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Great Whore

man character of God. For much of the period of

the Hebrew Bible, images of a maternal Y.HYVH

helped people understand the intimate and abiding
love, care, and compassion of their God.
CArROL MEYERS

SEE ALso Part II: Woman (and Man) in the First Crea-
tion Story (Gen 1:26-28, etc.); Nurse (Num 11:12);
Woman in Labor (Isa 13:8, etc.); Mother of the Servant
(Isa 4911, etc.); Nursing Mothers (Isa 49:15, etc.); Wife
of One’s Youth (Mal 2:14-16); Part IIL: Asherah/
Asherim; Female Images of God in the Apocryphal/
Deuterocanonical Books; Woman Wisdom.

FOR FURTHER READING: Benjamin, Don C. “Israel’s
God: Mother and Midwife.”

Bronner, Leah. “Gynomorphic Imagery in Exilic Isaiah
(40-66)

Frymer-Kensky, Tikva. In the Wake of the Goddesses:
Women, Culture, and the Biblical Transformation of
Pagan Myth.

Gruber, Mayer 1. “The Motherhood of God in Second
Isaiah”

McFague, Sally. Metaphorical Theology: Models of God in
Religious Language.

Meyers, Carol. “Gender and God in the Hebrew Bible —
Some Reflections.”

Trible, Phyllis. “God, Nature of, in the Old Testament.”

Great Whore

(Rev 17:3-18:24)
The most notorious symbolic female in the New
Testament is the great whore of Babylon, in the
Book of Revelation. The whore is the symbol of the
city and empire of Babylon; many scholars hold
that this image represents the city of Rome and the
Roman Empire in the late first century c.e. The
whore symbolizes political power, and her reign is
characterized by extreme political oppression, espe-
cially of the saints and believers in Jesus Christ.
Thus her downfall and destruction are particularly
graphic, and some scholars note the cathartic im-
pact of this narrative for first-century Christians
under Roman rule.
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One of the seven angels Wi‘h“‘hc Seven: bow)s
offers to show the narrator John “the judgmen, of
the great whore who is‘scalcd on many waters” (Re,,
17:1). As in the story of the woman p'rophﬂ referred
to as Jezebel in Rev 2:20,.the .accusau()r:s against the
whore (porné) include.llllcn sex or fornication”
(porneia), this time with the kmg.s of the earth,
(17:2). The believers are warned agam§t fornicatiy
with her, and those who have are instructed
«come out of her” (18:4). The whore is also accuseq
of being drunk with a wfine that consists of the
impurities of her fornication (17:2, 4) ar.nd also the
blood of the saints and martyrs or witnesses of
Jesus (17:6). She also associates with the beast/
dragon/devil, which she rides (17:3). :

The whore is simultaneously a beautiful and hor-
rifying figure. She wears regal clothing of “purple
and scarlet . . . with gold and jewels and pearls
(17:4). On her forehead (in the manner of marking
slaves) is her name: “‘Babylon the great, mother of
whores and of earth’s abominations™ (17:5). The
multiple characterizations of the whore have in-
spired much art; she is depicted as beautiful, drunk,
seductive, and dangerous. The whore is evil incar-
nate, persecuting the saints and then drinking their
blood from a golden cup. She is arrogant in her
Juxurious lifestyle and says to herself, “I will never
see grief” (18:7).

John’s response is one of great amazement (17:6).
The powerful figure of the whore causes him to
gaze at her wealth and oppressive actions. But the
scene in Revelation is primarily one of judgment,
and the whore is quickly brought down by the beast
and its ten horns (kings), who turn on the whore
with hate. The scene of her destruction is as follows:
the ten horns and the beast “make her desolate and
naked; they will devour her flesh and burn her up
with fire” (17:16). The stripping, making desolate,
eating, and burning of her flesh bring her to a
grotesque, violent end. Her destruction is followed
by rejoicing: “Hallelujah! / The smoke goes up from
her forever and ever” (19:3). The scene of her death
represents total vengeance on the ruling political
power. As an angel throws a millstone into the sea,
he says: “With such violence Babylon the great city
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Some feminist scholars find a liberating message in
this story of the destruction of the whore; the evil imagery is positive: Jerusalem is celebrated as both
imperial system has fallen. Others note a more am- a loving mother and as God’s beloved bride. Posi-

biguous reading by pointing out problems with tive imagery is typical of the second half of the
Book of Isaiah (chaps. 40-66), whose overall theme

~ symbolizing the evil political power as a woman ;
and then destroying the woman. is to offer comfort to the people of Iudaln in the
TiNA PIPPIN wake of the Babylonian exile. But even given th.e
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unparalleled elsew!
and, indeed, almos

Bible.
SusAN ACKERMAN

Labor, Clothed with the Sun. ¢ anywhere else in the Hebrew

For PURTHER READING: Carpentel
“Representing Apocalypse: Sexual Politics an
lence of Revelation.”

Mary Wilson.
d the Vio-



