either through the ferocity of its persecution or through the blandishment of its powers of persuasion or deception. This threesome is constantly in battle array and its vexation is shown incessantly in history.

3.4.1.
The great Dragon

The great Dragon is presented as a primordial symbol of evil (12:9), laden with many of the odious labels that the prophets applied to the worst enemies of the people, such as the Pharaoh and Egypt (Is 51:9; Ezk 29:3, 32:2). The Bible has described him in the full range of negative epithets in its vocabulary. He is called and is the “old serpent” (who seduced Adam and Eve, Gen 3:1-7). He is also called the “Devil” or “Satan” (Devil is the Greek translation of the Hebrew word Satan). “Satan” means “the accuser” (see Job 1:6; Zech 3:1; 1 Chr 21:1). He is still at work trying to seduce the whole world and to accuse Christians (Rev 12:9-10).

According to the interpretive key of Rev, the great Dragon represents the invisible and ultimate origin of the evil that seethes and reproduces itself in human history – the vitality of evil. Only a living source such as the great Dragon is capable of giving rise to the many maleficent ramifications that are manifested and propagated in the history of humankind.

It is the great Dragon that empowers the first Beast (13:2) and also, through the first Beast, the second Beast, which also speaks like the Dragon (13:11).

Face to face with the power of God and his plan of eternal salvation, the great Dragon has an instinctual sense of perdition and destruction. His very essence is corruption. Just as there is a communion among Christians –a union between heaven and earth—namely, the “communion of saints,” there is also the counterpart of a communion of evil, brought about by the satanic troika and its emissaries, the tyrannical powers of the earth.

3.4.2.
The first Beast

The first Beast (Rev 13:1-10) arises from the sea, from the dark world of chaos (see Gen 1:2; Ps 88:10-11), like the four beasts seen by the prophet Daniel (Dan 7). The sea personifies the forces hostile to God. The Beast appears to be a hybrid, a cross between several animals, combining the traits of the beasts announced by Daniel. He has ten horns and seven heads. We should point out that all these horns and heads also represent the sum of the four beasts glimpsed by Daniel. They sum up all the empires that historically oppressed the people of God. Rev prophetically views them as embodied in the antichrist or the Roman Empire. This being seeks to be worshipped. It attacks God and the saints, who dwell in heaven. Rev exhorts its readers to remain patient in face of the adversity that awaits all Christians: suffering, exile and the sword. But the deep identity of this first Beast is only discovered when it is compared with the reality of Christ, of whom it is but a sinister shadow.

The book of Rev itself offers us a series of stark contrasts between the Lamb and the Beast. Gathering together some details sown throughout its pages, we can come up with a working result. We will simply select some of these antagonistic elements and put them together. A careful look at their contrast is eloquent enough. In the light of the Lamb, the grotesque silhouette of the Beast stands out. The Beast’s very existence is like an obscene mockery hurled at the divine person who is the Lamb, Christ the Lord. His grimaces and gestures, which are but foul imitations of the presence of the Lamb, give him away as the empty and ridiculous figure that he is.

The antagonism between the Lamb and the first Beast:

The Lamb is, as in the messianic oracle, the Lion of the tribe of Judah (5:5).

The Beast is a hybrid: a weird mixture of leopard, bear and lion (13:2).

The Lamb has died, yet lives (1:18; 2:8); he was slain, yet is standing (5:6).

The Beast has been wounded in one head, which heals, whereupon he tries to mimic the Lamb by bearing his own weird stigmata (13:3).

The Lamb, who is Christ dead and risen, has seven horns and seven eyes, which are the seven spirits of God, sent forth to all the earth (5:6)

The Beast has seven heads (13:1) and ten horns, which are ten kings (17:12).

The Lamb that was slain is worthy to receive power and strength from Him who is seated on the throne (5:7, 12).

The Beast receives his power and strength from the Dragon (13:2) and exercises it on earth (13:7).

The Lamb, together with the Father, is worshiped by all living creatures in a grand and solemn way: “To the One seated on the throne, and to the Lamb, be praise and honor, glory and might, forever and ever” (5:13).

The Beast, together with the Dragon (who gives the Beast power), are worshiped by the whole world, which has been fascinated and seduced by them (13:3-4).

The Lamb is standing (5:6) on Mount Zion, a symbol of final victory (14:1).

The Beast, in contrast, arises from the sea (13:2); he comes up from the abyss, but is going to final ruin (17:8).

The Lamb’s followers bear an indelible sign of belonging to him, a seal on their foreheads (7:3) or the inscription of the “name” of God and of the Lamb (14:1).

The Beast’s worshipers, who have been deceived by him, also bear a “mark” on their hand or on their forehead (19:20).

The Lamb has his loyal troops, a hundred and forty-four thousand of them, who follow the Lamb wherever he goes (14:1, 3). Those who are “called -- the chosen and the faithful” (17:14) fight alongside the Lamb.

The Beast also has his emissaries, the kings of the earth and  “kings along with the Beast” (17:12-14).

Finally, the Lamb overcomes the Beast and his followers, because the Lamb is King of Kings and Lord of Lords. “Victorious, too, will be his followers – the ones who were called: the chosen and the faithful” (17:14).

The author is decidedly clarifying some important issues here. Which is more powerful, Christ or the Empire? Where is the victory, among the martyrs, who are humiliated and shed their blood, or among the murderers, who apparently triumph? Who is the Lord, Christ or the Emperor? Through this refined parallelism, Rev offers a key to solving these issues. It responds to the cry of Michael, the Archangel: Who is like God! The answer is clear. Christ is the Lord, he who is, who was, and is to come, whereas the Beast was, but no longer is. Rev also answers with a message of consolation. Christians have a glorious destiny. Their names are written in the book of life of the Lamb that was slain.

Thus, the first Beast symbolizes and empire or state –or their representatives, emperors or absolute rulers—that go against God, against his plan of universal salvation or against his design of justice for all, and that demand to be worshiped. In order to achieve this idolatrous objective, they will resort to every sort of persecution. This persecution, as a permanent symbol that has to be discerned by the Christian community, is not limited to the Roman Empire. Imperial Rome is, so to speak, its characteristic emblem. It tends inexorably to reproduce itself in other closed systems and in centers of absolute power that strive against God and to enslave the image of God’s life and liberty, namely, humankind.

3.4.3.
The second Beast

The second Beast (Rev 13:11-18) come up out of the earth, namely, the horizon where human history unfolds. On three occasions the Rev itself identifies and singles him out by the same designation: the false prophet (Rev 16:13; 19:20 and 20:10). His deep and dark reality emerges when he is set on a par with the Holy Spirit, whom Rev loves to call the Spirit of prophecy (19:10).

It is the Spirit who speaks to the Church, interpreting the word of Jesus (Rev 2:7, 11, 17, 29; 3:6,13, 22; 14:13; 22:17). In his own perverse way, the second Beast tries to do something of the sort for the image of the first Beast (13:15).

Biblical prophecy is represented by Elijah, who worked the great wonder of bringing down fire from heaven to earth (1 Kgs 18:38; 2 Kgs 1:10, 12). The Holy Spirit came down upon the apostles in the form of tongues of fire (Acts 2:3). The second Beast also works wonders, but his aim is to deceive (Rev 13:14; see 2 Thes 2:9). He even makes fire come down upon the earth (Rev 13:13).

The Spirit of God breathes life again into the two prophet-witnesses (Rev 11:11). The second Beast gave life to the first Beast’s image (Rev 13:15).

The second Beast is the spirit of lies, the false prophet. He represents the full power of the empire’s persuasion and propaganda. He is the “intelligentsia” that serves the totalitarian state in order to win men over into subjection and idolatrous worship. His ability to cajole and flatters is sometimes more effective than direct persecution. He marks his dupes on the forehead – that is, in their decision-making power. He also marks them on the hand – that is, in their initiative. He forms adepts and fanatics, forms completely closed groups, and impedes the free commerce of ideas and free interchange between persons.

The second Beast signifies the propaganda of the state that demands to be worshiped, in other words, any and every form of promotion and deception that helps this totalitarian state to exist. It represents every ideology that does away with peoples’ ability to make religious and autonomous decisions, in order to win its idolatrous and antihuman worship. This force of propaganda makes people accept without discussion the values or pseudo-values that sustain the power of the state: luxury, pride, economic and political power, and the ability to live without God (see Rev 13:16 ff.). A network of propaganda keeps on annulling peoples’ liberty. As C. Mesters comments, “police control was total; nobody could escape its vigilance (13:16). Whoever would not support the empire’s regime could neither buy nor sell anything (13:17). The Emperor was presented as if he were a new Jesus. They even used to say that he was a risen lord (13:3, 12, 14). The whole world worshiped him as he was a god, and supported his regime (13:4, 12-14).” The situation for Christians who wanted to remain faith to Jesus and to the values of the Kingdom was, therefore, very difficult. They were tempted on two fronts: the fear of bloody persecution and the blandishment of propaganda.

At this point, Rev issues a call to sapiential reflection. It asks Christian readers to have the “wisdom” to decipher the number of the Beast. In keeping with the rules of “gematria” (where letter stand for numbers), 666 could be the sum of the Hebrew letters for the Greek name “Neron Kaisar” (NRWN QSR in Hebrew), for Nero Caesar. This demonic and bestial power was incarnated in the person of Nero, abhorred by Christians. Nero’s spirit seemed to be incarnate in successive emperors. The present one, at the time of Rev, was Domitian, who was by no means undeserving of his predecessor’s fame. But remember that the number is 666 (the epitome of imperfection) and not 777, which means that the persecution, though bloody, will not be total. The symbol at once announces persecution and indicates its partial character. Always, even in the midst of the harshest realities, Rev enlightens them with a word of comfort. The Christian community must live in a state of alert, but it must never go down. Despite the satanic character of the persecution, it will never be more than partial and deficient. It has not reached the number seven, that is to say, fullness.

3.5.
The Church –as prophetic—is aided by God

God is ever watchful that the Church should remain constant in its confession of faith and in its testimony, never tainted by the depraved teaching of the Beasts and never annihilated by the ferocious persecution of its enemies.

The Church is presented as being at once the Temple of God and the Court of the Gentiles (Rev 11:1-3). One of Rev’s original contributions is that, with the full weight of its expressive imagery, it has gone further than any other biblical writing in stressing these two dimensions of the Church: the Church at its most holy (the Temple of God) and at its most abject (the outer court of Gentiles, a city that is trampled upon). The Church has these two dimensions at the same time: the protection granted it by God, but also the kenotic aspect of being humbled, extremely oppressed and profaned to the point of rejection and execration. From the viewpoint of God (or of faith), it is glorious; from the viewpoint of man (at ground level and according to appearances), it is humiliated. And this ambivalence (not ambiguity) is found within the one Church. Rev surpasses the Jewish apocalyptic notion of historic reality, which sees these things dualistically. In Rev, there is no such ontological dualism. There are not two Churches, but only one Church which, during its walk through history, combines both elements of glory and of crucifying humiliation.

This comforting certainty for the Church on earth –knowing that it is continually under the protection of God—is also confirmed within the Book of Rev by some special images and sayings.

According to the initial apparition (1:16) and the presentation to the Church of Sardis (3:1), Christ is the one who holds the seven stars in his right hand. The Church feels safe resting in the powerful hand of its Lord. It rests “in his right hand,” which is full of the divine omnipotence and sway that the OT assigns to the right hand of Yahweh. Christ thus assures the full realization of the Church’s witness and its eschatological fulfillment.

The Lord promises that those Christians who overcome will be set up as pillars of the Temple of God (Rev 3:12a), thus guaranteeing their permanence (in the solid and stable image of a “pillar”) in the Holy of Holies (the Temple of God). Now nothing or nobody can cast them out, for He will engrave the name of God on their forehead (3:12b).

144,000 –a numerical image of the Church as the new messianic people—will escape the harm of the plagues. Christians are marked with the seal of God (7:3-4) as a sign of divine protection. Just as a brand mark on the forehead was a sign of slavery (a stigma burnt on the bodies of slaves, indicating their total belonging to their master), so those marked with the divine seal are destined to serve God alone. Thus the end of Rev show the realization of their destiny. The servants of God will give worship to God, will behold his face and will forever bear God’s name on their forehead, thus making God their only mental horizon (22:3-4).

The Church itself is aided during the harsh years of its persecution. The “woman” (an image of the Church both in its glory and in its neediness), who gives birth to Christ in history, flees into the desert, because the Dragon is about to devour her son (12:4). But in the desert God prepares a place where she can be taken care of for one thousand two hundred and sixty days (12:6). The Dragon pursues the woman, but she was given the wings of a gigantic eagle so that she could fly off to her place in the desert, far from the Dragon (12:14). The Dragon persists in persecuting her by spewing a torrent of water out of his mouth to sweep her away (12:15). But the earth comes to the woman’s rescue by opening its mouth and swallowing the flood (12:16). These are repeated symbolic references that refer to the continual protection –more powerful whenever the enemy’s attacks are at their harshest—that God provides for his Church.

The Church rests in the providence of its Lord. This is what constitutes this intimate certainty – though it will not spare the Church from persecutions. It is a mystery that gives the Church fortitude in the midst of strife, keeping its faith alive and enabling it to bear witness before the world that harries it. Persecutions will come for the sake of the gospel, and Rev faithfully records some of them. But these persecutions are not signs that God has abandoned the Church, even though he may seem to have forgotten it and let it slip from his hand. Rather, they are the stigmata inflicted on it by the world, covering its body, so that in this way the entire passion of Christ may be realized in it and the time of its witness may be fulfilled.

3.6.
Prophetic witness is fruitful: it creates life

The Church, which seemed to be overthrown and crushed, rises victorious. Christian witness is mysteriously reborn and rises from its own ashes. Or perhaps, to borrow a line from Ezekiel, we could say that life surges up for the Church from the dry bones of the slain and risen witnesses, whose bodies lay ignominiously in the hard and unfertile main street (plateîa) of the great City. One might also think that the streets of the city of the New Jerusalem ought to be hard and unfertile since they are “of pure gold, transparent as glass” (Rev 21:21). Yet from these streets the tree of life springs up for the healing of all nations (22:2). When everything seems to be over and done with –and could there be a more desolate scene than two unburied cadavers or a mountain of dry bones?—God, through his Spirit, gives new life to his Church by raising up a multitude of witnesses.

But above any other model of inspiration (such as Genesis or Ezekiel), the author of Rev is thinking of the death, resurrection and ascension of the Lord, the model of all Christian witnesses. The whole train of the story –made up as it is of evocative strains that are sometimes very subtle and hard to interpret-- acquires a perfect unity with the explicit mention of Jesus in connection with the city where the two witnesses died, “where also their Lord was crucified” (11:8). The presence of Jesus completely fills the account, which is shaped after the supreme testimony of Jesus. The prophetic word of the Church, its violent rejection by the world, its own death, resurrection, ascension and triumph, are all modeled on the example of Jesus Christ.

This indubitable leading role of the Lord vigorously underscores the fact that the Church justifies its existence when it reproduces the very life of Jesus on earth. The destiny of the Church is based on the destiny of Jesus. The existence of the Church consists of bearing witness to Jesus.

After each persecution, the Church comes out purified and rejuvenated. This strengthening takes place on a universal scale and on the historical level. The Christian cross is the beginning of universal salvation. This mysterious resurrection alludes to the fruitfulness of Christian witness, which is a prolongation of the sacrifice of Christ. As Jn 12:24 puts it: “Unless a grain of wheat falls into the earth and dies, it remains but a single grain; but if it dies, it bears much fruit.”

The two witnesses follow Jesus closely and, by identifying with his life, die and rise with him and like him. Rev 11:12 specifies that they went up to heaven “in a cloud.” It is important to point out that this cloud, like the one that appears in the ascension of the Lord (Acts 1:9), is not just a vehicle that transports the two witnesses to the transcendent realm, but is also a veil that covers their indescribable grandeur. The prophet-witnesses reach the level of their optimal Christian fulfillment, the fullness of their victory. It is the denouement of their entire witnessing life, like that of Jesus, who rose into heaven and is seated at the right hand of the Father. Hence it represents the glorious crowning touch of their career. We are also told that during the ascension of Jesus a cloud took him out of their sight (Acts 1:9). But at that time, the last sight of Jesus ascending was seen only by a limited number of “men of Galilee” (Acts 1:11). Now, in contrast, the spectators who contemplate the wonder of the reborn Church are representatives of the whole world.

This event of the Church’s victory presupposes, on God’s part, the fulfillment of God’s design, his last word, which is in favor of the two prophet-witnesses. On the part of these witnesses, it signifies the conclusion of a history that is completely identified with the witness, death and resurrection of Jesus. This history now reaches its zenith in a victory like that of Jesus, now glorified, the victor of life and conqueror of death.

The account ends by showing that those survivors who are converted give glory to God. This seems to be the ultimate reason for a witnessing Church. In Rev 14:7, the angel in midheaven proclaims good news for all who are on earth. This proclamation is addressed “to the whole world” (reminding us of the “people of every nation, race, language and people” of 11:9), calling them through God’s judgment to be converted. The two prophet-witnesses and the Church bear witness before the whole world to the “everlasting gospel” of conversion, the exclusive aim of which is to give glory to God. The object of the witnessing Church is to proclaim the word of Jesus, enlivened by the Spirit, and thus to seek in all things the glory of God.

3.7.
God counts on the prayers of Christians

Rev shows in its visionary way, by means of daring symbolic images, the way in which the prayers that Christians make in communion with Christ are necessary and even indispensable in the plan of salvation willed by God. The saving effectiveness of Christian prayer passes through three moments that are coherently woven into the complex structure of the book: they rise, they are perfected and they operate.

3.7.1.
God receives our prayers like incense

There is a very solemn moment in Rev. When the Lamb takes the scroll and interprets it, there is a liturgical reaction bound to this action of the Lamb. “When he has taken the scroll, the four living creatures and the twenty-four elders fell down before the Lamb. Along with their harps, the elders were holding vessels of gold filled with aromatic spices, which were the prayers of God’s holy people” (5:8). These prayers appear to be closely related to Christ the Lamb. These are not the prayers of the angels, living in the realm of transcendence, nor the prayers of the martyrs in heaven. They are the prayers of the “saints.” And in the proverbial terminology of the NT, “saints” refer directly to all the baptized. There is not a single prayer made by Christians that is rejected. All their prayers are fully accepted by God, who makes the history of salvation advance.

3.7.2.
God perfects the prayers of Christians

How can our prayers be accepted by God? Rev provides the answer. “Another angel came in holding a censer of gold. He took his place at the altar of incense and was given large amounts of incense to deposit on the altar of gold in front of the throne, together with the prayers of all God’s holy ones. From the angel’s hand the smoke of the incense went up before God, and with it the prayers of God’s people” (8:3-4). 

The prayers of Christians are deposited on the altar of God. For God, there is not a single Christian prayer that is superfluous or unfruitful. These prayers, even taking into account their human weakness or lack of meaning, are perfected. The incense that the angel adds to them symbolically expresses an action that integrates and perfects them. Our prayers, by means of this mysterious incense, reach God, are improved, and are converted into an aroma that God gladly accepts.

Paul too had faced the same difficulty. He experienced that Christians, who were subject to the influence of vanity, groaned and cried out to be freed from it. But how could they achieve it if they were weighed down by weakness and the flesh? The Apostle hit upon the answer to this question. He attributes this sanctifying action to the Holy Spirit. “The Spirit too helps us in our weakness, for we do not know how to pray as we ought; but the Spirit himself makes intercession for us with groanings that cannot be expressed in speech. He who searches hearts knows what is the mind of the Spirit, because the Spirit intercedes for the saints according to the will of God” (Rom 8:26-27).

3.7.3.
The salvific effect of our prayers

Once our prayers have been accepted in the presence of God, they display some salutary consequences. Rev refers to this with its distinctive symbolic images. The mysterious angel takes the censer, filled with live coals from the altar, and hurls it down to earth, where “peals of thunder and flashes of lightning followed, and the earth trembled” (Rev 8:5). God is drawing near. He is going to intervene in history.

Later in Rev, the effects of these prayer appear. One of the four living creatures gives to the seven angels seven golden bowls filled with the wrath of God (15:7). From those same golden bowls, the smoke of whose incense rose up to heaven, the effect of wrath now falls upon the earth (16:1). The “wrath of God” is an anthropomorphic way of speaking. It means that God is irritated by evil, that he is not unfeeling towards human suffering and injustice, that it pains him to the quick and that he is going to combat it effectively until it is wiped out. For this, he is counting on our prayers. He, so to speak, needs them.

A deep mystery is here revealed in the Apocalypse of John. Its distinctive way of telling it in symbols should not make us hesitate to stress the very great consequences that this revelation holds for Christian missionary life. This stress, which appears throughout the book, aims at making the Christian community aware of this mystery and at partaking of it in solidarity. What is stressed here the tremendous power of Christian intercessory prayer, which the saints have discovered and have faithfully practiced. A paradigm of this is St. Therese of Lisieux, a cloistered nun, yet the patroness of missions.

There are two OT witnesses who illustrate this prayer of intercession: Moses and Aaron, as presented in Ex 17:8-16 and Ps 18:21. Moses is a shepherd who guides his people and intercedes for them continually (Ex 5:22-23; 8:4; 9:28; 10:17; 32:11-14, 30-32; Nm 11:2; 14:13-19; 16:22; 21:7; Dt 9:25). Aaron is a high priest, not because he offers animal sacrifices, but mainly because he prays for his people. Both are figures of Christ, the Shepherd-Lamb, who guides his flock to the fountains of life in a long exodus (Rev 7:17), and the eternal High Priest who never ceases to pray for his people. He lives to intercede for us (see Heb 7:25). He incorporates Christians into this priestly task and makes them into a priestly assembly (Rev 1:6; 5:9), to offer –in union with him and with all who suffer—the offering of their own committed life and the supplication of their prayers. Thus, mysteriously, because God has so willed it, the positive rhythm of salvation history advances.

Nothing should induce Christians to desist from this eminently missionary task. So long as life and breath may last, there is nothing better for them to do than to “work, suffer and pray” that the Reign of God may spread to the ends of the earth and that humankind may come to know the gospel of Jesus.

3.8.
God leads the Church from exodus into life

All of these visions are steeped in continual allusions to Exodus. The plagues of Egypt are activated at the sound of the trumpets (8:6-13). The Church suffers in the desert, which is an inhospitable place of testing, as it was for the people of Yahweh. It is the scene of the Woman’s struggle against the Dragon (12:6, 14). Like Moses, the two witnesses work wonders with the plagues (11:6). Like the Pharaoh of Egypt, the Dragon pursues the Church ferociously (12:13).

If we pay attention, we discover innumerable touches that are aimed at encouraging the Christian community that reads Rev not to give up in their effort to preach and bear witness, whether it be in the desert (like the Woman) or in the public square (like the two witnesses). Rev asks Christians to resist the attacks and solicitations of the Beast, and not to make the last compromise with him. The virtue they require is hupomoné: persevering resistance in the midst of suffering (Rev 13:10).

This spirit of permanent exodus should maintain the Church in a state and attitude of itinerancy, of head-on rejection of the snares of the Beast, of trust in the providence of God who assists it, of proclaiming the Word and of a spirit of service. Christians should remain in this attitude, in order to avoid a very real danger, namely, the danger that when circumstances change, they themselves may become persecutors. Sadly enough, history shows that this has often happened when former victims of persecution gain the upper hand and become enforcers of a dominant ideology.

The desert of exodus, in which the Church makes its pilgrim way, signifies the place of maximum closeness to God and also the place of maximum temptation. This existential ambiguity occurs during persecution, when sentiments of resentment, revenge and hatred can incubate in the mind of the victim and then become theologically legitimated when the persecutor is seen as the very enemy of God. One might get the impression that Rev demonizes, anathematizes and plots to exterminate persecutors, without allowing the possibility of engaging in any dialogue with them. This theological view needs to be corrected by the life-giving words of Jesus, who says, “Love your enemies, pray for those who persecute you” (Mt 5:44). Jesus died on the cross pardoning his enemies (Lk 23:34). Stephen, the protomartyr of the Church, learned to imitate this example, when he died asking pardon for his murderers (Acts 7:60).

The whole long passage culminates with the vision of a victory and a proclamation (15:1-4). Those who have not yielded or caved in to the Beast walk victoriously across the new Red Sea and sing the song of Moses and of the Lamb.

Being a victor means taking part in the victory of Christ (12:11), who conquered by means of his sacrificial death (5:6). “Standing” is an allusion to the Resurrection, like the Lamb who was slain but is ever standing (5:6; 14:1). The victors have not drowned in the depths of the sea, the symbol of death, and so they can now join in the heavenly liturgy. They sing to God on harps, that is, on almost superhuman instruments that can only be played by transformed human beings. They proclaim the song of Moses and of the Lamb. These are not distinct songs, for the song of Moses has been taken up by the Lamb. The liberation that was announced in the OT has now become a reality that is completely fulfilled by the victory of Christ and of the Christian faithful.

AUXILIARY DOCUMENTATION

MARY IN THE JOHANNINE CORPUS

It behooves us to consider the mention of “the woman” of Rev within the overarching life-context in which it arose: the theological school of John, which created some writings endowed with the same apostolic breath.

The presence of Mary is highlighted in the first of the “signs” that Jesus worked (Jn 2:1-11), in her standing on Calvary, accompanying Jesus crucified (Jn 19:25-27), and finally, in Rev 12.

To sum things up succinctly, the first two scenes (from Jn) form an “inclusion” bracketing the public life of Jesus. May, the woman, appears at the beginning and end of her Son’s ministry, closely associated with the mystery of Jesus. Cana marks the culmination of the first, inaugural Week of his activity, and Calvary marks the culmination of the last Week of his earthly life. In both accounts, Mary holds a privileged place.

At Cana, Mary is portrayed as a representative of the people of God who believe in Jesus, concerned for the situation of human beings. Moreover, since Cana is the first sign worked by Jesus –whereby his disciples come to believe in him—Mary also appears, though in a germinal way, as spiritual mother of the disciples.

On Calvary, the dimension of Mary’s spiritual maternity is highlighted. Mary is the mother of Christ’s life, which she begets in the “disciple whom Jesus loved,” who stands for every disciple of Christ. He calls her “Woman,” because she realizes the mission of the new people of God, a people often referred to in Scripture both a people and as a woman (see Is 26:17; 43:5-6; 49:18; 56:6-8; 60:4; Jer 31:3-14; Bar 4:36-37; 5:5). In the tests cited, the woman designates the chosen people. When Jesus calls his mother “woman,” he is designating her as the personification of the newborn people, that is, the Church. As Isaiah said to the Jerusalem of his day, “Behold your sons gathered around you” (LXX, Is 60:4), Jesus now says to Mary, “Behold your son” (Jn 19:26).

In both passages in Jn, the messianic, ecclesiological and mariological dimensions are closely associated and stressed. We believe that Rev 12 should also be interpreted in an ecclesial and mariological way, both of them always in tune with Christ and his witnesses of all times. Both readings support one another. A mariological interpretation without reference to the Church would leave the Virgin Mary in a solitary vacuum. But an ecclesiological interpretation without reference to Mary might reduce the Church to some sort of vague concept, prone to many of the unequal and mythical explanations that have been seen in history. Both dimensions mutually fecundate one another. They need to coexist in order to subsist harmoniously.

For Christians –never forgetting that the key to the whole 12th chapter is v. 17—this mariological interpretation helps them to see the Church not as a remote model, but rather as a concrete reality. This reality has taken place historically in this “man child,” Jesus, and in this concrete “woman,” the Virgin Mary, who bore him in the midst of a painful situation. She is continually giving birth to Christians, the brothers and sisters of Jesus. Thus she fulfills her maternal mission. This childbearing is painful, a continuation of the sorrow she felt standing next to her dying Son. This is the fruitfulness of the paschal mystery. The Church sees herself in Mary. The Church keeps bringing Christ to birth in the world. It has a maternal function: cooperating in the regeneration of human beings.

The presence of Mary, the woman, shows a great unity in the history of salvation will by God. In the fundamental milestones in salvation history, we always find the presence of the “woman.” We find the first in a promise of victory pronounced by God and addressed to the offspring of the woman (Gen 3:15). This victory is recalled and also announced by anticipation in the abundance of wine, a sign wrought by Jesus and solicited by the woman, his mother (Jn 2:1-11). The victory is realized on Calvary (Jn 19:25-27), where the dying Jesus gives his own mother to the Beloved Disciple, and entrusts her to his care, thus forming the Church (the place of salvation, where Mary and the disciples will always be found in communion). Jesus dies, and from his pierced side pours forth the fullness of wine announced at Cana, namely, the blood and wine that are the source of the sacramental life of the Church, animated by the life of the Holy Spirit.

This victory is eschatologically fulfilled in Rev 12, with the definitive triumph of the woman’s son and her offspring over the Dragon. The whole Church (the woman and her offspring) is now, thanks to the victory of Christ, a victorious Church. And so the arc of salvation history is opened, focused and closed, with the presence of the woman, together with her Son.

This maternal presence of Mary, the Woman, also continues unfailingly in the Church, which is the prolongation in time of the mystery of the Lord’s salvation for all men and women.

We can now see, with the eyes of the Church, the perennial relevance of Rev 12. The Book of Rev was written to give a vital boost to a persecuted Church. When today’s Church –that is, those Christians who are the offspring of the woman (12:17)-- read Rev 12, they can see, in this conjoint vision of Christ and the Woman (his mother), a heartening stimulus to help them to win in the battle of faith, a battle that Christ and his mother have already waged victoriously.

In Mary, the Church of all times has both a maternal presence and a sure reference point to accompany it on its way, a way that has been repeatedly sealed by persecution, toward the final victory with Jesus (Rev 3:21). This goal is revealed in the woman clothed with the life of God, a luminous symbol of eschatological salvation, who has passed through all the critical stages of an existence utterly committed to Christ. She is also the mother of the Church (the rest of Jesus’ brothers and sisters, of all Christian witnesses), and the model of a faithful disciple of the Lord: a perpetual inspiration for the Church.

CLARETIAN KEY

SENT TO PROCLAIM THE NEW REALITY

First of all, let us hear what Fr. Claret himself has to say about some of the texts of Rev that we have considered. In his Autobiography he explicitly narrates some of the resonances he felt within himself on reading the Apocalypse of John.

“On September 24 [1859], the Feast of Our Lady of Mercy, at 11:30 in the morning, the Lord gave me an understanding of another passage in the Apocalypse (10:1). ‘Then I saw another mighty angel come down from heaven wrapped in a cloud, with a rainbow about his head. His face shone like the sun and his legs like pillars of fire. In his hand he held a little scroll that had been opened. He placed his right foot on the sea and his left foot on the land [first in his diocese of Cuba and later in other dioceses], and gave a loud cry like the roar of a lion. When he cried out, the seven thunders raised their voices too.’ Here come the sons of the Congregation of the Congregation of the Immaculate Heart of Mary. It says seven, but seven is an indefinite number here, meaning all. They are called thunders because they will shout like thunder and make their voices heard. They are also called thunders because of their love and zeal, like that of Saints James and John, who were called sons of thunder. And the Lord wants me and my companions to imitate the Apostles James and John in zeal, chastity, and love for Jesus and Mary” (Aut 686).

The Saint goes on to say: “The Lord told me both for myself and for all these missionary companions of mine, ‘You yourselves will not be the speakers. The Spirit of your Father, and your Mother, will be speaking in you.’ So true is this that each one of us will be able to say, ‘The Spirit of the Lord is upon me; therefore he has anointed me. He has sent me to bring glad tidings to the poor, to heal the brokenhearted’ (Aut 687).

A vocational reading of the texts of Rev that have been exposited in this theme sets us in the heart of human history and questions us on the intensity with which we are living our vocation in different contexts. We form part of those groups of witnesses which, when all seems lost, God raises up in the Church to renew it and thus allow it to fulfill its mission. Mary raise up our Congregation so that, conformed to the Mystery of Christ, the immolated Lamb and Lord of history, we may cooperate with her in her maternal role in our apostolic mission (see CC 8).

SITUATIONAL KEY

1. Witnesses of life. For the first Christians, martyrdom was a way of feeling that they were conformed to Christ and that his passion was continuing in them. We can say that theirs was a mystical concept of martyrdom. An example of this can be found in the Passion of Saints Perpetua and Felicitas. The executioner mocked Felicitas, who was bearing a child, without knowing what would happen to her when she went into the arena. Felicitas answered, “Now I am the one who am suffering these sorrows, but then there will be another within me who is suffering for me, since I will be suffering for him.” Christians are the prolongation of the witness of Jesus, because they adhere to him. Hence, an indispensable condition for being a witness is adherence to the Lord. This adherence cries out for life, not death, since it is an adherence to the Risen Christ. Perhaps the pardoning of executioners is the greatest expression of a death that is filled with hope. This has nothing to do with martyrdoms that arouse hatred for the executioners. Is this the way that we Christians regard the witness of our martyrs?

2. The prayers of the saints. Traditionally, Christian people turn to God in intercession. In many cases, despite the process of secularization, they have recourse to God to change reality. But intercessory prayer is undoubtedly in crisis, because many regard it as a kind of useless evasion or of spiritual infantilism. But there are problems that surpass the sphere of human control: the need for meaning in life and death, for happiness, or simply for the sense of being someone. Rev invites us to intercede for people when they feel totally without help, or when they have lost hope because all opportunities to live with dignity have disappeared. Can this sort of prayer, united to that of Christ and with a personal sense of commitment, give a positive turn to the often aberrant history of men and women today?

3. From diagnosis to action. In the religious literary output of recent times, we often find a minute analysis of reality, with a study of the causes and consequences of the way it is. Explaining reality is the aim of many studies. But very few of them venture out on the road to transforming reality. Ideas can be transforming and literature can also lead to change. But who is daring enough to face the challenge of looking for new ways? By this we mean new ways for bringing the gospel closer to people nowadays, new ways for walking alongside those who are most unfortunate, new ways to  creating stimulating hopes and objectives. The Church has to preach the gospel, not while standing still but while walking (see Rev 13:34), that is, not just by word but also by witness. Do you believe that the servant Church is prepared to fare any better than its Master?

4. Getting at the roots of evil. The second Beast that comes up from the earth, the false prophet, expresses himself in lies. He uses the power of propaganda. He flatters and promises well-being. To stand before the Beast is to stand before everything that is modern, human, pleasurable and desirable. This model of worldly relevance obliges us to be alert to the possibilities that the communications media offer us to resist evil. Our model has to be an alternative model, both in its contents and in its thrust and internal dynamics. In this case, we have to ask ourselves what should our prevailing criterion be? Should it be that of a church that directly controls the media or that of a church that promotes committed laity who are able to find a place in the media?

EXISTENTIAL KEY

1) Today, what is it that most obscures our witness to faith and our announcement of the Word? Today, how does society regard our commitment to our fellow human beings?

2) What does prophecy demand of us as a group and of each one of us as individuals? What is paralyzing our commitment to the men and women of today? Is the key to be found in our charismatic orientation or in our personal lifestyle?

3) Is our commitment to the Word growing? Is it the basis of our spiritual nourishment? Am I managing to read and meditate on it?

4) Have I discovered the roots of evil in myself? How am I combating them? What spiritual dynamics am I using?

COMMUNITY MEETING
1. Opening prayer or song.

2. Reading from the Word of God: Rev 11:1-13.

3. Dialogue on Theme X in its different keys. (Take into account the questions formulated within the guidelines offered for the situational and existential keys). 

4. Prayer of thanksgiving or intercession.

5.  Closing song.

