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A Tale of Two Cities and
(At Least) Three Women

TRANSFORMATION, CONTINUITY, AND CoNTRAST
IN THE APOCALYPSE

Edith M. Humphrey

.. there were loud voices in heaven, saying, “The kingdom of the world
has become the kingdom of our Lord and of his Christ, and he will reign
forever and ever.” (Rev 11:12)

“Behold, I am coming soon! . . . Behold, I am coming soon! .

" - Surely, |
am coming soon!” (22:7, 12, 20)

may surprise students of the NT to learn that the A
ost frequently read book of the Bible in North America
itutions. This fascination stems, no doubt, from the popular (mis)con-
ption that the book makes pronouncements in the manner of 2 sacred
edium, her gaze firmly fixed upon the future: surely here one may
ove, unlimited by prison bars, into the realm of a more promising, more
teresting future! Yet, as the two short citations above s

how, the myster-
s of Revelation are as much about the present and past as about the fu-

re.

Its name in Greek is Apocalypse, meaning “unveiling” or “uncover-
g’ and the uncovering has to do with mysteries that encompass the
hole scope of human time (imagine a horizontal time line), even push-
ng the limits of the beginning and the end. The unveiling also has a ver-
ical (spatial) dimension, probing mysteries in the heavens above and in
he abyss below,! although the lower regions are only intimated. (Some
ater Christian apocalypses will, however, feature vivid explorations of

pocalypse is the
n correctional in-

' See Semeia (Chico, Calif.: Scholars Press) 14 (1979), an issue edited by John J.
ollins with the theme “Apocalypse: The Morphology of a Genre.”
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munity, and W,h.lc ¢ there is also a focus on the issue of identipy, v;i\ : the:\s 210 z:
copminity ‘;,miggrsl,tity is presented as a mystery, or set of Myster ¢
; or
this concern

1 o nES, ‘0
Who are God’s people, in relation to the world, in 'y,
- Who
be revealed:

lation to Goq? Tﬁ ation, cein® ot
. . in rela on to God? is the of St(u
. . o angelic belngs’ 2 : Me {he c
their forbears, in rdatlgndt %) iitegrally woven. mfothe n‘chf tapeshy. g Wes t“.esen
is so insistently sounded, d structures, that it appears to vie for attentig, B “““ee
symbols, actions, vision, aI:l cosmic mysteries vouchsafedtto .the ];eﬁder ) i;g 4 wpmg‘
alongside the temporal an nly as a revelation of the mys en;.i l? eaven, ward 1 ;
The book signals itself n0t2 byut as a mysterious retelling ?he IZli;?\ry' of 50““6
of past, preslint, a;\; yfuItrlllrp/r oviding such ?t}}:?rg;g:éus cosmos,?rr:(ei “in%t; o
God’s new humanity. ly to the what of this st ablol the
s not only to the question of who—hgy red @
Apocalypse answers not vents, but also to is identity i W
thpe when of these mysterlrc‘):il: ; tood-,A significant aspect of this ty mof;\_:\g
d’s people are to 8 e wil
G(;de presFe)ent in feminine imagery. gyo\lPS,
e . ity and the Women The ©
Intimations of the City

omen. Obvi-

o cities and (at least.) three w s

o comt; tosz tizl: ::)(f)rtr:\plalex book, and the c1ty/w0:51:2fl thisg i

e ?po:r?’lzps two threads in the fabric. The pur[:ire weeD e

?sntlz ?;fo(v)vl tfl)\is thrl)'e,ad and to use it to .cor.\SIder t;\?nigrtextual e

Apocalypse. We will be tracing the descrlptlor.\s and 1 i i ana

the locales and actions, associated with the c1ty/wog1 e
lyzing the manner in which these symbols are render

1l
: ithin the overa
their immediate structural contexts (smaller units) and with

structure of the book.

G a roacb
In any reading, particularly a literary study, it is helpful to app
the book with some

the intrl-

understanding of its overall plan. However{rer}’ diffi-

cate nature of the Apocalypse has made mapping a structure Elisabeth

cult There is much to be said for considering the book, as hasbl to the

Schiissler Fiorenza3 s 5 series of inclusjye brackets, comparablé
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| dolls that como. from Slavic countries, Thys the lmm(-w(,r;

' y
m‘*“"}’-‘v and end mirror cth other (A, 1:1-8 R i, of the
lwc,inn" b he seven letters mirrors the fulfil|me - madidl), the

yoin \ nt ()f ud y > ‘
comis ( 1:9-3:22 // B, 19:11-22:9), the seven seals ar!d thrg:]';)l‘.

, seven bowls, together comprising the

) (8 b | events
nirtor the

; content , .
o 4:1-9:21// C',15:5-19:10), and we find a centr:l :e“{.tht sealed
410 O,hletiC scroll,” at exact center (D, 10:1-15: >ECtion, the “Jjy.

" : - VlOreoy w—_—
tle p;-ts that seem misplaced, which function toi €, there are 5
i

. nterlock the :
fewthem together rather than Separating.* But thig picture i tOF;agtz,tittnr}d.
G for

s also @ dynéie) (it fhovement, leading to the climay and

ion. The interconnected women and cj fi :
co:;l‘i‘:fhe second half of the book, that is, frog,\ cﬁ:;fjf{;f;f eA»:tl;:(fu”
the structure of intercalated sections (ABCDC'B'A') suggested abclf\)/n
tqves these symbqls €VENn more prominence, with one female actor taki X
i rominent role in the very center of the Apocalypse (D) and both citir;gj
an women Cg?mlg to the forefront of the action as the book moves t(:
its gran maile.
Warg;:negrhave assumed that these figures appear from nowhere
ning at chapter 12, but thfere is.in fact an intimation of th
the first few chapte;s_. It is as if the two great cities ang
tured actors are waiting in the wings, ready to emerge
moment. In continuity with a long tradition of biblical
writings, the polzs'and the woman stand for human communities or
groups, either in fal.thful relatlon§h1p to God, or in rebellion and infidelity.
The early description of the fal’fhful community as the work of Jesus
Christ (“he has made us to ‘pe a kingdom, priests serving his God and Fa-
ther,” 1:6) and the initial vision of Jesus (in which h

4 : e walks among the
lampstands, speaking _tO his Chu}'CheS, 151.'.&—20) set the scene for a relation.-
ship later developed in masculine/feminine imagery. Among the prom-
ises in the letters to the seven churches (chs. 2-3), we catch a glimpse of
the final city, the New Jerusalem, with which the Apocalypse will con-
clude in chapters 21-22. The letters offer tantalizing images of “the tree of
life . . . in the paradise of God” (2:7b), “a new name” (2:17b), “walk[ing]
with [him] in white” (3:4b), and “sit[ting] with [him] on [his] throne”
(3:21)—all notes and chords that will be recapitulated in the final ca-
dences of the book, when the New Jerusalem is described. In the letter to
Philadelphia, the city is not merely suggested, but makes a brief cameo
appearance: “I will make him a pillar in the temple of my God; never shall
he go out of it, and I will write on him the name of the city of my God, the
new Jerusalem which comes down from my God out of heaven, and my
own new name” (3:12). At this point the feminine imagery to be used later
does not emerge. The individual believer is addressed by the masculine

ing ",
here !

, begin-
€M even during
femininely pic-
at the dramatic
and extrabiblica]

* For further details, see the references in n. 3 and Humphrey, Ladies and the
Cities, 91-100,
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" 1 in the custom of the timeg, for
-mcluswely' o] erusalem (not yet the bridefem

i< the city O er bridal skirts, so to U
as Wet ); e‘tt lSOtv‘:re catgh :%hftrg;\hcod," endowed "witi\pga:eW empaitfs!’;
ut: y&t -, 0 : :
?,flz,ne _We g . r;:fssive: we :\re in the realm of promise a4 thig ;(;:‘t@."?lxﬁ
is allustV illment. ; in
‘;;ocalypse’ nOtefrelf,in fact, quite e?rth%,-!%lssahe 'description y
More concf 1 the letter t0 Thyatira (2:20). She finds her g, of W
woman JezeDe o of “Balaam,” who is presented to the re oy Ntey
in the male figur . Jetter to Pergamum. B,(,)th churcheg hay N the
mediately P,rfce oolity” and the eatn}g'of 'food sacrificed y ; . °eN
fected wit Kes 16). Even more striking is the .lan g us o
nd 1 Kg { her awaited judgment. If, at this point j, hied 0 4o
o merely to intimate the glories of the p a

1 ntent rider he‘;vntln "
the seer is ;‘;1 in a picture of present debauche.ry .anq .faSt‘approz Mo
willing t‘i It is, of course, not clear whether the infidelitjeg Cl
judgment. & 7

: Of Jezelyg

' those “holding to the teachings of Bal, A eor

for that maﬁltlé / within the grammar” of the imagery, “immo rali a,fe in.

tend;d llteeffzr);'P iritual adultery, that is, infidelity to God. In thjg Case May
1gur : 1 : 7 1M,
b;;aliuy” woulqt frc;rm a parallelism with the charge of idolatry, rat}?e\r

te 1tem. 2
than:t :g’arr:te, Jezebel, a self-styled prOfpéle(ti(eSQills Presented as g Jg, :
| who has seduced the servants of God wit promises of the 4y

of evi of Satan.” Her refusal to repent means that she will be forcib} eep

ﬁg:,g:d from the bed of infidelity anfi ”thr.own on a sickbed,” to recZi\r,:.

along with her co-adulterers, great tribulation and ]udgmem at the hapg

of the One who rules with a rod of iron. Rat_her than treating her Simply
as an unknown prophetess, we should conglder @he network of image
surrounding “Jezebel,” whose very name is a cipher. This meang that
alongside the more obvious sylpbohc female figures (New Jerusalen and
the prostitute Babylon), the picture of Jezebel addresses the Christian
community in general, and not merely the seven churches. The language
used for her both echoes the Old Testament judgments of “the daughter
of the Chaldeans” (Isa 47:1-15; cf. Ezek 28:2) and sets up overtones to be
rung again more fully in the description of “Babylon’s” downfall at the li.
max of the drama. The references to those who “commit adultery with
her” and to “her children” not only establish these connections but also
picture “Jezebel” (seemingly a local manifestation of “Babylon”) as inti-
mately connected with a community. Even the initial polemical reference
to her as “that woman Jezebel, who calls herself a prophet” sets up this cor-
porate dimension—while also surprising the biblically literate reader who
expects the title “Queen.”A complicating factor is the suggestion that
while “Jezebel's” fate is sealed, her collaborators may still repent. The

iufigment of unrepentant evil is unambiguous; the position of those im-
plicated is not.
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soun ocalyPSe' the Higure : oo gmerge§ llkf?athreatenin iy ?“
he AP \er of the letter section, Thyatira taking middje place aSCancer in
ihe "y urches. Within the heart of God's commupigy, yro o8 the
seven who i t0 be searched by the One with “eyes like 3 fla is a pre-
fen e;un 4 wanting; yet there is also the promise of glory for ft!;\e of fire”
and 7 durance, and who listen to what the Spirit 5y’ to the gSe who
ave iynamics of faithfulness and faithlessness have a pre Churches,
gt resence of infidelity is by no means mgay inal is ey
That nfral lacement of ]ezeb.el’s description, Stil], there isstl}l,gge§tgd by
the c not yet brought to fulfillment in a fina] victorious Stat:n:/e'sl?n of
ﬁell;li olut as Promise in the message to Philadelphia. For no o, but

u" 7 W, the S 1
Jose ON 2 darker note (“Therefore repent!”) to Laodicea: theeee,: (;v:ili
. ;
not yet.

chapter 4, we !eave the irpagery of city and women for o

2 “: Itlatchped up with John into heaven to behold the thm};:: T}\\g
Lion/Lamb, the ongoing divine liturgy, the scroll with its seven seals, the
ansealing of 2 scroll which unleashes Plagues upon earth, the sealing of
ihe 144,000, and the praise of the multitude. And we hear sounds and
voices: the soundmg of seven trumpets, voices of declaration, the uninter-
preted and mysterious seven t_hunders. The momentum of action in-
creases, and the inevitability of judgment and fulfillment seems assured,
as we come to the measuring of God'’s temple, the victorious ascension of
God's two servants, the long-delayed sounding of the seventh trumpet
and a declaration of victory: “the kingdom of the world has hecome the
kingdom of our Lord and of his Christ . . .” (11:15). But the end is not yet.
Throughout the seals and the trumpets, we have experienced a sequence,
or unfolding, of sight and sounds which shows deliberate signs of order,
and of disrupted order. As we hear the sounding of the seventh trumpet,
and look in awe at the pyrotechnics accompanying its final note (11:19),
the end again eludes us. Instead, the prophet turns our attention to a new
and different story. He has eaten a little scroll of prophecy, direct from the
hand of God (10:11), and means to tell us about it, from his perspective in
heaven (4:1; the scene is recalled at 11:16-19).

The Refugee Queen

Enter another woman (12:1-6). She is a great portent, a sign, clothed with
the sun, the moon under her feet, and a crown of twelve stars on her
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“ezebel” only pret Lay

e is @ queer ,Whe(;icgd an enornz,ogs r:g‘jfd), aboy, k'“\'
head. nd sign 18 intro ; He sweeps . 138on, Wi to Bi
birth_AseCOr and seven crownti-m o th)) ;thnrd of th,. "Vith S(‘\:VQ
heads €7 0blocl:ks the womary ii \e/vhc}: is gnat hevour her Chilcai S Quf(on
heavery an e all the nations” an | dragon ched up ¢, eay ’aChilf
o flees to the desert. AN e:llii all tghat’ aT:\escued inge, zn' Whil(:
the woma ponnie poat..., @ . - 1he stuff of stor; refuge
queen. “SPEEC L only the dragon as 2 link, John switchg, .. e8! %

t : . . § SCEn
Abruptlys W 3 fichael and his angels fighting ao.: . ones, 7
, with Mic & againgt ¢ hey
is war in heaver and they are cast down to earth. Fmally’ OUrhs ragg:

ent, or Satan, who leads ago, |
the ancient SETPEmtt, =2 = € Who]. 5N s
S e the expulsion of the diabolic forces, we hear Positi\];z Worl
; the loud voice in heaven: degj,,

e the salvation and the power and the ki dom o

ity of his Christ, for the accuser of our copy. 4o Our
God ag\(i(:vf;ia;sl‘l;’ V};hO accuses them day and night befo::rag:;S gas
}talf:; have conquered him by the blood Eﬁ the Lamb and by the Worg 2}
their testimony, for they did not cling tﬁ ; evﬁq in the face of death, g,
ioice then, you heavens, 2L MR i A0| S WE I (HiEm] But woe t, the
earth and the sea, for the. deyﬂ has com'e do‘wn to you with great wragy
pecause he knows that his time is short! (12:10-12) ,

ice here that the declaration gives us another insight intq the
mf:el and his angels fight against the dragon; yet the dragon ha:’;tetie.
overcome “by the blood of the Lamb, and by the word of thejr testimop :
It seems that the one born to be k}ng has not exaf:tly been rescueq after aﬁ
but that he has fought the good fight, and in being slaughtered, 5 o
Yet what does the casting down of Satan mean for those on earth? Ié
means suffering, because the dragon is in hot pursuit. '
What are we to make of this? The accuser of God’s people, the one
who wants to devour the child and hurt the woman, is God’s enemy, In
one sense, he has been conquered: the decisive battle has been fought
through the death of Jesus, the Lamb. Now has come the authority of
God's Messiah, the Lion who is a Lamb. No longer will God listen to the
accusations of the adversary, no longer does Satan have access to the
throne, because of what the Lamb has done. Now have come God's
power, and kingdom, and salvation. Yet this very conquest means the un-
leashing of Satan upon the world, upon those associated with the
woman. Suffering is a necessary result of the conquest of Satan, as much
as it is the means to his defeat: “ [T]hey overcame him by the blood of the
Lamb, and the word of their martyrdom. . . . woe to the earth and theses
flor t}\e devil has come down to you.” Here is a convoluted but powerful
logic.” The enemy has been conquered by suffering, yet the very con-

quest of Satan in heaven means the suffering of God’s people here and
now.

: : 5 he
Again, the seer switches scenes, returning to the conflict between t
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(he woman in 12:13-17, No o o
a0 hild i the One who wields true authort,: 1 €our
o the '~ And she is given help. Hel 'y), the dra ¢ child
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ihe 1€ " queen reminding us of the children of Israe] e Identity of this
ref"ffes wings out of I::,gygt- tT h3ez-lmage of eagle’s wi'ncasrnEd by God g
o8 Sgong of Moses” ( ell(l - 32:11), a metaphoricy] 10y 1c2lS also th
gred Deut 32;1&,) that takes p!ace at a climactic point | 8 of Israel's
Stoflyeroﬂomy’ prior to the blessing of the twelye m-be';f bln the Book of
i rences are as mstructlye as the parallels, In the Sy oHoues Here
the ord discovers the foupdl_mg Israel in the degert r 18 of Moses,
s Wings: and leads }lufn into a land of plenty. i Jg;;l}es h{m with
oman 15 rescued 0(? %zla‘g Zs wings and flies to the degert tos e
o for her by God. The desert also is included in Gog's dea' Place pre.
3 d dangerous as it may be. It is a place of preparation & 6sxgn, dismal
f}‘ment (v. 14). T his dual theme of preparation/nourishménz and nour-
la in e calls Israel, wandering for a probation period in the vzidc ourse,
and fed erness

py manna and quails before the tribes entereq
the promi
nd promised

, the queen is a kind of Israel, an Israel : :

. Thu; an Igrael associated with other offs riassomateg With the Mes-
siah, an : pring who “keep the com.-
nandments of God and hold to the testimony of Jesus” (v, 17). This h &
enly womary, introduced as one crowned with twelve stars, i bojncf b
with both the people that brought forth the Messiah and with the cl:lil-
jren against whom the adversary fights. Not yet come to a throne or a
city, she is the epitome of humfhty. In refuge, and requiring protection
she is nonetheless a queen by birth. Her two places of residence, heaven
and the desert, are pictures of her identity.

Let us pause for a moment to consider the desert sojourn and the
time references connected with it. Notice that two times are given for the
woman'’s stay in the desert, at 12:6 and 12:14. In fact, they are the same,
since 1,260 days is equivalent to “time, times, and half a time” (i.e., three
and a half years)—and also equivalent to forty-two months (cf. 11:2).
While we do well to disregard the ink spilled regarding these numbers in
popular dispensational tomes, the numbers are not irrelevant. They are
best understood in concert with other time references in the Apocalypse,
since 7 is a recurring number, and the 1,260 = 42 = 314 times is found also
at11:2, 3, and 11, as well as at 13:5. This is the time period that the holy
city will be trampled upon; this is the time period during w'hich two par-
adigmatic witnesses of God will prophesy in sackcloth; this is the time pe-
riod during which the demonic beast, who deceives the world, will be al-
lowed to blaspheme and exercise authority. This is the time Pe“Odeg‘
which the woman, in a desert place, will be cared for and preparec.
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e final jud
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,, city and woman (chs. 17-18). Like 1o
En“’r | I;: a mc);ther, and she, like the qgel‘lk‘, ~]u'ub(_".|
sN® o has seven heads and ten horns 612.3_ ted with
east hlight the c;)\ntrasts: she is not the m = N
5 o hold to the testimony, but the
}f thos‘iV h(l; sell theq\selves. (Remembere a;?;hiLOf
thos€ nfidelity in this b(')o.k.) Nor is she in enmity we. h
.. rather, its consort, riding upon it, Ironically, he ith th
she lS'ast will bring about her downfall, and she ;vi"rbvery a
the hz peast and the ten authorities who once Hcommitte bro
t Over against the refugee queen, this mad Mistress ted adultery” i,
her. and pride (18:7), recalling again the archetypal 3.1:185 the stance of
hetic literature of the Hebrew Bible, Pride an e of Babylon in
the P! " of Babylon merges with a dirge sung over tthoFe fall. The de.
5 hlo has been great has been humiliated and Bl Etcity/WOman: she
nds in contrast with the song of joy in heaven (12{;10_1%‘”' This dirge
Ztcacasion of the dragon’s downfall. Three times we hear the rl'f:;ng ? o
. n of woe
#Fallen, fallen, is Babylon the great. ... woe, woe, O great City!” (183?;’
16, 1gzl'bylon emerges, then, as the flip side of the refugee .’
roud, where the refugee is humble; she seems to prgos gueer}:. She is
.« in exile; she rides on a beast, where th PET Whete the
refugee 151 ? : ’ re the refugee is pursued by a
peast; she 18 2 prgtendmg queen, where the refugee is a deposed (or ﬂZe-
ing) queen; she is t}}e mother of ev11.doers, Wwhere the refugee gives birth
to those who are faithful to the testimony of Jesus. Babylon's end is de-
struction, while, it seems, the refugee will sooner or later be reinstated
The refugee displays a holy dependence upon God, where Babylor;
wields an evil dominion, seeking her independence from God. Babylon's
wilfulness and madness will eventually lead to ruin, despite a present
time of prosperity.®
And so, along with the lamenters in chapter 18, we behold Babylon,
the city now desolate, the woman now isolated, taking her true place not
on the beast, nor on many waters or on seven mountains, but in the
wilderness. Her final, desolate end—despite her outward grandeur—has,
indeed, been signaled beforehand by the locale in which the seer was first
introduced to her (17:3). She whose place is the desert is deserted. If the
locale of this vision is the desert (over against the dual locale of
heaven/wilderness in chapter 12), the dramatic action is that of a death
and funeral (where in chapter 12 we heard of persecution and warfare).
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bound up with the lflt;is et e wildee e (17:3). Tha last éuze
consider the'ltofjies (;he refugee who was there. Second, the Woman i:
we looke“i,hl the blood of those who bore testimony to Jesys”. 4 € cup o
,:drunl_( _w1t d abominations in her hand m-dlcates that the faithfy have
imPI}rlt_leS ?:an d hurtful contact with her. Finally, there js the COmMmapg
had mf“mas ounding as we have full view of Babylc?n, and urging; ‘ot
mgt \(;?11‘13:; my people, so that you do not take part in her sins, and so gy
;:)lu do nc’)t share in her plagues” (18:14). : e

The command assumes that_God s people must be instr
out of Babylon. How is this posgnble, given thg stark contras
alypse—Jezebel against the faithful, two witnesses against two beasts,
Babylon against the refugee queen? Yet we recall from the letters that he
division has never been absolute: in the words of Leonard Thompson, the
boundaries in this book are “soft.”® We have 'heard abqut ]%Phesus ”f_orsak.
ing her first love,” of Pergamum and Thyatira toler.atmg Immorality,” of
Sardis’s near-morbidity and “uncleanness,” of Laodicea’s pride and blind-
ness. The command suited to each situation is the refrain, “therefore, re.
pent!” For these very communities are called to the tree of life, the para-
dise of God, to eternal life and not 2 second death, to eat of hidden

manna, to receive the morning star, to be known by a new name of ini-
macy with God, to have their name written i ife,
dressed in white, to sit on thrones, to bear the name of the city New Jeru-
salem. The members of the community are called to glory, born to glory,
and 50 they must come out of the one pretending to glory. At the heart of
the identity of God’s people is a mysterious infection with the power to
negate their identity,
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describing the greatness a);

O Lord?” For John, this problem i
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HowW g?egéﬂ to the scene of judgment, and
gomgthiﬂ g that is, from the perspective of ju
ting.
r}? I‘::{ag%t s%em that John’s treatment suffers in co
heticCrY, lacking its c.iepth and realism, and movi
Pmphalism Yet taken in its completeness, the drama
ump n does not function like a math book, with answers in the back
elatio ent or lazy student. Its approach may seem s

impati . : less subtle th
g;et;\e I;truggling psalmist who envies the arrogance of the wickeijn ;l::

eceives an unimparted encouragement from God in the s,
‘(;151331216—17)- In fact, the.r(}alader (l)f tl;)e Apocalypse is not called to }:\g:: :l:e
lament, and to rejoice, wit .o.ut also being compelled to read the visions as
2 whole, and thus to partlglPate in scenes that consistently portray the
mixed character of human living. The balance of lament on earth (18:10ff.)
and joy in heaven (18:20) found in chapter 18 mirrors the complexity of
chapter 12, in which earth and heaven are called to contrasting responses
over the downfall of the adversary (12:12). This complexity is consonant
with John's sketch of an ambiguous present: the community of God itself
is in more than one sense connected, even implicated with Babylon, and
must learn separation. Chapter 17, with its view from the desert, does not
allow the reader to forget that the present faithful community is still a
refugee, still in preparation, beset by trials, and prone to seduction. There
is here no false or cold comfort, for behind these scenes, too, lie the visions
of chapter 5 and chapter 12: the weeping of John over unresolved mys-
tery on earth, with the mystery’s uncomfortable resolution in the Lion
who is a Lamb; and the ongoing persecution of the refugee’s children
who are, nevertheless, in the care of God. Chapter 18 is also carefully bal-
anced. The final word of the angel, “in you was found the blood o,f
prophets and of saints, and of all who have been slaughtered on earth
(18:24), rings in the ears of the reader, just as the emotive “Come out of

€ my people” (18:4) initially sets a sober tone for this scene of judgment
ament,”

Mmparison with the
ng too facilely to tri-
of the Book of Rev-



READING THE Book -
“Rey,

Blay,
The pride of the Lamb and the New JeruSalem T'L)N

. declaration of Judgmenf (18:24) moye
The CIOSin’%—I afl‘]%ﬂ'jcagg" (19:1-8) offereijdg)y hwh.at S‘Eemedst;o at e
raat multitude” (1?36) and by t ?ﬂmr\er Circle of € the loud
voice of 2 & rone. This tentative language o seemed to oo ; OfShipe rd
arou_nd 'eal of revelatory re.ports and mystical writings, 1 roo: like oi
“as" 1 typl(t:he prophet Ezekiel, who writes about beholding ”ths BO byl
ol Jikeness of the glory of the I_“f’rd_ (EZEk. 1:28) ang Whoe Upeg,
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stuff of revelation. Not only does the faithful community oy © the
rive comfort from t
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the.hallelﬁlgf,‘s vision will close. The somber but final notes of ”there' With

which ]Ofrom her” (19:3) give way to the sound of servants greSmoke

gozsuupraismg God. Included within that praise is a glimpse of the ,f;)t ang

ir,l;lo iﬁs “made herself ready” :3,nd who has “been granted to pe dortl}?:d
with fine linen, bright and pure (19:8). .

More than a glimpse we do not yet receive, however, for in the ol
chapters the emphasis 15 p}aced first on the One to 'whom this bride i t
be given. Before the marriage supper comes a_sw.lftly MOVing serjes of
dramatic events: the defeat of adversaries; the binding and final defeyt of
the dragon; the establishment of thrones for the righteous; the appear-
ance of the great throne that displaces all, in heaven and in earth; the
judgment of the dead; and the opening of the books (chs 19-20). Itis only
then that John sees a new heaven and a new earth, and glimpses the holy
city, “prepared as a bride,” while he hears the proclamation of how God
will make “all things new” (21:1-5).

John (and so the reader) had viewed the refugee queen, deposed
from heaven into the desert, from the perspective of heaven, where he
had been invited in 4:1; he had viewed the Babylon/mistress from the per-
spective of the desert, where the angel had carried him in the spirit (17:3)
Now he is taken, like Moses (Deut 34), to a “great, high mountain” from
Which he (and we) will view the “bride, the wife of the Lamb . .. the holy
city Jerusalem, coming out heaven from God” (21:10). From the heavenly
perspective, in the vision of the deposed queen-mother, we saw the
panorama of a huge war, a determinative battle in heaven, followed by 2!
ongoing, if limited, series of skirmishes on earth. From the perspective of
the desert, in the vision of fallen Babylon, we witnessed a funeral, Of
:ﬁzhfe b a funeral parody, since the “far-off” stance of the mourners, i:j"e :
fromré:}rln ing of their lament by angelic declarations, distanced e re-

e event. Yet, even in parody, the vision remained complex
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is not a safe space for women”:8 EJ;
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has wa¥ned that the ethical reader must not “surrender thl;s:rl:; }':lorgnzi
he dramatic action of the Apocalypse, because “R gination

tot : evelation en
imagination of the contemporary reader to perceive yopen ingt‘lgrﬁf thef
oodor:evil, pure or XNpure, heavenly or destructive, helpless or Po“s/e(:

pride or temptress, wife or whore.” From such pers ecti
f:‘l{ation of the bride, a female figure in a positive }r)nodi, isvrfg'lte};: tp;r::
plesome than the presentappn of the evil Babylon, for it i represents an
unrealistic and therefore vicious, or at least dangerous, assumption about
women. The bride is only pure insofar as she remains subordinate; Baby-
lon is impure precisely because of her drive for independence.

It is a truism by now to notice that symbols not only speak about re-
ality, but that they shape it. It is also true that symbols, because of their
”polyvalence” (their potential for many meanings), may be hijacked or
robbed of their deepest impact by the unscrupulous or the ideologue. But
asympathetic reading of the Apocalypse will acknowledge that this book
paints its pictures not only for women, but also for men—indeed, for both
together as a group, and not separately. There is as much scandal for the
male reader of the Apocalypse, who is, from time to time, called to picture
himself in a female role, as for the female reader, who must distinguish
between a call to complete dependence upon God, and a call to “reign”
along with others of the faithful community, with Christ. The eschatolog-

' ” Adela Yarbro Collins, “Feminine Symbolism in the Book of Revelation,” Bib-
lical Interpretation 1 (1993): 33.
u. Tina Pippin, Death and Desire: The Rhetoric of Gender in the gkl
(lol:mviﬂe: Westminster John Knox, 1992), 80.
Schissler Fiorenza, Book of Revelation, 199.
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t wledge the complex network of associative Mmetap, Orlsb}lt
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huﬂ}?le ﬁgtu A's these figures are subordinate to God, so they retaia
fortified city: - oainst their detractors. The .book do'e.s not concern itselg In
strength OVer “g;ith empowerment, but with humility, suffering ahd
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ity, and so we MoV i
munity, { the bride Jerusalem, a picture that emerges out of Pointeg
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contIraSctoV;:rast wi);h Babylon, the image of the”bn.de Jerusalem js o

i tfulness. Here is a “bride” of radiance Juxta-

ith fecundity and frui . : .
ugs:c,i with an enormous metropolis, described in terms of materng] o

1o imagery: the life-giving water ﬂowing down the middle of th
fﬁ;?(l,lrt)s/t;eet,gthz tree of life, yielding its fruit every month, and Providing
healing. Just as the imagery of 22:1-3 recalls Ec%en, a reverse Eve (ang,
perhaps, Adam) is suggested by the removal of “every curse.” (The aly.
sion in pan katathema ouk estai eti is not well-expressed by the NRsv’s “noth.
ing accursed.”) The specificity of this language suggests that the effects of
Adam and Eve’s disobedience are to be undone, and thus deepens the
declaration of 21:4, that there will be “no mourning and crying and
pain’—neither in work nor in childbirth (contrast Gen 3:16-17). Such joy-
ful fruit-bearing is in contrast to Babylon, who considered her children a
sign of her own greatness, but who was brought low so that “the fruit for
which [her] soul longed has gone from [her]” and “the voice of the bride-
groom and the bride will never be heard in [her] again” (18:14, 23b). Sim-
ilarly, the vicious and parasitic association of Babylon with others con-
trasts with the organic description of Jerusalem, built on the apostles and
prophets, working for the benefit of the nations, and illumined by God

Bride, garden, city, and society come together in a picture of fullness and
cooperation.
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