THEME 11:
IN SITUATIONS OF DEATH, GOD GUARANTEES LIFE
TEXT:
Revelation 15:5 – 19:10

BIBLICAL KEY

1. LITERARY LEVEL

Socio-cultural context of Rev 15:5 – 19:10

In our INTRODUCTION TO THE BOOK OF REVELATION, we referred to the “apocalyptic tradition,” within which the last book of the Bible, on which we are commenting, is situated. Before we get into our development of the contents of Rev 15:5 – 19:10, we would like to take this theme up once more, highlighting its social content, in order to help the reader gain a better grasp of these next few chapters.

The social content of a biblical writing never destroys or even diminishes its theological content in the least. On the contrary, it forms a bridge that connects faith with life or helps theology (“a reflection on the God of Jesus Christ”) to do what Jesus did, namely, to reflect on God starting from his own historical and cultural context. Only in this way can theology serve to transform life and thus acquire its true eschatological dimension.

1.1. The apocalyptic heritage
Prophecy reappeared and was prolonged in apocalyptic, which helped to keep the awareness of a defeated people alive: “And I saw…those who had conquered the beast and its image and the number of its name” (Rev 15:2).

1.1.1. The law of the defeated

Apocalyptic can only be understood and grasped from the standpoint of defeat or oppression. Hence every “apocalypse” always has, by definition, a social content. The reason is quite simple: apocalyptic is born as a response to a problem of the exclusion and social marginalization that people experience. We are well aware of what this experience was like for the Israelites, after the Babylonian conquest of the Southern Kingdom. Jerusalem was destroyed, the temple was burned, and kings and princes were deposed and led off into exile, together with the priestly class, artisans and merchants. The situation of poverty and misery was appalling: “Our inherited lands have been turned over to strangers, our homes to foreigners. We have become orphans, fatherless; widowed are our mothers. The water we drink we must but, for our own wood we must pay” (Lam 5:2-4). Israel, like any conquered country, could only rely on its conquerors in matters of money. The people had lost their autonomy in all fields. Like every defeated country, it had to join the ranks of the marginalized.

1.1.2. How to survive in defeat
The organized world of the monarchy had been destroyed. As loser, it had no right to participate in the organized world of the conqueror. Israel, then, not only felt that its social and religious world had been destroyed, but also that it did not figure in the plans of its conquerors and was excluded from all their plans. It was at this point that apocalyptic arose in Israel. Every oppressed people feels a need to rebuild its world and, despite its defeat, it struggles to occupy a worthy place in history. Hence it is typical of apocalyptic to condemn the existing order as oppressive and to announce a new and different order, corresponding to the dreams of the oppressed people. In the creation of the world of its desires, it relies on its God, who will not only intervene to destroy the corrupt world of the oppressor, but also to build a new world in which the oppressed will recover their dignity and will again be taken into account.

1.1.3. The role that conscience/consciousness plays
It is important to stress that if all the plans of the oppressed and marginalized are to be realized in history, they must first be built in their conscience. The grand design of apocalyptic is always that of rebuilding the conscience of the oppressed and to create utopias that nourish their resistance to the situations of marginalization or persecution in which they find themselves. This is why apocalyptic employs myths, symbols, signs, metaphors, etc., aimed at rebuilding the conscience of the marginalized. If there is any place in which the marginalized perceive their God, it is in their conscience. Hence apocalyptic fills their conscience with liturgies and with moments of prayer, meditation and reflection. In practice, this means that apocalyptic transforms the conscience of the people into a temple and even into a heaven. Conscience becomes the primary and privileged place where unjust reality and the plan of liberation come face to face. Hence, both the desires for God to put an end to the destructive power of the oppressor, as well as the utopias for creating a New World based on justice, will pass from conscience into history.

1.1.4. Rev’s response to this situation
If we apply all of this to the Apocalypse of John, we can see how the following themes are at work in it.

a) Two fields are joined in it: the recreation of personal conscience and social change.

b) To recreate personal conscience, Rev strives to awaken in believers a new image of God, of Jesus Christ, of the Church, of the world and of society, and, conversely, of the Empire that currently dominates that society.

c) Two projects clearly clash in it: that of the Empire and that of God and of the community of believers.

d) A sever judgment is passed on the deadly structures of the Empire, which are condemned.

e) The triumph of God’s plan is established on behalf of his marginalized children who are threatened by death.

f) A model of a new society is proposed for the future.

g) Both the fall of the Empire and the possibility of a new society are presented to nourish the conscience of persecuted Christians, not only giving them reasons to resist persecution but also projects they can work on for building a new society.

h) Using all the symbols at its disposal, Rev seeks to create in the oppressed a critical conscience, so that in their situation of exclusion they may resist and not sell out to the oppressor, who is not their savior but the cause of their death. It also helps them understand that their oppressor is not almighty or immortal, and that the structures of death are self-contradictory.

We must set the chapters we are studying in this unit in the center of this social context. All of this is confirmed by the placement that these chapters have in the literary structure of the Book of Revelation.

1.2. The historical background of Revelation

The immediate background of the Apocalypse of John is the Roman Empire and its structures of death: “The waters on which you saw the Harlot enthroned are large numbers of peoples and nations and tongues” (17:15).

1.2.1. Presence or historical memory of Exodus in Revelation
Exodus and Revelation are two almost parallel interpretations of history. Hence the influence of the first on the second. Revelation imbibes from Exodus not only its figures, but also the similarity of social structures that oppress the people in them. In the time of Exodus the dominant Empire for the Israelites was Egypt. In the time of the Apocalypse of John the Empire in power was Rome. The coincidence in the social scheme of things is obvious; it deals with the same social system read in two different times. But since it is the same system in both works, it has the same principles, it works according to the same logic and it produces the same effects of oppression, dehumanization and death of the people. The points in which they coincide –seeing that they deal with the same system— are as follows:

a) Deep down, both have the despotic image of a monarch and the servile images of his functionaries in the military, economic and religious orders.

b) Both create social classes, from the most privileged to the most humbled and enslaved.

c) Both rely on an ironclad tributary system that binds all the resources of the people to the monarchical system.

d) Both relate to a mass of indigent, oppressed and alienated people, who need to be liberated.

e) The suffering of the people is born in great part of the social system of slavery, set up so that the powers that be might survive.

f) In the OT, Israel is the enslaved people persecuted by Pharaoh; in the NT it is the Christian people, the “new” Israel, the Church, persecuted by the Emperor.

g) In both the OT and the NT, the same scheme is repeated. God has compassion on the exploited people and takes sides with it against the sovereign’s plan and against the system or structures that maintain the dominion of a few over the rest of the people.

What is on the first level is not so much a determined social system, as what that system stands for, namely, the dehumanization of the greater part of the people, whom God takes care of simply because they are his children. Throughout the OT, Pharaoh, the monarch of Egypt, is a figure that stands for all of the oppressive empires that withstood Israel in order to destroy it: Egypt, Philistia, Assyria, Babylonia, Persia, Greece and Rome. Israel itself is represented in the same way when, in open rebellion against God (see 1 Sam 8:7-8), it moves from an egalitarian tribal structure of solidarity to a monarchical structure, monopolizing the goods of the people, thus impoverishing them and creating social classes (see 1 Sa, 8: 1 ff.). 

Let us not forget the role that the accounts of the plagues play in the process of liberating the people of God from Egypt, and in demonstrating God’s authority in standing up for his enslaved people and against the gods who stood for the system of slavery. Likewise, let us not forget the role that the plagues play in Revelation, both in the account of the seven trumpets (Rev 8:6 ff.) and in the account of the seven bowls (15:5 ff.).

1.2.2. The social structure of the Roman Empire
The imperial structure of Rome stands in the socioeconomic, political and religious background of Rev. Let us reconstruct this background in order to have a better grasp of the Book of Revelation. Whoever reads the Apocalypse of John should take the following points into account:

1) The Empire is a symbol of a worldwide state structure, a satanic and murderous force that is present in all governmental structures. The Empire is a beast with ten horns, the symbol of absolute power (13:1 ff.). It is also the dominator of “peoples and multitudes and nations and languages” (17:15-17), indicating the limitless frontiers of the Roman Empire.

2) The visible head of this Empire is the Emperor, the primary representative of this structure. Like his “parent,” the Empire, he is given the figure of a beast and marked with the number 666 (see the explanation in section 3.4.3. of Theme X).

3) This Imperial State, with the King or Emperor at its head, in turn has three sub-structures at its service, through which it exercises its power:

a) Its military structure defends the empire with it weapons. It includes captains and navigators (18:17), commanders, cavalry (19:18) and armies ready to do battle (19:19).

b) Its economic structure supplies the empire with its resources – economic sources than can only be sold “to those marked with the name of the beast or with the number of his name” (13:17). These economic resources come to Rome like a shipload of ignominy. They bear the spoils of conquered peoples, their goods, riches, raw materials, foodstuffs and above all, people reduced to slavery or condemned to death. Among these shiploads we find what Rev calls “human merchandise” (18:11-19).

c) Its religious structure is portrayed by Rev as a Lesser Beast in the service of a Greater Beast. Its aim is –as the religious structure that it is—to make people worship the Greater Beast. According to Rev 13:11-18, the attributes of this religious structure are: the power to work prodigies, to lead earth’s inhabitants astray, to make people worship the Empire and its Emperor, the Great Beast, to revive the great structure of the Empire, inform on anyone who refused to worship the Empire, either to have them killed or to deprive them of the right to buy or sell freely.

4) The Empire would cease to be an empire if it did not have brutal sway over a multitude of nations and cities, on whose riches and support it relied, creating a spiral of vice and violence that involved all creation. That is why Rev calls it “the great whore who is seated on many waters, with whom the kings of the earth have committed fornication, and with the wine of whose fornication earth’s inhabitants have grown drink” (17:1-4). Rome is called (with OT reminiscences) “Babylon the great, mother of whores and of earth’s abominations… the woman drunk with the blood of the saints and the blood of the witnesses to Jesus” (17:5-6). These nations will apply the law of violence to Rome, namely, that those who start violence sooner or later will be victims of violence. “The waters on which you saw the whore enthroned are peoples and multitudes and nations… They will turn against the whore with hatred. They will strip off her finery and leave her naked. They will devour her flesh and burn her up with fire” (17:15-16).

5) The real victims of the Empire were definitely the people. That is to say, they were all “the small and the great, rich and poor, slave and free” (13:16) who suffered hunger and persecution. Add to this the aggravating fact that when the Empire fell, they would also be its first victims. “An angel cried out too all the birds flying in midheaven: ‘Come, gather for the great supper of God, to eat the flesh of kings, the flesh of captains, the flesh of the might, the flesh of horses and riders, the flesh of all men, both free and slave, both small and great” (19:17-18).

6) Finally, this Empire, of its very nature, created unequal social classes, born of its very socioeconomic structure: kings, magnates, commanders, rich, powerful, free and slaves (6:15).

This model of society necessarily begets dehumanization; it is not willed by God. Later, in Rev 21 – 22, the model of society that God wants will be presented, just as it had already been done in the Exodus. Recall that the projected land to be conquered was to be divided among the tribes. Just as the libertarian project of Exodus was conceived of as an alternative to that of the Pharaoh of Egypt, so the project of the new world (the New Jerusalem) of Rev 21 – 22 is thought of as an alternative to the model of society implanted by the Roman Empire. The liberating project of God always confronts the oppressive project of the powerful of this earth.

1.2.3. The Roman Empire, exploiter of the people
In the foregoing lines we have tried to describe the general structure –economic, political, social, religious and ideological—on which the Roman Empire was based. Let us now try to delve more deeply into these structures, in order to grasp their deadly results on the people, their immediate causes and their disastrous scope. In Rev, the Roman Empire is given such a clear profile that it does not allow any room for equivocation about it.

- It dominated the known world. The whore of Rome is seated on the “waters,” that is, on the Mediterranean Sea. Rome had managed to conquer all the nations located on the shores of this great sea – great for both the quantity and quality of cultures that grew around its rim—or, as Rev puts it: “peoples and multitudes and nations and languages” (17:15).

- Rome was enriched mainly through the commerce it established with these nations. Within the Roman system, merchants were a privileged social class. Rev takes great delight in portraying this powerful, unscrupulous, tyrannical and ruthless class as weeping and humiliated, because in the day of history’s judgment, nobody will buy its merchandise (18:11).

- Rome greatly needed to conquer nations, because this was the means for enlarging its commerce, exporting its own goods and importing raw materials and foodstuffs from other regions. Hence Rev portrays it as monopolizing all the negotiable goods of the time. The list was truly impressive: “cargo of gold, silver, jewels and pearls, fine linen, purple silk and scarlet, all kinds of scented wood, all articles of ivory, all articles of costly wood, bronze, iron and marble, cinnamon, spice, incense, myrrh, frankincense, wine, olive oil, choice flour and wheat, cattle and sheep, horses and chariots, slaves – and human lives” (18:12-13).

- Another characteristic of the dominant economic system was the way in which the Roman mercantile class appropriated the means of production. The lamentation of this class that owned these means proves it: “Alas, alas, the Great City, where all who had ships at sea grew rich by her wealth!” (18:19). Although the Empire was united from end to end with a great system of roads, the most powerful and effective means for communicating with and controlling the Mediterranean was by sea. The Roman fleet came to be powerful, both in war and in commerce. We are told that this merchant class “held” the ships of the sea, that is, held its mastery. It owned both the goods and the means of production.

1.2.4. The Roman Empire, persecutor of the Christian community
The fruit of this system was not long in coming. It cost was in human life and dignity. Human life became just one more piece of merchandise. The same list of saleable commodities that we mentioned above includes, alongside cattle, sheep and horses, human beings (see 18:13).

Later on, Rome –which made Commerce her God-- would have to bear responsibility for “the blood of the prophets and saints and all who were slain on earth” (18:24). Rome was, then, not only the murderer of Christians, but also of people in general.

1.2.5. The Roman Empire, extinguisher of life
An imperial structure of this sort wound end by putting out all signs of life within it, since sooner or later it would have to pay in the same coin for the violence it sowed and the blood it spilt.  At that time its privileged class, the merchants, would “stand far off, in fear of her torment, weeping and mourning aloud” (18:15).

In a poetic chant, Rev dramatically describes the death knell of the self-seeking structures of the Empire, whose life has been ebbing away in other nations. This poem of death is recited or shouted by the chastising angel: “Babylon, the Great City, will be cast down, and nevermore be found! No tunes of harpists and minstrels, of flutists and trumpeters, shall ever again be heard in you! No craftsmen in any trade shall ever again be found in you! No sound of millstone shall ever again be heard in you! No light from a burning lamp shall ever again be seen in you! No voices of bride and groom shall ever again be heard in you!” (18:21-23).

1.2.6. The Roman Empire, seducer of consciences
Despite everything we have said, the Empire did its worst damage in the conscience of the people, who ended up not only approving, but also going so far as to view the existence of its oppressor as necessary and even desirable. Rev tells us of the admiration that the reappearance of the Beast wakened in its followers: “The inhabitants of the earth, whose names have not been written in the book of life from the foundation of the world, will be amazed when they see the beast, because it was and is not and is to come” (17:8). The worst thing happens in history when oppressed people so admire their oppressor, that they desire his existence and deem it as indispensable for their life.

This means that evil oppressor has so deeply touched the symbolic core of the people, that their conscience no longer sees him as an enemy, but rather as a benefactor. For a conscience that is so twisted, there is no place for Christ in it. It perceives good as evil and evil as good. This is what Jesus had pointed out as the perversion of conscience, or the sin against the Holy Spirit (see Mk 3:28-30). The oppressor seeks by all means possible to prevent the oppressed from seeing their oppression, but rather to make them regard their oppressor as their savior. The perversion of a people’s conscience is the worst evil or the worst alienation that can befall them..

2. LITERARY LEVEL
We must remember that we are only looking at a few chapters of the Book of Rev, and not at the whole book. Hence it is indispensable for us to know the place that these chapters occupy in it, in  order to understand the role that they play in the overall structure of the book. Moreover, it is necessary to see the literary genre that they employ, in order to gain an in-depth grasp of its message. This is the task that awaits us.

2.1. Location of our chapters in the literary structure of the whole book
In the Apocalypse of John, chapters 15:5 – 19:10 belong to the section on the judgments God passes on the Roman Empire, “because they shed the blood of saints and prophets, you have given them blood to drink. It is what they deserve!” (16:6).

2.1.1. Structure of Revelation

In our “Introduction to the Book of Revelation” we already referred to this aspect. There we indicated the difficulty of determining a structure for the Rev, even if we recognize its unitary character. There are many proposals for its structure. We will now refer briefly to one of them (proposed by P. Richard in his book Apocalipsis, reconstrucción de la esperanza [Apocalypse, rebuilding hope], p. 50 ff.), which complements what we said in the Introduction, stressing other equally important dimensions. Let us look, then, at his proposed structure.

Introduction (1:1-8)

A) Apocalyptic vision of the Church’s present (1:9 – 3:22)

B) Prophetic vision of history: the Lamb’s judgment on it: the 7 seals (4:1 – 8:1).

C) Another prophetic vision of history: the Lamb’s further judgment on it (8:2 – 11:19)

D) Center: The community of the Lamb, a living judgment on the powers of evil (12:1 – 15:4)

C’) Prophetic vision of the Empire: judgment on it (15:5 – 16:21)

B’) Another prophetic vision of the Empire: another judgment on it (17:1 – 19:10)

A’) Apocalyptic vision of the future (19:11 – 22:5)

Epilogue Present time (22:6-21).

Regarding this structure of Rev and the place that our present chapters occupy in it, we would like to note a few points.

a) The prologue (1:1-8) corresponds to the epilogue (22:6-21). Both speak of the present state of the Church and of the need to know it through an apocalyptic-prophetic vision. This knowledge embraces three fields: ecclesial (Christian communities), theological (God, Jesus Christ and the Spirit, and their messengers and mediations) and social (the Empire and its structures).

b) 1:9 – 3:22 corresponds to 19:11-22. Both deal with the twofold judgment that God passes on present history: on his Church or its communities, and on humanity or the cosmos.

c) 4:1 – 8:1 relates to 17:1 – 19:10. Both sections present a prophetic-apocalyptic vision of history, highlighting the judgments that God passes on it. In 4:1 – 8:1, there is a vision and a judgment of history in general. In contrast, 17:1 – 19:10 deals with a second judgment of God regarding the Roman Empire. Here the judgment may have been passed on the Roman Empire under Domitian, during whose reign Rev was definitively composed.

d) 8:2 – 11:19 is linked with 15:5 – 16:21. Both sections also deal with judgments on history in general (8:2 – 11:9) and on the Roman Empire in particular, but perhaps referring here to the time of Nero (15:5 – 16:21). This is based on an apocalyptic rereading of Exodus, so that the community can experience the fact that it can be freed again, if it trusts in the liberating action of God.

e) 12:1 – 15:5 stands as the center of the whole Book of Revelation. It deals with the concrete historical reality of the Church: the Christian community, which is still living and pursuing its way, despite persecutions. It does not matter whether it continues to face the Beasts (the Empire and its structures), since God, who is on the community’s side, guarantees its existence. This existence is the best proof of the overthrow of the Beasts.

We should recall that it is a markedly eschatological idea to think of the enemy (the devil, sin, oppression or evil structures) as being fundamentally conquered when it has already been routed in one’s conscience. Jesus, the Son of God, the Lamb of the Apocalypse, has been the only one who totally conquered the enemy in his conscience, and Jesus has given us, through grace, the ability to do the same thing. This action of Jesus on our symbolic mental structure, this fundamental redemption of our conscience, is what we will mainly consider in this section of the commentary on Rev.

2.2. The literary genre of “heavenly visions and voices” and its social implications
The aim of apocalyptic visions and voices is to deliver messages to the conscience of the oppressed, so that they may come to understand their history of oppression. “I will explain to you the mystery of the woman and of the seven-headed and ten-horned Beast that carried her” (17:7).

2.2.1. A people and group at a disadvantage
As we can seem the chapters we are dealing with (15:5 – 16:21 and 17:1 – 19:10) belong to the part of Rev that makes a more explicit reading of the reality of the Roman Empire than it does in other chapters. But in fact, this reading is present throughout the book. For Rev, history is the dramatic stage on which justice and injustice face each other. The Roman Empire represents injustice, while the newborn Church represents justice. The Christian people, who are immersed in this history, know the role that they are playing in the struggle against the Empire. They are on the roster of losers and are hence among those who count for nothing in the eyes of the powers that be. Nero had already demonstrated this in the persecution of Christian in the years 64-68 and Domitian corroborated it in the persecution of 95, when the book probably went through its final drafting.

2.2.2. The conscience of the oppressed: the most important point
For a people who are marginalized, persecuted or condemned to die, there is no alternative left than to think about how to change the model of society that dehumanizes them. But any model or change must first be planted in the minds of the agents of change, who in our case are the victims of the structure they want to change. If this work is not effected in the consciousness of the whole group that is involved, change will be done only by a few people –whose consciousness has been raised—and will therefore fail in the long run. This explains why the most urgent task at hand is to rebuild the mind or consciousness of the oppressed people, their inner sanctum, where they can feel that God is their liberator, that he is on their side and not on the side of their oppressor. Perhaps the most important task of all apocalyptic is precisely this: to reconstruct the alienated, corrupted and well nigh destroyed conscience of the oppressed. Hence, in apocalyptic outlines, conscience becomes something like a temple, a place where God should be enthroned anew, a place where liturgies should be celebrated. This is why conscience and heaven are almost synonyms in apocalyptic.

2.2.3. The role of “heavenly visions”
If we set this within the literary genre of “heavenly visions” it will be all the clearer to us. In times of persecution, exile or destruction, visions are always addressed to the consciousness, in order to create new structures in it, to reinforce what has been weakened in it, and to destroy in it the alienation that the persecutor’s structural system always strive to created in the minds of the oppressed. The finest work of apocalyptic, even in the OT, has always been to rebuild the consciousness of the people in the face of death.

2.3. How to speak of God, of the Empire and even of self in a situation of death
The symbolic power of human beings is their best tool for speaking the unspeakable: “This calls for a mind that has wit and wisdom” (17:9).

2.3.1. The need for an encoded and symbolic language
An oppressive power deprives the oppressed of all rights to criticize their oppressors or to speak against them or to plan actions that may weaken the dominant social structure. If the oppressed should do so, they would incur the penalties established by the dominant structure. This is the law of the victor over the vanquished. Hence, if the vanquished want to express their thoughts and feelings about their oppressors, the have no other recourse than to resort to some kind of coded language that only the oppressed and persecuted can understand. This is where symbolic language, with its conceptual richness and its full emotional charge, come to the aid of the oppressed. It is a vehicle capable of expressing not only the thoughts and judgments of the oppressed, but also of imbuing them with a tool for unleashing their pent-up feelings.

2.3.2. The double dynamic of humans: oppression/repression - liberation/utopia
People usually keep accumulating within them the process through which they are passing throughout their life. In the same way that they store up their oppression and bitterness, they also store up their efforts and actions for liberation, along with their hopes. In other words, in their daily history, they become more daily committed to both their conscious and unconscious world. Indeed, whatever the conscious mind grasps of what happens in history, is also registered in the unconscious mind. The relationship between these two worlds –the conscious and the unconscious—is very logical. Hence, whatever is seen in the conscious world as oppression, is registered in the unconscious world as repression; that is, it gains an added affective charge. Likewise, whatever is seen in the conscious world as liberating action, is registered in the unconscious world as “utopia,” with a strong charge of hope that strengthens its dreams and longings for the future.

2.3.3. Apocalyptic and symbolic language
There comes a time when people need to express their strong experiences of oppression and liberation, which have been store up in their souls as repression and utopias. It is then that they have recourse to symbolic language, the only language capable of expressing the deep burden against oppressors that they have accumulated in their souls, as well as their deep hopes for an alternative world to that of their oppressors. This is why symbols, as applied to their own history of oppression, form a place where they can find a literary expression that discharges the burden of their accumulated inner bitterness. This is the place where the symbolic language of apocalyptic is born – a language full of the most unlikely figures applied to God, the Christian community and the Empire. Hence the role of apocalyptic symbolism is threefold.

1) In the first place, it gives vent to the burden of repressions and utopias that are pent-up in the soul of the oppressed.

2) Moreover, it uncovers the wickedness, astuteness and the plans of the oppressor to eliminate the people, contrasted with the love of God, who is on the side of the oppressed.

3) Finally, it rebuilds the consciousness of persecuted people, so that they may critically understand the history of their marginalization is neither gratuitous nor fortuitous. It also helps them to discover who their true oppressors are, and to project and begin to realize a society that neither excludes nor exploits.

3. THEOLOGICAL LEVEL
How to confess the faith when death seems to triumph over life

Nobody can doubt that the author of Revelation –throughout the book—is “doing theology.” He is doing so because he is reflecting on the way God acts in the midst of the history of persecution and exclusion that his group is undergoing. Moreover, he does this in a critical way, since he sets about undermining the legitimacy of the social and religious practices of the milieu in which he lives. The beauty of this theology is the fact that it is born of a faith under threat of persecution, and of an awareness of social exclusion that is like a slowly inflicted penalty of death. In this context, believers in Jesus Christ have their own word to say about the protagonists that are at work in their history. Hence the question is: what is one to say about God, about the Empire, and about the Community of the faithful in this situation of death?

3.1. How to speak about God
The community of believers discovers a God who stands on their side against the cause of the Empire and passes judgment on it: “You are just, O Holy One… in passing this sentence!” (16:5).

3.1.1. God is still alive in history
In the center of the literary structure of Rev (12:1 – 15:4) the following overarching thesis is established. God is alive in history, because with his help, this little community of his has been able to face the huge forces of Evil, resisting them and thereby creating a new consciousness in humanity that enables it to beget a new society based on justice. Hence the very existence of this community is the best proof that God is alive in history. Still more, God is the Lord of history, because he judges it and in doing so has done away with the Empire’s reason to exist.

Rev proves God’s judgment on history by using the same method of the prophets, adopted by apocalyptic, namely, by reading God’s judgments in history. All empires have their own logic: the logic of power. When we learn to read the book of history, we see how it is strewn with the inner contradictions that imperial power entails and how these contradictions threaten to destroy it. This is what Rev means to prove by harking back to Exodus, where the same method is employed. Hence the seven bowls of wrath (chapters 16-17) derive many of their contents from the plagues of Exodus (Ex 7-11).

About these plagues of Exodus, which help us understand the Apocalypse of John, we know the following:

a) That they were a compilation of natural phenomena that might happen during the ecological cycles of the four seasons.

b) That the author knew the negative effects of these phenomena on the economy of Egypt, which he pondered in the accounts themselves.

c) That the Egyptian Empire did not know how to read these blows to its economy (a crisis of their system) and was unable to see them as a call from God on behalf of his enslaved people.

d) That rather than face up to the call to let God’s people go, the Egyptians “hardened their heart” and resorted to violence against every attempt at liberating them.

e) That only after violence had touched the houses and palaces of Egypt with the death of their firstborn, did Pharaoh, who was now a victim of his own logic of violence, soften his hardness against the Hebrew people.

If we apply all this to the vision of the Seven Bowls (15:5 – 16:21), we encounter the same logic.

a) They related to the historical reverses that often struck the Roman Empire, which did not want to accept or interpret them.

b) Christians, on the contrary, tried to read them and see in them signs of the breakdown of imperial power.

c) Rome, following the logic of power, hardened its position against the people, who paid for any attempt at liberation with torture, disappearance and death. Nero and Domitian showed this with their persecutions.

d) The important thing is that the critical consciousness of the people of Rev was awakened, enabling them to analyze the history of oppression they were living through and to analyze its causes.

e) Therefore Rev regarded the plagues –that is, the reverses suffered by Rome—as signs of hope, and they drew their own conclusions. The Empire was neither untouchable nor eternal, as it wanted people to believe. It also had some weak points, and there were rebel nations and groups that resented its violence and revealed the weakness of imperial power.

3.1.2. God is alive in people’s consciousness
The account of the seven bowls begins with a vision. “I looked, and the heavenly sanctuary of the tent of witness was opened, and out of it came the seven angels holding the seven plagues. They were robed in pure white linen, with golden sashes across their chests” (15:5-6). As we already know, in the apocalyptic literary genre of visions, apparitions and heavenly voices, we are led into the field of consciousness. This field is the objective of apocalyptic, which aims at rebuilding the consciousness of people who are excluded and oppressed. The angel’s robe (of pure and resplendent linen) transports us into the ambience of God, which is always associated with the elements of purity and whiteness. By assimilating the account of the Seven Bowls, persecuted Christians can prepare themselves to enter into the field of their awareness and to receive a message that will help them strive toward resistance and liberation.

Apocalyptic also uses another method of recreating the consciousness. It arouses within it the conviction that it is the object of relationships of intimacy with God. In the measure that Christians live in such close proximity to martyrdom, the begin to relate to God as “saints and prophets” (16:6), as partakers in “the blood of God’s holy ones and the blood of those martyred for their faith in Jesus” (17:6), as “his people” (18:3), or as his “saints, apostles and prophets” (18:20). They begin to see themselves as companions of “those who maintain the witness to Jesus” and have “the prophetic spirit which proves itself by witnessing to Jesus” (19:10). They begin to realize that they are like those who are enabled, by entering the sphere of God, “to wear a dress of finest linen, brilliant white” (19:8) and to belong to “the followers of Lord of Lords, who are called, chosen and faithful” (17:14). In other words, underlying all these terms is Rev’s intention to awaken their awareness of belonging to the family or intimate circle of God’s friends.

3.1.3. The messages of the Seven Bowls to Christian consciousness
Throughout the account of the seven bowls, the consciousness of the person reading or listening to Rev keeps receiving messages, all of them directed toward showing the weakness of the Empire, as well as the judgment that history will sooner or later pass on it. In this way, the consciousness of those who are persecuted is increasingly bolstered.

- The First Bowl, we are told, is poured out “on those human beings who had the mark of the Beast and who worshiped its image,” and severe and festering boils broke out on them” (16:2), reminding us of the plague in Ex 9:8-11. Thus, the followers of the mighty Beast are not untouchable. Their power is not boundless. The dialectical tension of history, in which God himself intervenes, will at length topple them and bring them down to the level of the oppressed.

- The Second Bowl is poured into the sea, the main site of Rome’s sway over the nations of the Mediterranean. This is where it displays its power for warfare and above all for commerce. This twofold power is also touched and judged.

- The Third Bowl, which turns rivers and springs to blood (see Ex 7:14-24), also bears a message. “To those who shed the blood of saints and prophets, you have given blood to drink. It is what they deserve! Yes, Lord God Almighty, your judgments are true and just” (Rev 16:6-7). This is what we have called the logic of violence or the judgments of history.

- The Fourth Bowl speaks of the hardening of the hearts of the powerful. The fierce heat of the sun scorches the oppressors, yet even though they experience this negative historical sign; they seem unable to discern in it a call to change. Hence, in the end, “they blasphemed the name of God, who had authority over these plagues, and they did not repent and give him glory” (16:9).

- The Fifth Bowl alludes to the plague of darkness in Ex 10:21-23. Rev expressly notes that the Beast’s “kingdom was plunged into darkness, yet men bit their tongues in agony and blasphemed the God of heaven” (16:10-11). Rev views history as a confrontation between these two projects: the Reign of Justice and the Reign of Injustice.

- The Sixth Bowl dries up the waters of the great river Euphrates. This action also has deep political meaning. The drying up of the Euphrates opens the road for the enemies of Rome, such as the Parthians, to invade and overthrow it (see Rev 9:14). This Sixth Bowl is also connected with the plague of frogs in Ex 8:2-4. In Rev, these frogs are portrayed as unclean spirits that represent the religious structures of the Roman Empire, since they can perform prodigies. They convince the Empire to wage a great battle against the new religion, the Christian Church. The site of this battle, which is seen as a final judgment on the Empire, is “Harmagedon” (“Mountain of Megiddo”) on the plain of Esdraelon, the scene of many decisive battles of good over evil and thus charged with apocalyptic meaning.

- The Seventh Bowl is poured into the air, producing a storm that ends with gigantic hailstones (se Ex 9:22-26). Faced with the destruction of its economy (hail affects agriculture), the Empire reacts by blaspheming God. This seventh and last bowl is connected with the first by the loud voice that issues from the throne in the sanctuary. Once again there is an allusion not only to the world of God but also to the world of conscience, which hears a voice helping it to read and understand the events of history.

What to all these messages mean? The answer is quite simple: God is alive in our conscience and he is there in a critical way, rebuilding the world-vision of the oppressed. This is the best way in which God possesses the consciences of believers and reigns or exerts his sovereignty in them. This is a new reading of the Reign of God. It is from this standpoint, namely, from the conscience of the believer --possessed, transformed and liberated by the Godhead-- that the sovereignty of God is anchored in History.

3.2. How to speak about the Empire
The community of believers speaks about the Empire by disclosing the intrinsic evil that lies hidden beneath its structures. “Pay her back as she has paid others; pay her double for her deeds! Pour into her cup twice the amount that she concocted! In proportion to her boasting and sensuality, repay her in torment and grief!” (18:6-7).

A conscience that has been reconstructed and liberated will always have a twofold task: to unmask the injustice of social structures and to create new structures of justice in society.

3.2.1. The Structure of the Empire
We have already construed the overall structure of the Empire on the basis of different texts from Rev. Let us now look at the elements that these chapters of Rev (15-19) stress in relation to the judgment that the book means to establish. The first thing that appears is a diabolic triad made up of the Empire, the Emperor that represents it, and the religious Structure (the false prophet) that is its moral support and is totally at its service (16:13). This triad is reinforced by the presence of Rome, capital of the Empire (17:1) and center of the activities of imperial power. Also appearing are the conquered nations on whose assets the Empire lives (17:3). In a word, these summarize the structures that are most responsible for the death of the people, together with their victims.

It is important to point out the mentality of Rev, which singles out the dominant religious structure as being immediately responsible for the death that envelops the people. This position coincides with that of Jesus in the four gospels. In a people as theocratic as the Jews, the religious structure was of one of maximum importance and responsibility. And in a people as religious as the Romans, the official religious structure held a transcendent post in the government of the people. The religious structure, both in the Jewish and Roman systems, was in the service of the state and was manipulated by it. This is why Rev dwells on weighing the disastrous role that religion plays when it sells its power to convoke. It deceives the people with wonders and, by not telling the truth, it gives itself over to false prophecy, thus converting religion into sorcery (16:13; 18:23).

We shall never tire of pondering the prophetic role of apocalyptic, which, even in times of persecution, finds a way to tell the truth about the injustice of political-religious structures. It achieves this through the extraordinary way in which it handles symbolism. Thanks to it, the church of Rev is a community that does not allow itself to be silenced by death-threats.

3.2.2. The harm caused by the Empire
The Apocalypse of John teaches us a great lesson: it is not a matter of being against something or someone out of simple ill will. What should lead us to take a position in history is the intrinsic goodness or badness of the structures that persons and things serve. The fruit of structures that are based on the quest for power is always the same: suffering, death and the dehumanization of people. This is why Rev stresses the notion that we should not be astonished at the deaths that the Empire generates, because its structure is fed on the life of the people. This idea is expressed in the word “drunkenness,” with all the connotations of choice, delight and satisfaction that it implies. “I saw that the woman was drunk with the blood of the saints and the blood of the witnesses [= martyrs] to Jesus” (17:6).

Another harm that is graver still is the harm that power inflicts on the conscience of the people. Conscience, too, is killed when it is perverted. And this is what the Empire had done to its followers, those men and women of whom Rev tells us that “their names have not been written in the book of life” (17:8a). These are people who believe in and abandon themselves to the power of the Empire. They do not want it to disappear. They “will be amazed when they see the Beast, because it once existed and now exists no longer, yet will exist again” (17:8b). The structures of the Empire manage to kill the conscience of the people when their critical ability is destroyed, preventing them from relating their lot with the social structures that impoverish and kill them.

Finally, another of the harms that the Empire causes is robbing the goods of the people and nations it has vanquished. Recall the long list of assets taken from vanquished in Rev 18:11-13. Above all, recall the place that the Empire, as interpreted by Rev, assigns to human beings. They are just one more piece of merchandise on the same list as other negotiable goods, on a par with animals and beasts of burden (18:13). The reason why the Empire regards human beings as mere merchandise, is the fact that they are destined to be sold to the highest bidder. History tells us where these human beings were destined to be sent: to brothels, for the pleasure of the Empire; to the houses of the rich, for their services; to circuses, for their diversion. All of this was done at the cost of the life, dignity and honor of the people. Their fate could hardly have been more abject.

3.2.3. The weakness of the Empire
In the mind of Rev, an Empire that caused so much sorrow, suffering and dehumanization could not subsist. Hence, it announces its end time. This time, in keeping with the style of apocalyptic, should be understood more qualitatively than quantitatively. Apocalyptic gathers up into one moment several processes that have taken place step by step throughout history. Hence we can speak of different stages: the stage of catastrophes, such as great fires (18:9); the stage of poverty and of business failures (18:11); the scarcity of imported or homegrown fruits (18:14); the end of opulence and splendor (18:14); commercial collapse (18:15); the loss of the means of production (18:17-19); the advance of a slow loss of life from within, until the Empire is utterly empty and at death’s door. This is the meaning of the great dirge that keeps turning out the lights, one by one, of sounds, voices, noises and loves (18:21.23). Having had everything, the Empire now sees it all slipping through its hands, leaving in its soul a great void and an immense solitude.

3.3. How to speak about the Community and the People
The community of believers, now being persecuted by the Empire, speaks of itself as a community that has been rebuilt in its world vision, a community that finds in its cause the ability to hope and the power to resist. “Rejoice over her [the Empire in ruins], O heaven, you saints and apostles and prophets! For God has given judgment for you against her” (18:20).

3.3.1. A community that has a new vision of the Empire
The Empire appropriates the power of the peoples it conquers. The conscience of the Christian community is enriched in the midst of persecution. This is the great conclusion that one can draw from an in-depth reading of Rev. One can be sure that this book does not want any show of cowardice in facing the enemy. Nevertheless, it does want to make persecuted Christians to be fully aware of the enemy’s destructive power. In this way it transforms persecution into a school for the formation of conscience. This is why it speaks of the “ten horns” that the Beast has. The horn, in oriental parlance, is a symbol of power. In our case, it is the power that the Empire as such has, which is now reinforced by the nations that keep falling into its political-economic sphere of influence. “They will possess authority along with the Beast, but only for an hour. They are united in yielding their power and authority to the Beast” (17:12-13). The vanquished have no other resort than to yield to their conqueror and take part in his violent projects. Hence, all of these united powers will be employed in waging war against the Lamb (17:14) and against his followers. The power of the Empire is thus reinforced by the power of the people, who will now have to become persecutors of their own brethren and people, and even of their own social class.

3.3.2. A community that is aware of the seductive power of the Empire
The description of the Empire as a seductive whore (17:1-6) is not a gratuitous figure of speech. The symbol of the whore encloses more that a social truth. Of herself, the whore does not corrupt. Those who approach her already have a corrupted soul. But the whore seduces others to attract to her the greatest number of clients. She makes her offers to those who already corrupted. The Empire acts in a similar way. It makes false offers so that those who seek power through it may become entangled in its snares. Power groups from every people and nation keep falling into these snares, and they end up selling and betraying their own brothers and sisters. All empires are well aware of this dynamic. Hence they create, strengthen and encourage those national oligarchies, which, out of their own self-interest, are willing to hand over the life of their own people. The power of whores lies in the corruption of their customers. It is much the same with the empires of every age and time. Their power lies in those whose already corrupt souls are led by greed to seek greater compensations, without regard for the life of their own people. Getting to know this social dynamic gives people a greater knowledge and awareness of this underlying structure.

3.3.3. A community that knows that power ends by destroying itself
This is another principle that must form part of the critical consciousness of a persecuted people. Normally, the super-power of the moment presents itself as an unconquerable monster that utterly intimidates the oppressed. In part, the alienation of the conscience of the oppressed comes from the belief that the Monster is immortal, that nothing can be done against it. In contrast, the experience of the Bible is quite different. Throughout its history it has seen the rise and fall of empire after empire: Egypt, Assyria, Babylonia, Persia and Greece. All of them have fallen by the force of the same logic, namely, beneath the weight of the contradictions inherent in their economic ambitions and their violence. Now is the moment of another empire: Rome. Will this empire be an exception to the biblical rule? Rev denies it and dramatically adds: “The ten horns you saw on the beast will hate the whore. They will make her desolate and naked. They will devour her flesh and set her on fire” (17:16). In other words, Rome will destroy itself. The nations on whose blood and death Rome has lived will be watching for the moment to free themselves from its yoke.

3.3.4. A community that analyzes the end of the empire from the viewpoint of its alluring and wasteful logic
The greatest internal contradiction of an economic power is that its falls victim to its own wastefulness and unbridled luxury. “All the nations have drunk of the wine of the wrath of her lewdness, and the kings of the earth have committed fornication with her, and the merchants of the earth have grown rich from her wanton luxury” (18:3), The logic of waste will one day lead to dearth. “The fruit for which your soul longed has gone from you, and all your luxury and splendor are lost to you, never to be found again” (18:14). When a group of humans has become accustomed to wastefulness and luxury, their demands grow greater every day. This leads to a mounting indebtedness that eventually becomes impossible to repay. This leads to war or conquest or the theft or appropriation of the goods of others. This, in turn, leads either to usury in loans or to the elimination of the opposition. The spiral of violence increases, until those involved become its victims.

Every superpower is a victim of its own consumerism. Rev also ratifies this: “As she glorified herself and lived luxuriously, so giver a like measure of torment and grief. Since in her heart she says, ‘I rule as a queen. I am no widow, and I will never see grief’” (18:7). There is then a conviction that the Monster will fall of its own contradictions. The misery of it all is that the fall of every monster leaves behind it a great trail of grief, suffering and death in history. “And the kings of the earth, who committed fornication and lived in luxury with her, will weep and wail over her when they see the smoke of her burning” (18:9; see 18:15).

3.3.5. A community that God is not indifferent to the plans of the powerful to entrap and kill them.

According to Rev, God mourns over the death of his children. Hence it holds the Empire responsible for the murder of so many innocent lives: “In you [the Great City] was found the blood of prophets and of saints, and of all who have been slaughtered on earth” (18:24). Hence God summons it to judgment: “Come, I will show you the judgment of the great whore who is seated on many waters” (17:1). The symbolic site of the judgment is Harmagedon (the mountain of Megiddo), the site of many battles and conquests throughout history (16:16). In the account of the Seventh Bowl, Rome and “the cities of the nations” are judged (16:19).

3.3.6. A community informed that the lust for Power –which will be alive until the end of time—is what creates Empires

The logic behind this statement is as follows: it is the lust for power (the Dragon) that gives life to the Empire (the First Beast) and to the religious structure that is at its service (the Second Beast). Together these give birth to the seductive capital of the Empire (the Whore that rides on the First Beast). This is the logic that Rev begins to draw in 13:1 ff. (“I saw a beast rising out of the sea, having ten horns and seven heads… And the dragon gave it his power and his throne and great authority”), and completes in 13:11 ff. (“I saw another beast that rouse out of the earth and it had two horns like a ram”). The finishing touches are added in 17:3 ff. (“I saw a woman sitting on a scarlet beast that was full of blasphemous names”). Rev 16:13 sums up what we have been saying. There is a force or original lust for power, called the Dragon, which gives power and life to the Empire, called the Beast, and a Religious Structure, called the False Prophet, that sells itself to and supports the Empire. So long as the world exists and human beings are in it, this lust for power will beget Empires of death.

3.4. Conclusion

3.4.1. So that life may not be snuffed out
The Empire deadens the souls of those who allow themselves to be caught up in its snares or who collaborate with it. Hence Rev tells its readers: “Depart from her, my people, so that you may not take part in her sins, and so that you do not share in her plagues” (18:4).

3.4.2. Not in words alone
The intention of Rev was not just to create a critical conscience in the communities to which it was addressed, but also to bring about a change in their praxis. It is not enough to know the characteristic traits of the enemy and to gain a new consciousness regarding it. It is also necessary that this critical consciousness should lead these communities to take concrete stances against the enemy. One of these stances is not to collaborate with the structures of the Empire. This is an essential principle in Christian praxis. Rev singles it out as being uttered by “a voice from heaven” (18:4a), which means a message for the conscience. The “voice” goes on to say: “Depart from her [the City], my people, so that you may not take part in her sins, and so that you do not share in her plagues” (18:4b). The “plagues” that can overtake Christians are not just plagues of physical destruction. They are also moral plagues, which are revealed in apocalyptic symbolism. The fall of Rome is not so much physical as it is spiritual. The greatest chastisement of the Empire is its degeneration. The Empire and its structures are losing their quality of life. Their life is ebbing away and is drying up internally. Note that at the end of the hymn on the dying life of the Great City, the reason for it is given: “In her was found the blood of prophets and of saints, and of all who have been slaughtered on earth” (see 18:21-24).

3.4.3. What is the worst “plague” of the Empire?
Whoever takes the life of his brother also snuffs out his own life and dries up his own spirit. “To share in the plagues of the City” does not so much entail losing one’s physical life, as it entails growing cold or losing one’s sensibility regarding the values of created life. Sometimes we are shocked to learn that the structures serving the “powers that be” have ordered the death of some brother or sister who has stood in the way of their plans. But isn’t this the everyday logic of its projects, whenever anyone openly opposes their interests? Whenever the “powers that be” feel wounded, they become cold-blooded killers of a brother or sister. The worst plague that can befall humanity is the loss of sensibility regarding life and death. This leads to not rejoicing at the birth of life, even that of the most oppressed, or to witnessing the death or murder of anyone, without feeling it in one’s soul. The great harm that the Empire does is to render us so insensible to life that we even become accustomed to the murders that its structures cause, and no longer feel indignation in our soul at such injustice.

CLARETIAN KEY

WITNESSES OF LIFE
Claret contemplated life from the viewpoint of the end of time, when the Lamb triumphs and the New Jerusalem becomes a reality. But at the same time he realistically took up the difficult struggle of making the victory of the Lamb a concrete experience for all, and a transforming dynamism in society. His weapons were witness and preaching. His power was born of an unlimited trust in the love of God and in Mary. His refusal to serve the interests of power kept him free from being trapped in the games of politics (see Aut 629). The persecutions he suffered validated the sincerity of his commitment (see Aut 689; SAW, p. 173). To recover this apocalyptic vein of Claret, by adopting his way of feeling and of confronting with God’s Word the events and forces of death –the “love of riches…and thirst for material things that is drying up the heart and bowels of modern societies” (Aut 357; see 357-371)—is a challenge for all of us. It is a matter of being witnesses to the true Life and of putting ourselves at its service.

The 21st General Chapter offers us some guidelines for continuing to engage in the struggle for life with daring and generosity. “We often experience difficulties in our ministry, because transmitting a message of annunciation and denunciation in conflicting situations of unbelief, injustice, alienation or death, is always a dangerous and risky business. Jesus was the ‘Martyr of the Word,’ and it was precisely for this reason that he could not be silenced. The history of our Congregation, beginning with our Father Founder himself, is rich in martyrs. If we passionately love God, Mary and our brothers and sisters, we will perceive within us a power that will make us overcome our timidity, our fear, our complexes, and our temptations to remain silent when we ought to speak out” (SW 17).

SITUATIONAL KEY

1. “Apocalypse now”? Current situations of exclusion and death. In this “new age,” with the acceleration of change in all spheres, a new empire is riding toward total domination, globalizing the neoliberal economic system as the ultimate and triumphant ideology that easily implants the totalitarianism of the market and of profit. In the hands of great powers that impose conditions without boundaries through their multinational agencies of Industry, Commerce and banking, this Empire enlarges its dominating power by decentralizing production and concentrating property and benefits. Every day, more regions, peoples, languages and multitudes fall into its nets, through more and more markets. It presents itself as the only effective promoter of life, and uses fascinating words (“freedom,” “Liberalization,” “modernization,” “progress” and “growth”). But this is nothing more than anaesthetic for injecting its “measures of adjustment” that bleed the population of its scant resources.

This “progress” and “growth,” which ought to make us all more like brothers and sisters, in fact dehumanize some and destroy others. Today the value of the patrimony of 358 persons is greater than the yearly income of 45 percent of the world’s population (Report of the United Nations). 89 countries are worse off than they were ten years ago. 450 million persons in 40 countries belong to the group called “less advanced countries,” which should in fact be called “countries advancing toward death.” In absolute terms, 3000 million human beings are living in shameful poverty. More than 40 thousand children die of starvation every day. There is an increasing number of “excluded” persons –those without land, without jobs, without houses, without money and without preparation—a “surplus population: that is aggravating the “urban chaos” in cities. The contrast between shanty towns and luxurious compounds (made more exclusive by the protection of wire fences, guard dogs and private security police) bear evidence that what we already are seeing in each city is prophetic of what lies in store for the 21st century: “disparate human worlds on the same planet, growing as far apart as galaxies.” Multimillion-dollar deals are floated daily, electronically crossing borders in search of greater income and greater fiscal paradises.

In the fever of marketing and consumerism, money is master of all, because everything can be sold or bought: things, people, lives and deaths. Markets, trafficking and mafias for the exchange of money, drugs, weapons and exotic animals are springing up everywhere. Yes and there are also markets for persons: for cheap labor, for prostitution, for the spectacle of “stars,” for girls and boys. The market for sportsmen is the “freest” of all, so that the salaries of players have risen scandalously high. The confession of one adolescent is particularly revealing: “I still don’t know what I’m going to study, but if I’m not a millionaire when I reach thirty, I will have been a failure and I’ll commit suicide.”

In every continent, country and place where we live, what structures, mechanisms and situations of unjust suffering, dehumanization, exclusion or death are caused the powers of the currant mercantile system and its collateral phenomena? What effects can be perceived in the conscience, criteria and conduct of the people?

2. The Neoliberal Empire would also like to legitimate itself with religion. Michael Novak, a theologian who currently holds the Jewett Chair in Religion and Public Policy at the American Enterprise Institute, has gone so far as to write that the Business Corporation is a present day embodiment of the Suffering Servant, a much maligned incarnation of God’s presence in this world. And Michel Camdessus, Managing Director of the International Monetary Fund, in an address to Christian Directors of Enterprises, stated that we have to unite the two poles of the Market and the Reign of God. He also told them that we know that God is with us. “You are men of the market and of enterprises in search of efficiency for solidarity… The market is a promised international solidarity that is coming slowly under forms that are often inadequate.” Hence we must have “faith in the market” and “humbly” work to make people accept the “necessary sacrifices.” For the market will satisfy the needs and desires of all [paradise?] through its “complete implementation.” This is a fascinating economic religion that would unite the Market and the Reign of God, not after death, but before it. But before this happens, two thirds of the human race must “be sacrificed” and die!

The ideologues and theologians of neoliberalism teach their theology to seminarians through universities, and to priests, superiors and bishops, enlightening them through publications and encounters on the Christian intentions of neoliberalism, which they present as the only presently effective way to practice the “preferential option for the poor.” And they denigrate those bishops who oppose neoliberalism because they wish to defend the poor.

Now to believe that one is doing good in imposing evil (inhuman “sacrifices”) and that others are imposing evil when they do good, is the recourse of a conscience alienated by power. Isn’t his a “sin against the Holy Spirit,” or idolatry? The proof that it does indeed absolutize the Market, is the fact that it “sacralizes” the Market as if it were the instrument of God.

What positions and reactions do we see in our particular Church regarding the reigning imperialism of the neoliberal market, its means, its effects and its religious and theological legitimization? What is our own conscience or vision regarding this?

3. Keeping conscience alive, or awakening and rebuilding it. If, as we said above, “the worst plague that can befall humanity is the loss of sensibility regarding life and death,” we should ask ourselves whether this “worst plague” has already overtaken the majority of human beings. Indeed, we might even ask whether it has overtaken the majority of those baptized into Christ Jesus, the Lamb of the Apocalypse, “the only one who has totally overcome the dominant powers in his own conscience and who gives others the power to do the same.”

There are minorities, collectives, communities or groups of Christians and members of other religions --and perhaps even whole peoples and cultures—which resist, maintain their conscience and react. In some sectors of society and in Churches, there is a slowly growing trend to react with alarm, denunciation and even open and militant opposition to neoliberalism, and to search for alternatives to it. An expression of this trend is found in the convocation to the “II Intercontinental Encounter for Humanity and against Neoliberalism.” It denounces “the action of neoliberalism against humanity” and proposes the “creation of an intercontinental network of resistance” for “building a worthy future that will free us from the anti-values that are dominant today.”

In our own places and surroundings, to what extent do the people keep their conscience lucid and whole, and resist the present dehumanization and inversion of “values”? Or do they cave in and collaborate with it? And what about our own Christians people? What forces or personnel are presently being devoted to maintain people’s consciences or to awaken and rebuild them in their human, ethical, mental and affective values, vis à vis the empire that devours consciences? Is our Church an incarnation and voice of justice and of the humanization that the God of Jesus has planned for his Kingdom of Life?

In good apocalyptic terms, the great task of the Church would be to regard the conscience of today’s Christians (and of all humanity) as “the place where God should be enthroned anew” – and not just any God, but the God of Jesus with his plan of life.

EXISTENTIAL KEY
1. The Relevance of Revelation. As long as there are situations of dehumanization and near death in peoples and societies –as results of the lust for power built into inhuman systems of life—we are in apocalyptic times. And Christian faith, the prophesying of the Gospel of the Kingdom and every pastoral ministry must be vigorously imbued with the Spirit of well understood apocalyptic.

As prophetic missionaries we have to ask ourselves –individually and in community—what spiritual and pastoral use we are making of the Book of Revelation, and whether there is a real “apocalyptic” thrust in our life and in our service to the Gospel.

2. Keeping conscience and sensibility alive. By this we mean keeping the proper sort of personal sensibility and conscience whole and entire “in the face of life and death,” and in the face of so much unjust suffering, so many lives taken, and so many alienated or oppressed consciences. We should be spreading the Word of God in the service of consciences, to help them resist, to awaken them, to keep them lucid, or to rebuild them. What does this keen attention to sensibility and conscience demand of us as an evangelical and evangelizing objective in the course of daily life?

3. The unavoidable “human condition.” The Book of Revelation warns the elect with “a voice from heaven”: “Depart from the Great City, my people, so that you may not take part in her sins, and so that you do not share in her plagues” (18:4). By reason of our “human condition,” nobody is free from the germs of unjust power structures. None of us is free, of ourselves, from being not only a victim, but also an accomplice.

It would be wise for us to submit our own affections, motivations and behaviors to a purifying examination, in the Spirit of Jesus, the only Man (apocalyptic Prophet and Lamb) who has the power to overcome the lust for power in our conscience. This means following him today, speak and acting as he would do today in his Spirit.

4. A language that reaches consciences. Symbolic and poetic language (the most prayerful and liturgical) penetrates most deeply into consciences, passes to the subconscious, touches the affective and mental levels of persons, and is capable of illumining and remaking their wounded or alienated inner world. It is the language that expresses faith and transmits hope toward an alternative life, one that re-enthrones the God of Jesus in consciences. We can intuit its scope in the vision of Juan Goytisolo: “In order to subsist, the world in which we live needs contemplatives and poets. Without poetry there is no way out of the drama of uncontrolled modernity, the new world order that atrophies the spirit, destroys the biosphere, sacks the limited resources of the globe and oppressed whole continents with the devastating insignificance of their presumed moral stature.”

As a listening-praying servant of the Word, what kind of presence is there in my inner world, in my spirituality and in my evangelizing services, for a symbolic and poetic language that can be involved in real history and yet reach consciences?

COMMUNITY MEETING
1. Opening prayer or song.

2. Reading from the Word of God: Rev 17:8-18

3. Dialogue on Theme XI 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.

