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Revelation 19:11 – 22:21

BIBLICAL KEY

1. LITERARY LEVEL
The literary rhythm of Rev now speeds up, since the former events are now reaching their dénouement. Chapter 19 presents Christ as judge and conqueror of all the forces of evil and offers a succinct résumé of the final combat, without relating it in detail. It immediately concludes with a verdict of victory in favor of Christ, King of kings and Lord of lords. After the destruction of the two Beasts, chapter 20 shows us the annihilation of the main enemy, the Great Dragon. Here, too, a definitive judgment is declared. A great white throne, a symbol of the power and providence of God, appears. The narrative ends with a mention of the “book of the living.” At the beginning and end, we find the presence of the mercy of God, made real in the Lamb that was slain. Mercy triumphs over justice. All of this is told in a much simpler style than that of contemporary Jewish apocalyptic.

We must again emphasize the book’s insistence on the power of witness. These last visions are not the mad ravings of a deranged mind. Rather, they possess the supreme guarantee of the Spirit. They are true and trustworthy visions, because it is the Spirit who enables prophets to bear witness to Jesus (19:10). Among these prophets is John, the seer of Rev (21:10). Indeed, the seer of Rev alludes to this prophetic vision several times (19:11, 17, 19; 20:1, 4, 11; 21:1). He reiterates that these visions are trustworthy and true (21:5). Finally, this same statement confirms the truthfulness of the words written in this “prophetic book,” since God himself has inspired them and made them possible (22:6).

But in these last chapters, Rev –and we who read it—focus on the supreme vision of the New Jerusalem (21:1 – 22:5).

1.2. The literary capstone of the whole book
Rev 21:1 – 22:5 is the only place, not only in the Bible but in all Jewish writings, where there is a length mention of the city of the new Jerusalem. In no other text –it deserves stressing—is any description of the heavenly Jerusalem made. No other apocalyptic writer has even so much as sketched an image of this city. In the midst of this vast dearth of knowledge of the inner reality of city of the New Jerusalem, the contribution of Ap 21:1 – 22:5 is fundamental.

The Christian Apocalypse arises as the effective fulfillment of the best biblical promises of the OT. The longings of the prophets and the unquenchable expectations of the Jewish people, manifested in so many inextricable texts, are not lost forever in the void, but are fully realized in the inbreaking of the New Jerusalem, as it appears splendidly in Rev 21:1 – 22:5.

While John was describing the New Jerusalem, he probably had no idea that he was writing the last pages of the Bible, the crowning of the Old and New Testaments. Later on –and not without having to overcome a certain resistance to its canonicity—the Church, always aided by the inspiring power of the Spirit, placed Rev at the end of all the written books. It providentially made a wise choice, since Rev sustains the whole Bible as the goal sustains the effort that goes behind the entire gigantic march. Indeed, the New Jerusalem rises before us in the great vision of the sum total of everything. It is portrayed as the culminating point, the capstone of the great millennial work that is the Bible. The core events of the Bible find their confirmation in the New Jerusalem: divine election, the new creation, the covenant, the opening of salvation to all nations, the sacred nuptials between God and his people, the ability to see God, the ecology, the hope, and the providential sense of the history of humankind.

1.3. A select, refined and shining vocabulary
This sublime message for the Church is matched by a splendid literary form. The text itself constitutes one of “the literary works of art of the author of Rev” (Vanni). Here alone do we find, in the eloquent expressiveness of symbol, a description of the hope and reward that God grants, both overflowingly and gratuitously, to the Church and to humankind. It is a fragment of immeasurable richness and of an almost magical beauty. It is definitively a matter of disclosing and acknowledging the beauty of the Church, made in the image of the New Jerusalem, toward which she is journeying, full of hope.

1.4. A metamorphosis of symbols: bride, city and garden
The New Jerusalem appears as a splendid beauty, because, as the angel shows the seer (21:9-10), she is the bride of the Lamb and the eschatological city. Here we have two symbols and two registers. The first regards personal, spontaneous love. The second contemplates human relationships in the social context of living together in harmony.

Her beauty shines forth because she is not just the fiancée, but as the radiant bride of Christ, who chose her for himself to be “splendid, holy and immaculate, without spot or wrinkle or anything of that sort” (see Eph 5:27). She is also beautiful because she is a holy city; that is to say, she constitutes the place of communion and communication, in peace, between God and human beings.

The interplay between the image of the woman and the city is a theme that appears in the OT (Ezk 16:11-13; see Is 54 and 60) and also in apocalyptic literature (4 Esdras 7:38; 8:27; 10:27).

There is also mention of a totally new and definitive paradise (Rev 22:1-5), in which divine life flows impetuously like a river that makes all creation break forth into abundant foliage. There is a total communion between God and human beings, without the shame of sin in former times (Gen 3:10). It is the highest perfection, without the threat of the curse (Gen 3:3, 17) that threatened the life of God with human beings.

The primordial images of water, life and tree evoke the characteristic themes of the biblical paradise and the idea of the uncontaminated origin that breathes in all the beautiful gardens on earth, the patrimony of the best of humankind. It is the dreamt-of Eden, the “locus amoenus,” the garden of the Hesperides, and the paradise of the Koran, also crossed by a river, the enchanted place of the classic Arcadia. This is the expression of an age-old desire, emerging in all ages and peoples: the nostalgia for divine peace in creation and a search for its lost origins. The New Jerusalem now spreads its holy contagion to humankind and to nature, transfiguring them in its supernatural light.

The images of Rev are not geographical, but symbolic, and all of them are linked together in an interpretive chain. The core message is that the New Jerusalem represents the overflowing life wherein the Church --glorified and saved at last—is united with all humanity, made up of the chosen people and the nations of the world, in a life of communion with God.

2. HISTORICAL LEVEL
2.1. False Millenarianisms
Millenarianism is the expectation of a reign of Christ on the earth that must precede the last judgment. Specialists agree that the basis of millenarian movements of all times derives from a literalist and fundamentalist reading of Rev 20. In this passage the phrase “a thousand years” appears six times, to designate an intermediate period of Christ’s reign with all the just.

Broad sectors of the early Church, especially in the West, read this chapter in a radical way and believed that these promises must be fulfilled in an earthly and national messianic reign of limited duration, as an intermediate stage between the present era and the eternal reign of God. This millenarianism grew during the Middle Ages, especially through the works of Joachim of Fiore and his disciple, Gerard of Borgo San Donnino. Some dreamt of the hegemony of certain religious orders that would establish this epoch with the advent of the Holy Spirit. Others were thinking of more earthly paradises born of a marriage between Church and State.

This tendency has stubbornly continued until our own times. In the 19th century there was a strong upsurge of millenarianism in North America that crystallized in three great sects: Mormons (J. Smith 1805-1843), Adventists (W. Miller 1782-1849) and Jehovah’s Witnesses (Ch. Taze Russell 1852-1916). This millenarianism was the offspring of the “Great Awakening,” led by holiness movements of a conversion type that broke out in the frontier territories of the American West. The characteristic anxiety and insecurity of a “frontier situation” brought forth a fundamentalist movement, based on a fervent faith experience and a quite literal reading of Rev.

Today we are witnessing the millenarianism of various “New Age” movements. This began as a new religiosity that sprung from a presentiment of calamities and crises in great institutions. The heavenly signs of Rev were interpreted in terms of the twelve signs of the Zodiac. Humanity was still under the sign of Pisces, but was on the verge of entering into “Age of Aquarius.” Under this Aquarian influence, the sacred texts were secularized and put in the service of an artificial and syncretistic religion. Our world is full of all sorts of esoteric cults, astrologers, horoscopes, Tarot readers, futurologists and the like, who blur the image of a personal God, whom they relegate to an impersonal source of energy and goodness.

When Rev is taken literally, without an adequate interpretation made by the Christian community with the help of the Spirit, it can lead to aberrations of all sorts. The figure of two thousand years, used in Rev 20, is symbolic. For the Lord, on day is as a thousand years (see Ps 89:4). It is the “time” of God and of eternity (see 2 Pt 3:8). According to numerous Judeo-Christian traditions, the stay in the paradise that the Messiah was going to establish would last a thousand years. There was a desire to return to those blissful conditions. In order to suppose what those times would be like, these people looked back to the beginnings (see Is 65:22). The millennium would restore the conditions of life in paradise that were interrupted by the fall and by sin. Rev really means to express the symbolic time of the Christian era. It definitively deals with the present epoch, begun by the death and resurrection of the Lord, which implies his victory over the devil, even though the community can still suffer from the attacks of the Evil One and the unchaining of Satan (Rev 20).

2.2. The Christian community cries out for the return of its Lord

The last part of Rev (22:6-21) reflects an historical situation. It alludes to a community that reads the book of Rev and celebrates the liturgy in a dialogue between Christ, the angel and the assembly. Every time that the Christian community participates in the mysteries of faith, it rekindles its conviction in the nearness of the Lord’s coming: “Come, Lord Jesus!” (Rev 22:20b). Thus the Church keeps nourishing its hope and experiencing the Lord’s continual coming in the celebration of the Sacraments, with an ever renewed and powerful presence, until it becomes utterly full in its final appearance (parousia).

3. THEOLOGICAL LEVEL

3.1. Definitive defeat of the forces of evil
The last chapters of Rev contemplate the utter defeat of all the negative forces of history. Thus we are made witnesses of the progress of their downfall.

Babylon, the city of criminal extravagance, is annihilated. She will become a heap of ruins. “She shall be consumed by fire” (18:8) and her doom shall come “in a single hour” (18:10). Babylon herself has carved out her own ruin. There will be no need to go against her with violence. She who has fed on the blood of the innocent will go her own solitary way to perdition. In our own century Babylon has appeared in various guises. Dictatorships of all sorts --fascist, communist, military and tribal—have been destroyed by their own ambition, since they have even pretended to banish God and put themselves in his stead.

The kings of the earth, who had formed an alliance with the Beast, will fall, and with them will fall the emanations or “ten horns of the Beast” (17:12). These are the scepters and centers of absolute power that corrupt humanity. “They will make war on the Lamb, and the Lamb will conquer them, for he is Lord of lords and King of kings” (17:14).

With the weapons of his paschal mystery, through his death and resurrection, Christ conquers all the powers of evil that have oppressed humanity. The final battle is mentioned rather hastily, especially in chapter 19, because it is the statement of a victory, not a detailed description of a battle.

The Beast and the false prophet are “thrown alive into the lake of fire that burns with sulfur” (19:20), and finally the devil, who has deceived the whole world, is “thrown into the lake of fire and sulfur” (20:10). The demonic trinity, which has been the moving force behind the evil in the world --the very antithesis of the Blessed Trinity—will be completely annihilated. This means that evil, in whatever historical guise it takes, even if it assumes an apparently invincible power, will be destroyed by the energy of Christ.

But the Church does not merely stand by, looking impassively on the ruin of evil. Christians collaborate with Christ the Victor. Hence Christ is followed by a troop of loyal followers. The Lamb will conquer in union with his own, who are “called and chosen and faithful” (17:14; see 19:14). These are the ones who have striven to eliminate the injustice and oppression of our world. But the complete eradication of evil will be the work of God and of Christ. Knowing that evil will not prevail, but will be done away with, fills the persecuted Church with consolation.

3.2. The New Jerusalem of the Divine Trinity
As the consummation of the Church, the New Jerusalem embodies the fullness of the presence of the Trinity, which is the crowning achievement of the Church, as Vatican II so admirably reminds us. The Church is the People of the Father (LG 2), the Body of Christ (LG 3) and the Temple of the Holy Spirit (LG 4).

3.2.1. God, “who is and who was and who is to come”
Within the immense written production of the Bible, this designation of God is an exclusive formulation of Rev 1:4, 8). It is, in a way, a targumic commentary on Ex 3:14, “I am who am.” It describes God as the Lord of salvation history, whose providence steeps the march of time with saving meaning, looks over it with loving care and acts powerfully in the three dimension of time: the present (“he who is”), the past (“he who was”) and the future (“he who is to come”).

a) God the Creator. 

The last pages of Rev present the image of God who brings his creative work to its culmination throughout history. One could say that in Rev God re-creates the world in an unceasing genesis and brings it to its maximum fullness. The language of Rev allows us to establish a parallelism between the Book of Genesis and the Book of Rev, namely, between the initial sketch of creation and the perfection of the finished work.

- In the beginning, on the first day, God created light (Gen 1:3); now he creates a city so luminous that it makes the former pale in comparison. The inhabitants of the New Jerusalem have no more need of such light (Rev 22:3).

- On the fourth day, God created the sun and the moon (Gen 1:16); now the new city has no need of sun or moon, for “the glory of God is its light, and its lamp is the Lamb” (Rev 21:23).

- The sea and the dry land that God created on the third day (Gen 1:9), now disappear and are replaced by a new heaven and a new earth (Rev 21:1), as the New Jerusalem comes down out of heaven like a Bride (21:2).

- The garden that Yahweh prepared for the first human couple was endowed with a spring (Gen 2:6, 10) and with a tree of life (Gen 2:9) and was adorned with gold and gems (Gen 2:11-12). These are all transcended by the marvel that now takes place: a new Eden with an imperishable spring of eternal life (Rev 22:1), a tree of life not forbidden under pain of death (Gen 2:17) but in reach of all (Rev 22:2), and a city of pure gold, adorned with precious jewels (Rev 21:11, 18-21). Even more marvelous is the fact that it is an eternal garden where human beings can live in harmony with nature, without the threat of a curse (Rev 22:3b), like the one that had produced a lack of harmony among all animals (“cursed are you among all animals and among all wild creatures,” Gen 3:14) and even with the earth itself (“cursed is the ground because of you,” Gen 3:17).

- That first couple, the man and the woman, whom God created from the dust of the earth and with his breath gave life in his image and likeness (Gen 1:27; 2:7), were the beginning of humankind, but later rebelled against their creator (Gen 3:1-14). Now, after being so may times defaced and disfigured by sin, they find their supreme model, the Church. Like a worthy bride, she calls on Christ her spouse, with a love of equals (Rev 22:17).

- Tiredness, deterioration, mourning and death – the whole caravan of sorrows that came with sin (Gen 3:19)-- have furrowed the face of human history with tears. Now suffering is done away with; it no longer exists. God does away with it forever: “Death will be no more; mourning and crying and pain will be no more, for the first things have passed away” (Rev 21:4).

- In Genesis, the Yahwist tells us that Cain, who killed his brother and was cursed, banned and branded by God, was also the builder of the first city (Gen 4:17). God, in contrast, will be the architect and builder of the definitive city, the New Jerusalem, the culmination of all God’s blessings to humankind.

- After the Flood, men plan to build a city and a tower that reaches to heaven (Gen 11:1-9), using their own powers out of sheer pride (Gen 11:4). But their vaunted city becomes Babel, that is, confusion. Human beings can no longer converse with one another and are dispersed throughout the world. At the end of history, as its crown, God will bestow on humankind the gift of a city that comes down from heaven (Rev 21:2), the New Jerusalem, a place of that great coming-together toward which all nations will come streaming (Rev 21:24, 26).

- Throughout the Apocalypse of John the assembly acknowledges God as Creator. The twenty-four elders fall down, cast their golden crowns before the throne of God, whom they worship, singing “You are worthy, our Lord and God, to receive glory, honor and power! For you have created all things. By your will they came to be and were made!” (Rev 4:11). God has shown his power throughout history, as the liturgical assembly declares. His works are great and wonderful (Rev 15:3) and his reign has come (Rev 19:6). Now God the Creator, who cannot cease to act, continues his work in a continuing present, which will be everlasting: “And the One who was seated on the throne said: ‘See, I am making all things new’” (Rev 21:5).

b) The God who is near. 

Through numerous symbolic allusions, Rev stresses the message that God, at last, dwells among human beings. He manifests himself as Imma-nu-El, “God with us.” Rev tells us that God’s “dwelling place” (Gk skené = “tent”) is with human beings and that he “will dwell” (Gk skenósei = “pitch his tent”) among them (Rev 21:3). This skené is probably a Greek word play on the non-biblical Hebrew word Shekinah. Here it refers to God’s glorious presence, which was lodged for a time in the OT temple, but is now firmly established among human beings in the New Jerusalem.

The Book of Rev transcends itself in a process of revealing God as becoming ever closer. The throne of God, formerly confined to the vault of heaven, as stated repeatedly in Rev (4:2-6, 9-10), is now seated in the midst of the city: “The throne of God and of the Lamb shall be in it” (22:3). God, “the One seated on the throne,” is now “seated together” with humankind.

c) The God who is love. 

The last expressive trait that our book assigns to God is that of one who accompanies those who suffer, striving to relieve all their suffering: “And he will wipe away all tears from their eyes” (Rev 21:4). This text draws on Is 25:8, which it modifies by adding the adjective “all” to modify “tears.” God’s action thus gains in universality and also in realism. God wants to quell all sadness. It is necessary to stress not only the efficacy of his almighty power, but also the delicacy of his gesture, full of tenderness for all human beings, whom he consoles like a mother. As the Lord himself rightly says, with specific mention of Jerusalem, “As a mother comforts her child, so shall I comfort you; you shall be comforted in Jerusalem” (Is 66:13). Although Rev does not often use the word “love” (but see Rev 1:5; 3:9. 19; 20:9), it faithfully portrays the biblical image of a God who is all love and mercy.

It would be hard to create any more touching picture of merciful love. God (personally!) wipes the weeping eyes of humanity with the handkerchief of his mercy. Thus God himself, once and for all, takes away everything that causes human beings to suffer: death, mourning and sorrow (Rev 21:4). He wants to uproot the dark roots of lamentation and also to erase every shadow of a curse, because in the re-created paradise the threat of any curse like that of Adam and Eve will not exist (Rev 22:3).

d) The God who is Father. 

Although this attribute is later dealt with in reference to Christ, the Only Son of the Father, it is strong enough to designate God as Father, and it fits quite well in Rev, because the other titles for God can be summed up in it.

The great revelation of the NT, the teaching that Jesus underscored and made real in an absolutely new way in his death and resurrection, is God’s Fatherhood. The heritage that Jesus communicated to us through his own intimate Sonship, is now realized in following unique declaration, open to every Christian who wins the victory, that is, to anyone who is existentially united with Christ: “I will be his God and he shall be my son” (Rev 21:7).

e) The God of Life. 

Rev does not speak of God as a being jealously shut up in his own intimacy, but rather of a God who shares, who gives of what he is and has, and who finds his greatest delight in giving himself. God is the Living One, “who lives forever and ever” (Rev 4:9-10; 10:6; 15:7). He is also the Life-giver. This giving of divine life is shown in paradisaic images (Rev 21:1 – 22:5). God himself will freely give his own to drink from the spring of life-giving water (Rev 21:6). From the throne of God and of the Lamb, the “river of the water of life” uninterruptedly flows (Rev 22:1), giving life to the city and to the “tree of life,” which unfailingly bears fruit and healing foliage (Rev 22:2). Thus God himself becomes the necessary eschatological nourishment: he offers drink (the water of life) and food (the tree of life) to the inhabitants of the New Jerusalem.

Rev shows God’s communicating of life to human beings in yet another symbolic key. The noble materials that make up both the throne of God and the city are the same. The precious stones that adorn the throne are now shown to be the rocks used to build up the city. Gold, a metal that symbolizes the presence of God, now paves the streets of the New Jerusalem (Rev 21:18). The whole city is but a reflection of the life of God, which is copiously poured out upon it. This city is the new and holy Jerusalem because God has made it such and it participates in his glory: “The city has no need of sun or moon, for the glory of God is its light” (Rev 21:23). The whole city is pure gold, clear as crystal (21:18, 21; 22:1). Thus it can splendidly refract the light that makes it shine, and it can also mirror the origin of that light: God from God, Light from Light. And this Light, in the view of the Johannine School, is a manifestation of the gift of life: “in him was life, and the life was the light of all people” (Jn 1:4).

3.2.2. The New Jerusalem: the City of Christ, the Lamb
a) The Lamb. 

We should note a surprising contrast. The One who died outside the walls of the historical city of Jerusalem (see Heb 13:12) is now enthroned on God’s own throne, in the center of the New Jerusalem. This is God’s definitive response to the fidelity of Jesus. It also serves as an encouragement to persecuted Christians, so that they may take heart and not faint, “for we have here no lasting city, but we seek one that is to come” (Heb 13:14).

b) The Lamb: the primordial subject. 

The Lamb is named explicitly seven times (the number of fullness) in the description of the New Jerusalem (21:9, 14, 22, 23, 27; 22:1, 3). We must weigh the value of this leading role of the Lamb, broadening what we said in our introduction, regarding the meaning of this christological symbol. The Lamb appears in direct relationship with the New Jerusalem, in its twofold meaning as bride and as city.

The personal name of the New Jerusalem is “the bride of the Lamb” (Rev 21:9). He has acquired her at the cost of his own love, by means of the generous and burdensome price of his own blood. Only for her was he the Lamb that was slain (Rev 5:9). The Church is not just his fiancée, but his worthy bride.

The Lamb is also the one who makes it possible for the New Jerusalem to exist. He constitutes the ultimate base on which the weight of the whole city stands, for it is built on the foundations of the twelve apostles of the Lamb (21:14), who have no other title than that of their belonging to Christ. They possess their origin and reason for being in the Lamb. He called them and made them apostles (see Lk 6:13).

Although the city has twelve pearly gates (Rev 21:13, 21), Christ is lifted up as the definitive gate through which all must enter. Only those whose names are written in the book of life of the Lamb (Rev 21:27) --that is, those who participate in the life and death of Jesus—have access to the New Jerusalem.

c) The Lamb: united to God. 

We must point out an advance in christological revelation, given the precise place assigned to the Lamb throughout the apocalyptic narrative. Early on, the Lamb appeared “between the throne and the four living creatures and among the elders” (Rev 5:6). Thus he occupies a place of the highest dignity, as near as possible to the throne of the Godhead. Later we are told that “the Lamb is at the center of the throne” (7:17). This clarifying not alludes to the fact that the Lamb has had to walk a road –the road of his passion and death—in order to be able to be seated on the throne of glory. Because of the copious fruit of the redemption, the Lamb is acknowledged and worshiped as Lord and King (17:14). The ultimate aim of God’s saving design is to renew the order of creation. The worship of the Lamb represents the culminating moment of this achieved restoration.

Finally, in the texts relating to the New Jerusalem, we see the Lamb sitting on and sharing the same throne with God. With this, the Lamb’s divine condition is clearly highlighted.

The theological thrust of Rev is crystal clear. The God who reveals himself within the Church to humankind is the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ. Salvation does not come from the Temple, as Ezekiel 47 had already pointed out, but directly from the divine Persons. The radiating center, the heart of the paradise-city of the New Jerusalem, is not the river or the tree. Rather, it is the throne of God and of the Lamb, the one original font of divine life.

d) Christ: absolute newness. 

God makes all things new through the renewing presence of Christ. The great eschatological newness is that of the dead and risen Lord. This is how Rev points to and determines him in precise terms. The adjective that Rev uses for “new” (kainós meaning utterly new and unexpected -- never the synonym néos meaning new with respect to the past or young as opposed to old) is always used in reference to Christ (see Rev 2:17; 3:12; 5:9; 14:3). This same adjective (kainós) appears in Rev 21:1 (twice), 2 and 5) to indicate fullness: the new heaven, the new earth and the New Jerusalem. The world, especially humanity, reaches the culmination of its fulfillment and is made definitively new by the resurrection of Christ. It is he who impregnates the city of Jerusalem with his own new reality, bestowing on in an image similar to the radiance of his own glorious and resurrected self.

e) Christ, the Victor, gives victory to the Christian: the inheritance of sonship. 

The Lord has conquered evil through the generous offering of his own life. This is acknowledged by the heavenly assembly of the four living creatures and the twenty-four elders (Rev 5:2, 5, 12). He has allowed the Christian to receive an abundant reward. “Those who conquer will receive these things,” namely, they will obtain the inheritance of sonship (Rev 21:7). All the promises of an inheritance, which have been lavishly made throughout salvation history, are recapitulated in the Son. He is the genuine heir in his own right (see Mt 21:38), and he is the only one who can call God his Father and can receive from him the name of Son (see Heb 1:5). There is a very close bond between the gift of inheritance and sonship. Christ is absolutely the Heir, because he is the Son of the Father. Moreover, he is the only one who can make it possible for the Christian to receive the gift of sonship.

3.2.3. The New Jerusalem and the Spirit
Christian tradition has generally glimpsed an allusion to the Spirit in the river of the water of life that bursts impetuously from the throne of God and of the Lamb (Rev 22:1). The Spirit makes the Church fruitful, giving it the life of God that is present in the Sacraments and the Word. Nevertheless, the equivalence between the reality of the Spirit and the symbol of water is more proper of the Fourth Gospel (see Jn 7:37; 19:34). There is a concord between both these writings of the Johannine School, in that they consider the Spirit as an eschatological gift, proceeding from the Father and from the Son (Jn 14:26; 15:26 = Rev 3:1; 5:6). But Rev reserves a specific treatment for the Spirit. The Spirit is, par excellence, the Spirit of prophecy, and it is to prophecy that the Spirit’s action is essentially tied.

Towards the end of Rev, from the vantage point that allows us to contemplate the trajectory of the Church’s pilgrimage, we can grasp a succinct panorama of the Spirit’s function within the Church.

In the beginning, the Spirit spoke to the seven Churches of the Apocalypse. Its language was interpretative and ecumenical, that is, it was addressed to the universal Church in order to illumine enlighten the Church and enable it to internalize the word of Christ: “Let him who has ears to hear, listen to what the Spirit is saying to the Churches” (2:7, 11, 17, 29; 3:6, 13, 22). This same Spirit has gone on to strengthen the prophets and witnesses of the Church (1:10; 4:2; 11:11; 14:13 and especially 19:10).

According to Rev, the ecclesial community has been undergoing a singular and apocalyptic experience. In the beginning, the Spirit addressed the Church, inviting it to listen faithfully to the word of Christ. This same Church, throughout its prophetic reading of Rev, has kept on being purified by the word of Christ, wisely interpreted by the Spirit, and sustained by its force, it has courageously proclaimed that word to the world. At the end of the book, the Church appears as the Bride. The Spirit is no longer a distant interlocutor, but rather an intimate presence in the Church. The Spirit and the Church join in crying out for the presence of the Lord: “Come!” (Rev 22:17).

3.3. The New Jerusalem: the gift of God that culminates humanity’s task
The New Jerusalem does not represent the “ideal city,” the sum of all the dreams and creative endeavors of humankind. Rather, it is a divine gift that comes down from on high upon the earth. We must stress this fact, for humankind has kept maturing and being transformed by means of a work of solidarity. The New Jerusalem is the Anti-Babel and the Anti-Babylon. It is at one and the same time the work of God and the fruit of human efforts to remain faithful to God’s project for history.

We have to interpret correctly the ecclesiology of Rev, which is set forth in such a dense set of symbols. We have decided on a strictly eschatological interpretation of the New Jerusalem. The seed of our hope, once sown in history and in human hearts, will know its longed-for reality in the New Jerusalem, the fullness of all gifts, where God will be all in all and Christ will recapitulate the cosmos in the Father. But this ultimate reality has not yet been completely achieved. So long as historic time lasts, the Church is a pilgrim on this earth.

But Christians are already partakers in the life of the New Jerusalem. The Book of Rev offers testimonies to this communion with future eschatology. Through Baptism, we have access to the fount of life. Through the liturgy, we participate in the celebration of the heavenly Church. Through the Eucharist, Christians are fellow banqueters seated with Christ at his own table (Rev 3:20). Those Christians who overcome are rightful citizens of the New Jerusalem (Rev 3:12).

But at the same time, their status as citizens of the “New Jerusalem” demands that Christians and the Church must both oppose all attempts to build a city where God’s place is usurped by idols serving the ambition of the powerful, and where the dignity of human beings is subject to all sorts of grievances. The kind of Christian hope that Rev encourages is expressed in a commitment to transform society. This Christian hope, which looks forward to the New Jerusalem as a gift of God, must never become some sort of socially alienating opium. Rather, it is a virtue that never abandons its urgent task or leaves in the hands of fate those things human beings must do with their own callused hands – always recognizing that the fruit of their labor is and will always be a gift of God. Vatican II acknowledges this: “The expectation of a new earth must not weaken but rather stimulate our concern for cultivating this earth. For it is here that the body of a new human family grows, a body which in some way foreshadows the age that is to come” (Gaudium et Spes, 39).

3.3.1. The New Jerusalem, city of victors. Dogs outside.
The city of the New Jerusalem has twelve gates (21:12), which protect it and at the same time connect it with the outside. To pass through those twelve gates is not an inalienable right that can be acquired by anyone. They swing wide open to give entry to Christian victors; they remain resolutely shut to exclude cowards.

Victorious Christians, those who have washed their robes in the blood of the Lamb (see Rev 7:13-14), will enter the city. “Blessed are those who wash their robes, so that they will have the right to the tree of life and may enter the city by the gates” (Rev 22:14). Those who strive to make their own life like Christ’s life, so that their name may be written indelibly in his book, will enter the city. “Nothing unclean will enter it… but only those who are written in the Lamb’s book of life” (21:27).

In contrast, those who have been cowards, who have reneged on their condition as Christians or have become deserters in the struggle of faith (see Rev 21:8), will not be able to enter the New Jerusalem. They will have excluded themselves. “Outside are the dogs and sorcerers and fornicators and murderers and idolaters, and everyone who loves and practices falsehood” (Rev 22:15).

The New Jerusalem is the city of victors. They will enter it to celebrate their victory together with the great Victor of Rev: Christ, the unconquered and unconquerable Lamb.

All the rewards assigned to each of the Churches of Rev find their fulfillment in the New Jerusalem. Discovering this literary-theological connection allows us to contemplate the Church of Rev and the Christian Church of all times as a pilgrim community that is marching decisively toward the eschatological goal that awaits it: the New Jerusalem.

Let us take a closer look at this striking connection between the beginning and end of Rev. The seven letters in the first part of Rev correspond deeply with the second part –that is with the New Jerusalem—by means of the theological motif of the victor. If we pick out a few explicit references to this motif scattered between the earlier and later parts of the book, we may be surprised to discover how closely interrelated they are.

“To the victor I will give permission to eat from the tree of life that is in the paradise of God” (2:7).

“On either side of the river is the tree of life with its twelve kinds of fruits” (22:2), “so that they will have the right to the tree of life” (22:14).

“The victor will not be hurt at all by the second death” (2:11).

“This is the second death, the lake of fire” (20:14). “In the lake of fire that burns with fire and sulfur, which is the second death” (21:8).

“To the victor…I will give authority over the nations, to rule them with an iron rod… I will also give him the morning star” (2:26-28).

“She gave birth to a male child, who is destined to rule all nations with an iron rod” (12:5). “I am the bright morning star” (22:16).

“The victor shall be dressed in white robes” (3:5).

“They were each given a white robe” (6:11). “They were standing before the throne and before the Lamb, dressed in white robes” (7:9).

“I will make the victor a pillar in the temple of my God… I will write on him the name of my God and the name of the city of my God, the New Jerusalem, that comes down out of heaven from my God” (3:12).

“And I saw the holy city, the New Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God” (21:2).

“To the victor I will give the honor of being seated beside me on my throne, as I too was victorious and am seated by my Father on his throne” (3:21).

“And he who was seated on the throne said, ‘See, I am making all things new’” (21:5).

These parallelisms show that the theological motif of the victor is present throughout Rev, but that it is concentrated in a special way in the first part –the letters to the Churches—and in the final part or consummation. By means of this connection, God aims at keeping the Church in a state of watchful tension. A firm hope in the final victory acts as a literary spring and an existential spur to arouse a response of fidelity in the Church. Thus the whole book is steeped with this hope, showing us a community that is persecuted and suffering, but on the verge of achieving a victory that rests on the word of the Lord and on his paschal mystery.

Christ is the absolute victor. He is that Lamb that was slain yet is standing (dead and risen), the supreme conqueror (Rev 5:6). Christians themselves are victors because they have washed and whitened their robes in the blood of the Lamb. They have participated fully in the paschal mystery of Jesus (Rev 7:14). They have passed through the bitter sea of tribulations and are now standing, singing, to the accompaniment of divine harps, the Lamb’s song of victory (Rev 15:2-3). Marching behind Christ, the King of kings and Lord of lords, are the Christian troops, who are “called and chosen and faithful” (Rev 17:14).

Behind Christ, the conquering rider mounted on the white steed (Rev 6:2), come the conquering Christians, also mounted on white horses Rev 19:14). Through this twofold symbolism –chromatic (white) and theriomorphic (the horse)—once can see a nearness between the victors, because both of them, Christ and Christians, are invested with identical attributes. Christ will definitively be the victor with the victory of his Church; this triumph of the Church will entail bringing the primordial victory of its Lord to its ultimate consequences. Then the messianic renewal, the genesis re-created in Christ (21:5), the total consummation and communion of God with human beings will take place.

3.3.2. Christians will now be able to see God face to face.
The verse “they will see his face, and his name will be on their foreheads” (Rev 22:4) refers to the direct vision of God that the new humanity will have. God will become the permanent contemplation that will fill their lives. This verse, in its laconic terseness, contains the certainty of a supreme blessedness, which believing Bible-readers could hardly imagine; though it was in fact their deepest longing, namely, to see God. Rev assures us, in its own anthropomorphic way –by mentioning the most representative trait of a person: his face—that faithful Christians will be able to see God. This delight will be all the better grasped and duly appreciated in light of the fact that it will be seen as the gratuitous gift that God grants after a long history of promises.

The situation of redeemed humanity far surpasses that of ancient Israel, where no one could see God without suffering death. This was the experience of the great patriarchs and prophets. When Moses, the leader, turns mystic, and asks, “Show me your glory, I pray” (Ex 33:18), God answers, “You cannot see my face, for no one can see me and live… You shall see my back, but my face shall not be seen” (Ex 33:20, 23). Elijah, too, when he sought to recapture that primal encounter with God on Mount Horeb, had to wrap his face in his mantle as the Lord passed by (see 1 Kgs 19:9-14). The restless yearning of the anonymous psalmist became a thirst that only the sight of God could slake: “My soul is thirsting for God, for the living God. When shall I come and behold the face of God?” (Ps 42:3).

Promises, presages and prophecies, all those things in salvation history that were partial and pointing to some far-off future, are now fulfilled in a perfect “face to face.” Rev has resolved it in a defining phrase: “They will see his face.”

The NT has strongly endorsed this hope for the direct vision of God, which is in marked contrast with the situation of exile in which Christians are living in this present world. “While we are at home in the body, we are away from the Lord, for we walk by faith, not by sight” (2 Cor 5:6-7). “For we know only in part and we prophesy only in part… For now we see in a mirror, dimly, but then we will see face to face” (1 Cor 13:9, 12). “What we do know is this: when he is revealed, we will be like him, for we will see him as he is” (1 Jn 3:2). Finally, we will be given a share in what is an exclusive privilege of the Son: “No one has ever seen God; the only begotten Son, who is in the Father’s bosom, has himself declared him” (Jn 1:18).

The vision of God brings with it a full sharing in the eternal life that the Father possesses absolutely and gives fully to Christ, a life that he bestows gloriously on his own. The Fourth Gospel expresses this under the symbolism of shared indwelling and of the most intimate knowledge possible: “On that day you will know that I am in my Father, and you in me, and I in you” (Jn 14:20). “This is eternal life: to know you, the only true God, and him whom you have sent, Jesus Christ” (Jn 17:3).

This contemplation will know no lessening or limit, for Rev assures us that “they will see his face, and his name will be on their foreheads” (Rev 22:4). Bearing God’s name on one’s forehead is a sign of belonging exclusively to God and of being protected by God (Rev 3:12; 7:3; 14:1). In contrast, the followers of the Beast bear his “mark” written on their foreheads (Rev 13:16).

The recompense that God gives the elect culminates a long process of revelations, not only in the OT, but also in Rev itself. It consists in overcoming the attitude of Adam, who hides himself out of fear and shame from the face of God (see Gen 3:8-11). Here, in contrast, we find a happy ending to the history of humankind, in the experience of a mutual gaze and vision, steeped in reciprocal pleasure and shared joy. It is the ultimate Sabbath; an endless day of rest, gazing into God’s eyes and knowing that God himself is gazing into ours.

Rev also experiences the overcoming of something else in this culminating moment of transcendence. That gaping abyss between the faithful and the “One seated on the throne” is done away with. He who could only be seen by the elders, living beings and high angels (Rev 4:4-11), can now be directly contemplated by all Christians, without time limits, intermediaries or other restrictions.

3.3.3. There is no temple. All are priests.
Rev has been wisely and gradually juxtaposing symbolic strata until it finally achieves the image that is just right. The city is entirely priestly; it is consecrated to God. It has become the place where God has made his dwelling with his people. Let us dwell on some of the more striking images, in order to gain a better grasp of their theological message.

a) The city has the form of a cube (Rev 21:16). 

This symbolism indicates the maximum of perfection. But more exactly we should say that its configuration tellingly points to the image of the Holy of Holies. When the OT speaks of the building of the temple by Solomon, the sacred author sets about somewhat slowly and complacently describing, in an order of increasing importance, the interior of the temple as a whole, leading up to the cube of the inner sanctuary with its various overlays (1 Kgs 6:15-21), its cherubim (1 Kgs 6:22-30), its gates and atrium (1 Kgs 6:31-36). He dwells painstakingly on visualizing the “Holy of Holies,” noting that it was twenty cubits, long, twenty cubits wide, and twenty cubits high, in other words, a perfect cube. It is enlightening to note that according to Rev 21:16, “the city lies foursquare… Its length and width and height are equal.”

The New Jerusalem described by Rev is a city with the geometric shape of a cube. It is decidedly a temple, but more specifically, it is not just the Holy Place, the Hêkhal, but the Holy of Holies, the Debhîr, completely consecrated to God. It is a priestly city, in which God personally and permanently dwells.

b) The foundations of the wall of the city are adorned with twelve precious jewels (Rev21: 19-20). 

Among the many writers who have commented on the Bible’s description of the garments of the high priesthood, only Rev has been so daring as to describe the New Jerusalem in terms of the twelve precious stones that adorned the breastplate of the high priest (see Ex 28:15-20). The author of Rev introduces an unheard of novelty; an act of daring that verges on sacrilege. He removes the precious stones from the sacred place that they had been in –the breastplate of the high priest- and makes them into building materials for a new city.

It is necessary to interpret in an apocalyptically coherent way this symbolic interplay between priestly garments and the twelve stones. This is, in essence, its theological-ecclesial message. Rev states that the priesthood of the high priest --who was invested with an indelibly holy character, symbolized by the twelve gems of the breastplate of the high priest’s ephod-- is now extended to the whole city. The twelve precious stones, which now adorn the foundations, show that the New Jerusalem is a priestly city, needing no intermediaries or sacrifices. The whole city is consecrated to the worship of the living God, in direct and uninterrupted communion. The privilege once reserved to the high priest in the OT is now bestowed freely on the whole people of God.

c) The New Jerusalem, a city that is a temple. 

The author goes on to make a remark that must surely have come as a shock to the biblical and Jewish mindset. “I saw no temple in the city, for the temple is the Lord God the Almighty and the Lamb” (Rev 21:22). For a Jew, this absence of a temple would be utterly unthinkable. How could one think of the holy city of Jerusalem apart from its glory, the temple? How could there be no temple, the place of God’s presence?

But the author immediately offers an explanation that dispels any confusion on this point. His clarification surpasses even the best calculations of the past and contributes an unheard of novelty. Rev distances itself from all those ancestral expectations that looked forward to a future temple that would be completely renewed, mainly those expectations expressed in the Book of Ezekiel.

Formerly, men had been searching for God; now, it is God who is searching for men. Formerly, the temple was restricted to a material building; now, the Presence and Glory of God invade the whole city. In the heavenly Jerusalem everything is new, and it is essentially new in the relationship between God and humankind. God no longer appears just as an object of worship, but as the very place of worship. The eternal presence of God and of the Lamb signifies the fulfillment of all the prophecies that the idea of temple involves.

This high degree of newness is also vigorously set forth by Paul. He declares that the Christian community in fact constitutes the temple of God: “For we are the temple of the living God” (2 Cor 6:16; see 1 Cor 6:19).

The void left by the absence of a temple is more than filled by the divine fullness, which Rev refers first to God, then to Christ, in his distinctive role as “the Lamb.” Rev aims at stressing the direct relationship of God and the Lamb with the city, and it does so in an almost scandalous way, by stating categorically and against all prevailing expectations, that there is no temple in the city. Rev’s theological message is that there is no need for the mediation of any temple in order to encounter God, because Christ –the Lamb that was slain but is rise—has done away with all barriers and accomplishes all communications in himself. He is the place of perfect encounter between God and human beings.

The vision of the New Jerusalem, from the standpoint of the missing temple, stresses the definitive transformation wrought in the history of salvation. All temples, understood as shrines erected by pious human beings and by the most diverse religions, pointed only to the provisional presence of God. Now, set in the moment of history’s total fulfillment, Rev majestically proclaims that God, in a communion of persons (the Father and Christ), constitutes the truly unique temple of humankind, in which the new city made up of redeemed humanity is seated.

3.3.4. God makes a covenant with the peoples. The universality of salvation
Rev hammers away insistently on the universality of salvation, especially in its closing chapters. The New Jerusalem is made up of people from all nations. It constitutes not only the Church in its fullness, but also the hope of all humankind. We will now try to make a painstaking but sober recapitulation of these notions.

With the appearance of the New Jerusalem, the authoritative voice from the throne declares: “Behold, the dwelling of God with men, and he will dwell with them” (Rev 21:3a). This dwelling, tent or tabernacle, which God had formerly pitched among his chosen people, is now planted “in the midst of men.” This declaration becomes even more revealing if we look at the lexicographic construction of Rev 21:3. In Rev, the word for “men” (ánthropoi) is used here quite deliberately. It does not designate a part or a remnant, but all humankind (see Rev 8:11; 9:6, 10, 15, 18, 20; 13:13; 14:4; 16:8, 9, 21).

Moreover –fully aware that it is breaking with the usual biblical terms used to formulate the covenant—Rev stresses that referent is no longer just a people, but rather peoples, all peoples. Its language is almost disconcerting: “and they will be his peoples, and God himself shall be with them, and be their God” (Rev 21:3b). In its new designation for the collectivity of the new covenant, Rev does not employ the plural “nations” (éthne), which appears frequently in the book (2:26; 11:18; 12:5; 14:8; 15:3-4; 18:3, 23; 20:3). Rather, it chooses the LXX term for the chosen people, namely, laós. But even here Rev declines it in the plural: not a “people” (laós), but “peoples” (laoí). Thus, in its own rather scandalous way, Rev keeps breaking down the inertia of time and of biblical usage. Rev wants to be perfectly clear on this point. God’s covenant, which had formerly been reserved for one people, is now extended to all peoples, embracing all of them in the universal mystery of divine election. Now, all the nations of the earth can partake of the privileges of the old people of God and become the genuine people/s of God.

The names of the twelve tribes of the Israelites are inscribed on the New Jerusalem (Rev 21:12) also those of the twelve apostles of the Lamb (Rev 21:14). In the description of the city the number 12 and multiples of 12 are often used. The New Jerusalem has 12 gates (Rev 21:12-13); its foundations are made up of 12 precious stones (Rev 21:19-21); its wall measure 144 cubits (Rev 21:17). This frequent use of twelve shows that the plan of salvation, made possible by the existence of the people of Israel and the Church, culminates in the New Jerusalem.

The New Jerusalem is not a city shut up within its walls; its twelve pearl gates are always open (Rev 21:25). Gates are for protection from enemies; perpetually open gates symbolize perfect safety. They are not closed by night, because there is no night. All nations shall go up to the city and form part of its lawful inhabitants, bringing “the glory and honor of the nations into it” (Rev 21:26). In the New Jerusalem, all peoples share the privilege of being rightful citizens.

This universal procession forms a twofold contrast, as Rev 21:24-26 makes clear. It does not want us to become accustomed to the conventional use of language, even of a religious or biblical sort. In the first place, it corrects its inspired source, the prophet Isaiah, who spoke of the tribute brought by vassal nations into the New Zion (Is 60:5-10). Rev insists that the nations now enter through the gates into the city with the same right as the Christian faithful. In the second place, it underscores an antagonism with Babylon, which used to exploit other peoples by means of a corrupt commercial system (Rev 18:11-14). Jerusalem is now a center for living together, not a city of commerce. Universal history is being fulfilled in it.

The New Jerusalem is not just the fulfillment of the Church, but also of the hopes of all humankind. The whole immense effort of humankind to yield a harvest of values relating to truth, peaceful coexistence and justice will not be swallowed up by a merciless earth. The generous work of love, amassed at the cost tribulation and tears, will always be fruitful; it will never perish.

We should also note that the proverbial tree of life, once reserved for a single chosen people (see Ezk 47:9-12), is now –again Rev corrects its inspired source—made accessible to all nations (Rev 22:2). This is meant to show that salvation –“the healing,” as Rev puts it—will reach all nations. The glory of the New Jerusalem is truly universal. In it the nations will find the goal of their pilgrimage and their sustenance. They will be nourished by the tree of life. Rev assures us of a happy ending to the history of salvation, in which all human efforts will be fulfilled and all cultures that have passed through the crucible of trial will be assumed.

3.3.5. The New Jerusalem: anti-Whore, anti-Babylon
Rev is not a naïve book. Its realism is steeped in the harsh events suffered by the Christian community at the end of the first century. Hence the author, out of an imperious need to express himself, has recourse to visionary symbolism, in order to show that the events that were happening were not just passing, but are ongoing, due to the wickedness of men and to the demonic power that nourishes them.

John is aided by the inspiration of the Spirit, who transforms him into a prophet and enables him to contemplate the deepest recesses of history. It is the Spirit –explicitly named by John—who effectively leads him to contemplate the two antagonistic visions of Rev, namely, the Great Whore (17:3) and the Lamb’s dear Bride, the New Jerusalem (21:10). Looming up before the glorious image of a Church that is faithful to Christ and will later become the consummate Church or New Jerusalem, we see the menacing image of the anti-Church, which Rev calls the Great Whore or Babylon the Great.

Thus the book presents two feminine figures and two cities, which dominate its final chapters (17-22). Let us set aside for the moment the stellar mention of “the Woman” in Rev 12, where she is seen more in her maternal than her spousal role.

Both of these symbols undergo a metamorphosis in Rev. The Bride of the Lamb (who is strong contrasted with the Whore) is transformed into a city, the New Jerusalem (Rev 21:1-22:5). The Whore (Rev 17) is likewise transformed into a city, Babylon the Great (Rev 18). The text clearly states who this city is: “The woman you saw is the great city that rules over the kings of the earth” (17:18). Thus, to put it briefly:


The woman > the Whore  > a city > Babylon the Great


The woman > the Spouse > a city > The New Jerusalem.

The Great Whore of Babylon vs. the New Jerusalem, the Bride of the Lamb. The author of Rev has set before us two antipodal feminine images: the Great Whore of Babylon and the Chaste Spouse of the Lamb. He has painstakingly rendered the opposition between prostitution and consecration to God, blasphemy and adoration, abomination and holiness, the pagan Empire and the Church. Let us look at the essential outlines of these two figures, which are presented as being in a state of constant hostility.

· In Rev 17, the Whore is dressed in gold and holds a golden cup in her hand. Gold is the symbolic color of the liturgy, a sacred metal that suggests the nearness of God. The Whore usurps the scared gold and profanes it, because the golden cup she holds is full of abominations and of the filthiness of her fornication (Rev 17:4).

· The Whore shamelessly fornicates with the kings of the earth (17:2). In contrast, the Bride of the Lamb is chaste woman, adorned and prepared as a fitting spouse for the Lamb (21:2, 9).

· The Great Whore is extravagantly dressed in flaming red, the color of the red horse of violence (Rev 6:3-4) and of Great Dragon (12:3). In contrast, we are simply told that the Bride of the Lamb is modestly “arrayed in fine linen, clean and bright” (19:8a). The author hastens to clarify the symbol, “for the fine linen is the righteousness of the saints” (19b), and we know that these saints “have washed their robes and made the white in the blood of the Lamb” (7:14).

· In the progressive development of this antithesis, the farce becomes a serious drama. The outward pomp becomes a bloodstained scene of persecution, murder and death. The Whore is engaged in a drunken orgy (Rev 17:2). She is inebriated “with the blood of the saints, and with the blood of the martyrs of Jesus” (17:6). The Church is the Bride of the Lamb that was “slain” (5:6, 9, 12; 13:8).

Rev speaks of the promised Bride of the Lamb in three passages of the last part of the book, which we recommend you to read: Rev 19:7-8; 21:2; 21:9-10).

If we decode it, this nuptial symbolism means that the New Jerusalem is a corporate person –“a spouse”—or an assembly that is made up of persons who live for love. Throughout biblical revelation, in both the OT and NT, the terms “spouse” and “bride” are fraught with deep symbolism meaning, respectively, the Community of Israel and the Church of Christ. The “bride” designates the People of God in the loving context of God’s Covenant, which, in the fullness of revelation, will become the “Bride of Christ,” who will espouse her by giving his life for her.

The Bride of Rev, to wit, the Christian Community, lives in a nuptial situation, an ineffable juncture relating to a personal love that seeks to respond faithfully to its Lord. The Church is wed to one only Bridegroom, Christ, who is eager to fulfill the longings of his Bride. The Church knows that she is enduringly loved by Christ. Hence she sings out in praise “to him who loves us and freed us from our sins in his own blood” (Rev 1:5).

Rev, a book that records the love story of Christ with his Church, tells of the way the Church has continued to be purified by listening attentively to the word of its Lord (2-3), by sharing in great tribulations (7) and by taking part in his witness (11). Throughout this apocalyptic adventure, the Christians community did not fall away from its first love, except for some of its members, who preferred to be involved in the love affairs of the Great Whore and the witcheries of Babylon (18).

The Church can never forget that her Lord has acquired her for himself by laying down his life for her. Christ, the Spouse of the Church, is the Lamb that was slain (Rev 5:6, 12). His love for her is proved by the shedding of his blood: “you have purchased her with your blood” (5:9). In view of her Lord’s great love, the Church wants only to be united with him. This is the reason for the vehement cry that the Church, filled with the Spirit and in unison with him, incessantly lifts up: “The Spirit and the Bride say, ‘Come!’” (Rev 22:17).

3.3.6. A Tale of Two Cities: Babylon vs. the New Jerusalem
We can continue contemplating this pair of opposites, in keeping with the precise indications that the book offers. The Whore is transformed into a city, Babylon, the mother of earth’s abominations (Rev 17:5), which holds sway over the kings of the earth (Rev 17:18), who attempt to overthrow the rule of the Lamb, who is King of kings and Lord of lords (19:16). The Bride of the Lamb is also changed into a city, the New Jerusalem (21:9-10). Now the confrontation takes place between two opposed cities: Babylon and the New Jerusalem.

The people of God –the Church—must spiritually set forth from Babylon, in keeping with God’s warning (Rev 18:4) and head for an alternative city. It must set forth on a permanent exodus. Babylon must fall and give way to the New Jerusalem. The warning of Rev becomes pressing. The readers of the book can readily recognize that this “Babylon” is the imperial city of Rome. Rev hopes that before its fall, those Christians who are still immersed in this world may not be deceived by its enchantments (which are already doomed to perish), but will rather set their eyes on the New Jerusalem. Hence it presents two contrasting visions, so that the readers may be well advised not to allow themselves to be attracted by the witchery of Babylon and succumb to it. The sharp antagonism between Christians and anti-Christians can be laconically stated in urban terms.

· The splendor of Babylon comes from the aggrandizement of its empire at the cost of exploiting other nations (Rev 17:4; 18:12-13, 16). The splendor of the New Jerusalem is the glory of God (21:1-21).

· Babylon corrupts all nations and “deceives” them with its witchery (18:23). Its action is demoniacal, since in Rev the verb “deceive” is applied to the great instigator, the Dragon or Satan, “who deceives” all the earth (12:9; 20:3), as well as to the second Beast or false prophet (13:14). The nations all head towards Babylon, in pursuit of a diabolic deception (18:23). In contrast, those heading towards the New Jerusalem are all those nations that are searching for the light, which is God’s glory (21:24).

· Babylon has become a cage for all sorts of unclean spirits and filthy birds (18:2). In the New Jerusalem, all kinds of abominations and impurities are excluded (21:8, 27).

· In Babylon there is a flow of poisoned wine, which all nations drink and commit fornication (that is, idolatry) with the Whore (18:3). In the New Jerusalem, the water of life flows and the tree of life that heals the nations grows (21:6; 22:1-2).

· Babylon the Great holds sway over the kings of the earth (17:18). The other kings of the earth bring their glorious treasures to the New Jerusalem, as a sign of their adoration of God (21:24).

· Of Babylon we are told that “no light from a burning lamp will ever shine in you again” (18:23). In the New Jerusalem there is no need of sun or moon, which pale in the light of God, for God’s glory illumines it and its lamp is the Lamb (21:21).

· In Babylon, blood and violence and death reign (18:24). In the New Jerusalem there is no death or mourning or pain (21:4), but only abundant life (22:1-2)

· Babylon is the abode of demons (18:1-3). The New Jerusalem is the place of God’s presence.

· The lament over Babylon ends with a desolate expression that echoes the Prophets (see Jer 7:34; 16:9; 25:10): “No more shall the voice of bride and bridegroom be heard in you” (Rev 18:23). In blessed contrast, a shared nuptial voice will resound in the Christians assembly, the Church: “The Spirit and the Bride say, ‘Come!’” (22:17).

· In Rev, Babylon, “the great city,” is the antithesis of the city of God, which is called “the holy city” (11:2; 21:2, 10; 22:19) or “the beloved city” (20:9). In brief, when Rev speaks of Babylon, it is referring to imperial Rome. The author himself establishes an explicit equivalence of meaning, thus alerting the Christian community that is reading the book.

Babylon represents self-deified humanity, the supreme ambition that worships itself rather than God. All of the OT oppressive cities and systems that dared to defy God, have contributed traces to Rev’s picture of Babylon, namely, Babel, Sodom, Egypt, Tyre, Babylon and Edom. Nevertheless, the nearest inspired source is chapters 27-28 of Ezekiel.

The author of Rev does not aim at offering a surrealist vision of the great city, but rather at exhorting the faithful and bringing them to reach a decisive rejection. With all their might, Christians must detest Babylon and the system of life that it represents. He knows that the readers of Rev live in the great cities of our world -- that they “live between Babylon and Jerusalem.” They have to know –with the spiritual understanding granted them by the Spirit—that there homeland is not in Babylon, which will be destroyed, but in the New Jerusalem, which will be everlasting. They must decidedly direct their steps toward that holy city.

Although the Babylon that Rev describes refers more immediately to Rome and its oppressive Empire, it refers as well to all the cities we have mentioned, because of their accumulated wickedness. Babylon constitutes a totalitarian system that goes against and kills all life. It goes beyond any concrete localization because of the ceaseless charge of death and extermination that it keeps propagating. It is the reign of organized evil over the earth. At the end of one of its chapters, the Book of Rev describes how in this wicked realm “was found the blood of prophets and of saints, and of all who have been slain on earth” (18:24). These holy ones have died like Jesus, “the Lamb that was slain” (Rev 5:6). One and the same sacrifice joins them in the same lot: to die as victims of violence. Rev spells this out by applying the very same term, “slain,” both to Christ and to Christians and to all human beings that have died innocently at the hands of other human beings. This city of Babylon, which appears so fascinating and tempting, will be subjected to the judgment of God.

And when Babylon is destroyed, then “after these things” (19:1), there will resound, as a counterpoint to the former lament, an Alleluia that reaches the heavens and inundates the saints. The presence of the New Jerusalem is God’s authoritative response to the vehement cry of the martyrs. The souls of those who had been slain for the word of God and for the testimony they had given cried out with a loud voice: “O Lord, holy and true, how long will it be before you judge and avenge our blood on the inhabitants of the earth?” (Rev 6:9-10). It is also a response to the blood shed in Babylon (Rev 18:24), which, like the blood of Abel, cries out from the earth for justice (Gen 4:10). Heaven and all who dwell in it –saints, apostles and prophets—rejoice over the ruin of Babylon, because in condemning it God has judged their cause (Rev 18:20). God, the supreme Goel (vindicator) of humanity, not only avenges the blood of his own, but also, makes them his children and members of his family in the New Jerusalem: “I will be their God and they will be my children” (21:7).

God creates a new heaven and a new earth that will serve as a platform for the coming of the New Jerusalem, the Bride of the Lamb, the city-paradise of transformed human beings, who will live in the light of God forever. A life of loving solidarity, in the image and sharing of God’s own love, is the reality that makes the existence of the New Jerusalem possible, as a city and a close-knit society.

3.3.7. The Light of God Shines
The New Jerusalem is an open city whose gates are never shut, for there is no night there (Rev 21:25; see 22:5). It is a city steeped in light. So abundant is the light that in it the lamps for worship, and even the sun and moon, pale in comparison (21:23). Nations and kings go in search of the splendor that pour forth from the Church (21:24).

This is a Missionary Church -- an epiphany of the light. This radiant image of the New Jerusalem that graces the last pages of the written Bible is insinuated in the first pages of the Gospels, namely, in the account of the magi (Mt 2:1-12). The whole scene is a symbol of the pilgrimage of the nations, who seek the light in the New Jerusalem. The magi, too, in following the light of a star, were also seeking for the light of the Messiah. This star, a symbol of royalty, stops above the place where the child is. In Jesus, a child with his mother, they find the light. They acknowledge him in person and adore him as the only Lord and King. Here, this adoration of the magi is carried out on a universal scale, valid for all times. The nations are still in search of the light of life.

No longer do we see an image of the Church as a silent and fearful group “who had locked the doors of the place they were staying for fear of the Jews (Jn 20:19). Rather, we see an image of the Church of Pentecost, filled with the power of the Spirit and the splendor of his fire. It is a Church of open doors, a Church that speaks to all the peoples of the earth with a single tongue (see Acts 2:1-12). Pentecost is likewise an image of the New Jerusalem, since in this city, not only pious Jews, but also all the peoples of the earth, are gathered together in one. The New Jerusalem is the Missionary Church that has completed its task. It is the Church that peacefully opens its doors to allow the whole world to share in the light that lightens it: the living presence of God and of Christ.

3.4. The Church, animated by the Spirit, walks through the desert of history on its way to the New Jerusalem.

The vision of the New Jerusalem is meant to strengthen the hope of the Church, which is walking through history like a pilgrim people on their way through the desert. This is how the Letter to the Hebrews views the history of salvation (see Heb ch. 11), recalling the faith of the patriarchs and prophets. The hope of the New Jerusalem enables the Church not to accommodate itself to this world and it helps them not to become led astray by the seduction of the “Babylons” of all times.

Rev, as we have already said, is not a naïve book, nor is it a cozy or ethereal book. It does not blunt the rough edges of Christian existence. The New Jerusalem is not an idyllic picture, set apart from the committed life of the Church. It does not dilute the Christian vocation to bear witness, to fight the hard fight of faith.

Endurance and realism characterize the Christian history that Rev reflects. The Christian community that reads Rev must always be purifying itself. It is in a perennial state of conversion, in order to be able to enter the heavenly Jerusalem. The light of the New Jerusalem cannot fail to spot the shadows of sinful or reprobate Christians. So long as the Church is on pilgrimage through this world, it is also exposed to idolatry and to a fall.

Entrance into the New Jerusalem is not automatic. It demands a resolute option and a personal responsibility. Why? In order to be written in the book of life of the Lamb (21:27). This means making the life of Jesus –the Lamb slain yet standing, dead yet risen—a personal and community style of life.

Today there still are oppressive and depraved Babylons that have their own adepts. They have closed the gates of the New Jerusalem against themselves. They cannot enter it (Rev 21:8; 22:15), and will have to submit to the judgment of God (18:8; 20:10).

All of these Babylons and their adepts, each in their own way, are variations on the same basic theme: idolatry. Until the bitter end, this radical existential alternative holds true: either you adore God or you become a helpless slave of the Dragon and his followers. Each page of Rev represents a peremptory call to conversion. Believers are ceaselessly called to a new life that strives to develop and grow in the service of unselfish love. So long as we live in the flesh, we are subject to tribulations. We are pilgrims and, whether guilty or unwillingly, the dust of our many wanderings in the desert still clings to our feet. We must, then, be purified, washed and dressed in the white robes of Christ (Rev 3:4-5).

Rev enables Christians to enjoy an up-close vision of the New Jerusalem, so that they may detest all their sins, so that this new taste may be an antidote to turn them away from their old foods and way, and so that with this wise teaching they may resolutely direct their step to the city that awaits them. The New Jerusalem, with its wide open doors and its interior enlarged to accommodate a universal pilgrimage, has in fact become a city big enough for the whole world.

But the New Jerusalem is described not only as a city, but also as a bride. Seen in this symbolic light, it is also the fulfillment of the dreams foreseen in the Prophets, Psalms and the Song of Songs.

Perhaps no other part of the Bible manifests so clearly and eminently the mystery of the Church and the destiny that awaits it with its Lord, when it is docile to the persuasive voice of the Spirit. Now at last the glorious Church can love its Lord with a spouse’s love, because within it, the Spirit is its fundamental feeling.

We must learn to read the last verses of Rev with the full evocative power in which they are steeped, in the light of the first verses of the Bible, when God made the Cosmos and created the first man and woman in his own image and likeness (Gen 2:27). God’s dream was to make the world a home and to make humankind a spouse. This divine design, which has lasted as long as the history of salvation with all its lights and shadows, now finds its fulfillment: “The Spirit and the say ‘Come!’” (Rev 22:17). And the Lord answers: “Yes! I am coming quickly!” (Rev 22:20a). “Quickly” refers to the positive impact and intensity that the Risen Christ has on history. Time has grown shorter after his arrival, and history, guided by the Lord and penetrated by the power of his Spirit, and by the witness of Christians, is marching surely towards its saving end.

Rev wants to infuse this spirit of hope throughout the whole Church. History will not come to a barbarous end, but will have a happy outcome. God’s design is now open not just for the Church, “the universal sacrament of salvation,” but for all humankind. All humankind is the beneficiary of this hope of salvation in the New Jerusalem.

God’s own dream is egregiously fulfilled. At last, the glory of God, his divine presence –the Shekinah—finds its lasting resting-place, after having dwelt successively in the desert, in the temple of Jerusalem and in the pilgrim Church. God is here, in the midst of humanity. His presence is a perennial fount of immortality for human beings, who are now enabled to participate in his own divine and Trinitarian life. One and the same communion of life unites and sustains them.

The new heaven, the consummated Reign of God, has descended upon the new earth. The earth has become a habitable city, and in this city is the new paradise, the re-created Eden. This city is open. It has twelve ever-open doors. All peoples enter it and form part of its citizenry. Intermediaries are superfluous, the priesthood is superfluous and no one is subject to anyone. All reign with Christ forever. There is no more temple. Humankind is freed from the wounds of sin, tears and death.

After a long history of salvation, God can now rest and gaze contentedly on the work of his hands. In his last creative act, a replica of Genesis, God creates all things new, and sends down from himself the New Jerusalem, the radiant Bride of the Lamb, a city and a garden, where He himself will live in communion with humankind renewed. “Behold, the New Jerusalem!” God has done it. And God sees that it is not only good, but very good, that is, totally steeped in his own goodness and beauty. The project of salvation is now complete. We can already contemplate our goal. Christ has overcome and has created a family of all nations. Looking forward to the New Jerusalem is an act of faith (we believe in life everlasting), of hope (we await a new heaven and a new earth), and of a love of solidarity that will transform our humanity. The final “Amen” of the Apocalypse of John is itself God’s great project of salvation.

CLARETIAN KEY

WITNESSES OF THE NEW JERUSALEM

Vatican Council II states that “the Church, in Christ, is in the nature of a sacrament – a sign and instrument, that is, of communion with God and of unity among all human beings” (LG 1). In another document the Council states that “the Christian community is composed of human beings who, united in Christ and guided by the Holy Spirit, press on in their journey to the kingdom of their Father, bearing the message of salvation meant for all human beings” (GS 1). The Church --a sign of the New Jerusalem and a companion of human beings on their journey toward it—is challenged by Rev to purify its heart and open it to the action of the Spirit, so that it can cry our with Him: “Come, Lord!”

We all know how hard our Fr. Founder strove “to restore the beauty of the Church.” Today, what resonances do the words of Rev find in us, the heirs of Claret’s charism? The revelation of the reality to come, of the true meaning of history, fills our hearts with joy and hope. In some sense we already partake of and celebrate the joy of the New Jerusalem. But this very thought awakens our missionary charism and launches us out to witness to and announce this reality, which the Father has graciously prepared for us. To take up the message of Rev in a vocational key means committing ourselves to become more transparent in the light that emanates from the New Jerusalem, to work so that the Church may become more transparent in it, and to walk in solidarity with those who are striving to build our city in a way that embodies the reality promised by the Father in the definitive city (see SW 10). The testimony of our Fr. Founder and of so many of our brothers, as well as the documents of the Congregation, incessantly remind us of this.

SITUATIONAL KEY

1) What is happening with our utopias? Today, many are undoubtedly disoriented and lost, without finding any meaning in their lives because of their lack of roots. As Sartre said, “If one doesn’t believe in anything, then there is neither good nor bad.” Many deny that there is no more room for the utopian ideals (whether of past or present thinkers) such as peace, work for all, freedom, universal coexistence, etc. Where can we look to find even a spark of hope? Only in little signs of gratuitous goodness. And these only grow where there is the hope of resurrection, “a stumbling block to Jews and folly to Gentiles, but to those who are called, the power and wisdom of God” (1 Cor 1:23). Have you discovered any of these little signs?

2) On whom does our future depend? Gabriel Marcel said that “loving someone means telling him or her: you shall not die.” And that is the cry of the Apocalypse of John and of the whole Bible. Our life is a continual longing for home, for a place to rest, but a place inhabited by someone who loves us and where there is no more “death or weeping.” At the same time, however, we acknowledge that the world is our house, and we are concerned for it, and we know that our destiny is in some way tied to it. But the New Jerusalem will not come dropping down like rain from heaven. For us, the resurrection is a promise, but also a task. Faith in the resurrection is manifested day by day in the struggle for peace, justice and the safeguarding of creation. On whom, then, does our future depend?

3) Christian optimism. Cardinal Testa visited Pope John XXIII a short time before his death. When he asked how his old friend Roncalli was doing, he answered: “Your friend Roncalli is quite ill, by I have heard over the radio that John XXIII is getting better.” It was not an explicitly religious message, but the humor of “Good Pope John” was overflowing with hope and optimism in the face of death. Where does this Christian optimism come from? It undoubtedly comes from trust in a God and Father who is near and loving, a trust that entails a particular way of living and dying.  It is very likely that suffering, anguish, a sense of abandonment and spiritual desolation do not allow everyone to have a sense of humor in facing death, but that does not really matter, because we know that at the end “He will wipe away every tear from our eyes.” Isn’t this hope enough to make us live and die with optimism?

4) What will become of the world? The problem of human beings today is not so much the end of our universe as it is the end of the world for us, the end of humankind. We are the first generation capable of putting an end to humanity, of making this world uninhabitable. The Bible does not clearly unveil the end for us, nor does it clearly unveil the beginning, but what it does affirm is that at the end of the world there will not be just nothingness, but there will be God. Science can neither confirm nor refute this. And there is more to it than that. At the end, justice will be done to all human beings, even those who were the poorest of the poor, the most scorned, the most ill treated and even murdered. Moreover, institutions and traditions, as well as political and religious authorities will be subject to judgment. Yes, and even our own life, which nobody, not even oneself, can judge, because the definitive judgment belongs to God alone. Isn’t this an evangelical message, a piece of good news?

EXISTENTIAL KEY

1. How is your personal relationship with God? Is God, for you, a Father, a creator, near and loving, a giver of life?

2. How do you react to the end? Are you consoled by the hope of one day being able to see the face of God and to enjoy his inheritance?

3. Does the universality of salvation gladden you or disappoint you? By your efforts are you working to anticipate God’s utopia already in this world?

4. Review the itinerary covered in these years by the Word-Mission project. Has it had an influence on your life, on your outlook, on your taking a position regarding reality and on your missionary activity?

COMMUNITY MEETING

1. Opening prayer or song.

2. Reading from the Word of God: Rev 21:1-14.

3. Dialogue in Theme XII 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.

