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The Witness of Active Resistance:

The Ethics of Revelation
in African American Perspective

Brian K. Blount

Introduction

| am a product of the African American church. [ grew up as a regular attendee
and very involved member. Eventually, I became the pastor of a local black
congregation. As a pastor, [ longed for the kinds of reading material that would
support the preparation and presentation of sermons and Bible studies geared to
a predominately African American audience. I returned to a Ph.D. program and
a career in teaching and writing with the hope that I could help contribute to the
production of such research resources, Itis for this reason that I enjoy interpreting
and engaging New Testament texts through a conscious African American lens,
This reading of Revelation is one such Interpretive effort.

I propose to interpret Revelation through the lens of the religious experience of
African American slaves. We all know that slavery did not really end with the civil
war and the Emancipation Proclamation, Even today, most African Americans expe-
rience a “psychological occupation” due to colonization within the United States,
where they are &mﬁaomoamonﬁ&w plagued by circumstances of poverty, inequality,
injustice, and deprivation. Focusing in retrospect on the actual experience of slavery
as an interpretive lens helps to clarify the ethic of Revelation, an ethic of active resis-

tance that I believe sharpens our grasp of a religious resistance to the oppressive
reality that foments such conditions—in John’s time and in our own.

The Religious Response to Slavery

Slaves lived in a context of horrific social and political oppression. Despite this
context, when they heard the biblical story, they experienced an exodus God of
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a orﬁn& mm.ia.z as spiritual liberation. They discovered a Jesus Sr.o w.;& .mrmann&
ﬁm they did and whose life, death, and resurrection shattered the principalities and
Mos\mam of enslavement. Their religion was their resistance.

dolo
w\—ﬂmﬁwm nnmn_mwbm interpret from our particular context, from the language that

resses the culture of our context. I want to do this kind omwa.m&bm mﬁumnw& and
E.W.nozmﬂ.o:m;.. I want to explore the socio-linguistic recognition mp.mﬂuorb.m n.nﬁ..
_Hunn any other, does not have a single meaning, Rather, it has :ﬂmﬁ:ﬁm ﬁon.cnn&.._..
That potential will be developed differently by people of different social and
inguistic backgrounds.
gm%“w““ﬁ% however, the Euro-American culture has read the Bible <S..E a
domineering, middle-class, white lens that has pushed n.;rﬁ .n&Ewm:M determined
readings to the interpretive margins. I propose to «amwmn this .nm.mmaun& QE._& by
seeking out the interpretive margin of the slave natratives (spirituals, mﬁo_uﬁm.am.
phies, oral histories, interviews, etc.) and then by reading the Book of Revelation
consciously from that margin.

Correlating the Witness of Slaves and the Book of Revelation

There are important correspondences between the African American m_mﬁﬁn:m.cos
and the circumstance of John’s reading community. I do not make these connections
in an uncritical way. Obviously, millennia separate them; they were people of vastly
different circumstances, needs, and cultural dynamics. chnmmu&nmmu there are also
striking parallels between John’s prophecy and his mﬁ%nﬂo.n” and the slave songs/
narratives and their audiences. John believed that he was writing ﬁ.o 2 people whose
occupied lives were threatened at every turn; the creators of the spirituals and of the
slave narratives justifiably believed the same.

The Suffering of the People . .

John’s language about the suffering of God’s people can be striking, O.obmaa. Fm
prophecy about the fate of two key witnesses who proclaim the lordship of Christ
over against the lordship of Rome.

When they have finished their testimony, the beast that comes up from _w.a bot-
tomless pit will make war on them and conquer them and kill them, and their dead
bodies will lie in the street of the great city that is prophetically called Sodom and
Egypt, where also their Lord was crucified. For three and a half days EoE.&onm of
the peoples and tribes and languages and nations will gaze at their dead bodies and
refuse to let them be placed in a tomb; and the inhabitants of the earth will gloat
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over them and celebrate and exchange presents, because these two prophets had
been a torment to the inhabitants of the earth. (11:7-10)

Evidently, this was the fate of many who would dare make such a witness:

When he opened the fifth seal, I saw under the altar the souls of those who had
been slaughtered for the word of God and for the testimony they had given; they
cried out with a loud voice, “Sovereign Lord, holy and true, how long will it be
before you judge and avenge our blood on the inhabitants of the earth?* (6:9-10)

There is language just as striking in the historical ledgers of the slave narratives,
Consider the recounting of one Solomon Bradley who, when he was interviewed in
South Carolina in 1863, was a twenty-seven-year-old slave who had recently joined
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vcﬁ:r..mon with whom he was identified. At this conduct his master was much dis-
m._a.nunar ‘
be his duty to God and his brethren, on the Sabbath day. He was sometimes
to :
kept tied all day Sundays while the other slaves were allowed to go just where they
e

that day. At other times he was flogged until his blood would drip dewn

and strove to prevent him from the exercise of what the slave considered
“

m._nmmmm on " -
ive ing w er he 1t a1l oppor-
at his feet. and yet he would not give up laboring whenever he could ge PP

runity, on the Sabbath day, for the conversion of souls. God was wr.m_m& to bless his
Jabors and many were led to embrace the Savior under his preachi .:m. .

At length his master sold him to a slave trader, who separated ?,5 mn_oE his fam-
ily and carried him to the State of Georgia. His parting words to r.a .sa,a were that
if they proved faithful to God, He would bring them together again m a more free

Jand than Virginia.*

a Union Army regiment.

I'wentup to [Mr. Farrarby’s] house one morning from my work for drinking water,
and heard a woman screaming awfully in the door-yard. On going up to the fence
and looking over I saw a woman stretched out, face downwards, on the ground her
hands and feet being fastened to stakes. Mr. Farrarby was standing over and strik-
ing her with a leather trace belonging to his carriage-harness. As he struck her the
flesh of her back and legs was raised in welts and ridges by the force of the blows.
Sometimes when the poor thing cried too loud from the pain Farrarby would kick
her in the mouth. After he had exhausted himself whipping her he sent to his house
for sealing wax and lighted a candle and, melting the wax, dropped it upon the
woman’s lacerated back. He then got a riding whip and, standing over the woman,
picked off the hardened wax by switching at it. Mr. Farrarby’s grown daughters
were looking at all this from a window of the house through the blinds. The punish-
ment was so terrible that I was induced to ask what offence the woman had com-
mitted and I was told by her fellow servants that her only crime was in burning the
edges of the waffles that she had cooked for breakfast. The sight of this thing made
me almost wild that day. I could not work right and I prayed the Lord to help my
people out of their bondage. I felt I could not stand it much longer."

Similar to Revelation, there are also very poignant accounts in the slave narratives
that relate a devastating connection between witnessing to the Lord and persecution
on account of that witness. The matter of the would-be slave preacher James Smith

is a case In point.

He was finally received into the church and baptized. Not long after this, he felt
loudly called upon to go out and labor for the salvation of souls among the slave

isions of the Future N
Mﬂ“m is also a correspondence between the way John and the spirituals addressed

their respective audiences. Both offered powerful visions of hope for world-weary

ﬁnow_m.

My Lord, whata mormin,
My Lord, what a mornin;
My Lord, what a mornin,

When de stars begin to fall.

You'll hear de trumpet sound,

To wake de nations underground,
Lookin’ to my God’s right hand,
When de stars begin to fall.”

Like John of Patmos, the slave singer-songwriters looked to the future because Em
present was so abhorrent. In fact, much of the slave imagery m&om: the future is
imagery from the Book of Revelation: trumpets sound, stars mm_.r mmnﬁ.ﬁm nEEQP. a
Lamb arises, an altar appears, and a beaten, bloodied people sit vindicated upon it.
Finally!

John saw, Oh, John saw,
John saw the holy number,
Sitting on the golden altar,
On the golden altar.
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Worthy, worthy is the Lamb,

Is the Lamb, Is the Lamb,

Oh, worthy, worthy is the Lamb,
Sitting on the golden altar.

Mary wept, an’ Martha cried,
Martha cried, Martha cried,

Oh, weeping Mary weeps no more,
Sitting on the golden altar.*

Perhaps in a world where desperation and death are intimate and where hope
keeps promising to visit but never does, all that people have are dreams and visions.
Perhaps those dreams are like an opiate. Perhaps what John saw on Patmos had
no clear connection to the lives of his people, except to divert their attention. Per-
haps the spirituals simply averted the gaze of their listeners for a time without doing
anything to change the horrors haunting their historical horizons, Perhaps John

spouted painkiller prophecies, and the slaves arranged for artistic, antebellum inoc-
ulations. Perhaps.

Transformation of the Present Time

I do not buy it. And T do not buy it because the people who lived the symbolic
language also lived lives of Opposition contrary to the political and religious powers
in their respective worlds. John was on Patmos because he had himself witnessed to
the very cause the visions were now urging upon others. So, too, is the case with the
slaves who created and sang the spirituals. Harriet Tubman used them as a signal
on the outlawed Underground Railroad, She used them to engage, encourage, and
inspire those who risked their lives to flee their enslavement. Nat Turner created
and sang spirituals like “Steal Away to Jesus” in order to arouse black anger until
they fought back against white oppression. These were not folk given to escapist
tendencies; these were folk used to retorting, running, and rebelling,

Both John and the writers of the spirituals employed their visions as weapons in
a war of resistance; they unleashed them $0 as to unbind a people from their fear.
A people who are assured of their standing and existence in the world-to-come are
more likely to risk their standing in the present in order to secure their future. This,
I believe, is what John and the slaves were doing; they were envisioning the future
in the hope that their people would be emboldened by the vision they saw of the
future to paint that very vision into their present history—to hope, to endure, and,
ultimately, to resist now, in the Ppresent.
In other words, the visions do not Just suggest a new future; they also create the

future within the present. Indeed, what George Cummings says about the slaves and
their spirituals, he might well say about John and his revelation.
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The common black experience of tragic suffering lived in and through the 9&0““_0
¢ . .

f hope and resignation is set on a powerful journey in the context of worship,
’ h - ualitative shift in the community’s consciousness takes place and serves to
whereaq

. .
liberate momentarily and keep alive the hope of permanent liberation.

1 ower and force of Rome can—even now
. _&ocmw MMMMM MM M’MNMM@GM,\WM@EQ heard John’s Revelation—sense the
e .ﬁaamﬂzﬁ God’s triumph will bring. Just as a people devastated U.% slavery
tberation ™ they worked the fields, tended the master’s home and .OFERP or
S mﬁmwm sexual and vindictive fury, be free in imagination in the ioiﬁ
SR nt they were shackled in the South. Both John and the slave singers
ot ihe HH.N“MM@% Womwoﬁ is a powerful inducement for the solicitation of freedom.
W,HH.HMMM is M&mn those visions and these songs were all about.

Age Coming N
Wo_«“\on% situations, the authors pray not for spiritual escape but for a new age of

historically engineered vengeance and transformation. It is clear s&mw we nmmﬁw
mMeMF&SN for example, that John envisions two powerful ”éo&m eons. M, o% WRMMM
on is nosmnocom by the forces of Satan; the future eon will be contro %m sod
¥ hapters 21-22). In this age, Satan had been (and will be) ”Eo:& power an mu
MMMme. 20:7); in the future, however, the rule of Satan will v.a mon.gwamoﬁswﬁw .
ovrers of G ive I t must take heart in their knowledge of this
Followers of God who live in the presen e e
’s forces would be overthrown (12:9;
th that one day soon Satan and Satan’s . .
“H.MV H.rwm knowledge was the basis upon which John called upon them to resist
: intai i i God.
forces and to maintain their allegiance to o
ﬁro,mH_.nEMHMEm of dualistic worldview also pervaded the thinking of EM m_m.ﬁwm. H_MHM
i d that God is in contro
beings are meant by God to be free, an
WMM:MM“” “cmswwn sn%omngﬁ they were not free. Nevertheless, the present age
o k) 9 . ] j
looked very different in light of the imminently approaching future age.

Children, we shall be free,

When the Lord [as Messiah] shall appear.
Give ease to the sick, give sight to blind,
Enable the cripple to walk;

Hell raise the dead from under the earth,
And give them permission to talk.’

ing tri tives of
Just as John expressed his vision for the coming triumph, so too do the Emwm <ma<a
the slaves use powerful visions of the future to induce hope for real transform
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historical Fbmmnmwm. In John's vocabulary, it wag the symbolic Fumzmmn of a fallep
Babylon ( chapters 17-1 8):in the slave narratives, it wag the Portent of the Ciyi] War,

As monstrous an €ventas it was in the life of the United States of America, the slaveg
had prayeq ferventy for it i .

ﬁm_' . L it would Wipe that sys.
‘emotslavery out forever, Ag Dwight Hopkins notes, “Various slave storjes. aceord-

e Confederateg to God’s will »

.>m this following interchange between Robert Smalls,
Interviewed in South Carolina in 1863, indicates, the sl

ticipate with God in this historic enterprise,

.H..r.a 15 not the language or Imagery of an escapist people who Jook to otherworld}

VISIons to “drug out” theiy historical realijes, Just as John foresaw a new earth mw
well as a new heaven (21:1), the slaves believed th
heavenly realm could and would Jegd ¢, liberation

Singin’ wid a sworq in ma han; Lord,
Singin’ wid a sworq in ma han?
Singin’wid a sword in ma han;
Singin’ wid 5 sword in ma han
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Purtiest singin’ ever [ heard,

*Way ovah on de hill,

"De angels sing an’ sing too,

Singin’ wid a sword in ma han,’ Lord. '

This is the language of resistance, not escapism. Itis the kind cmm.m_ondmmo thatIbelieve
characterizes the slave narratives'' and corresponds S.EH the ethical exhortation that
John wanted his visionary imagery to impress upon his first-cen tury hearers. In fact,
thelens of the spirituals and the slave narratives helps us to see Eop.,n Qn.&.._w the way
in which John's apocalyptic language encourages “a witness of active resistance.” [t
is to this that we now turn.

Reading Revelation through the Lens of the Slave Experience

A Christian believer in one of John’s churches might rightly ask: “Who is in control?
God? Or the emperor and Rome?” [n John’s world of Asia Minor (1:4), where
the pagan attraction to the emperor cult was at its strongest,” the u.:n?mn answer
appeared to be: “The emperor and Rome.” John even acknowledged .&.a “truth” in
his portrayal of Rome as the great and mighty “Babylon,” whose unrivaled wealth
and power were idolized by the entire world,

John's truth, though, is an alternative to this one, a hidden truth amid the mighty
claims that Gaesar is lord and that Rome rules, Rome’s public truth drowns out all
other truths and, with the might of the Roman legions, declares them all to be lies,
But John offers his visionary prophecy anyway. This is the message his mythology
brings: despite what you see in this world, where the powers and forces of chaos
and destruction seem to be victorious at every turn, the truth is that God 45 in control
(see 1:5,8; 2:12, 26-27; 3:21; 11:15; 19:15-16) and God is stronger than Rome. To
any objective observer the claim is a ludicrous one.

Of course, one would first want to ask: “Whose God? Whose God is stronger
than Rome?” John will reply: “It is Jesus’ God.” That is where it really becomes
ridiculous. Jesus® God? Jesus, the same Jesus who died on the cross? His God?
Precisely. His God! That is the truth. His God is stronger than Rome. John’s vision
Seems to turn the apparent truth of Roman power on its head. John’s vision gives
to Jesus the symbolic characteristic of lamb, a helpless animal used as an offering
of sacrifice. Yet it is precisely such a lamb that served as a paschal offering for the
liberation of the people from their historical captivity to the apparently all-powerful
nation of Egypt.

Itis not all that odd, then, that this lamb has the character of a lion. Notice how
John opens his discussion of Jesus’role in God’s plan: “Then one of the elders said



THE WITNESS OF ACTIVE mmm_m._.>zom lm_.ocz._. 37

. " ities. Refusal to
. also included appropriate nnoomEn.S.B of Roman mwm;MM imprlse to
 their ionmw%m man cult worship attracted suspicion mcm.r.o% ty- e e
: %ﬁmnm@wnn - ulted because people who refused to participate 1n the
date res .

to me, ‘Do not weep. See, the Lion of the tribe of Judah, the Root of David, hag
conquered, so that he can open the scroll and its seven seals.’” The elder Poing |
out a Lion, a conquering Lion who wields the power of almighty God. But whep,

John looks, what does he see? “Then I saw . ..a Lamb standing as if it had beey. .
slaughtered, having seven horns and seven eyes, which are the seven spirits of God |

sent out into all the earth.®

The ironic message is clear: looks deceive. The Lamb has all the markin

who was slaughtered. But the slaughtering did not take. For the Lamb apparently

25 of ong

rose beyond the slaughtering—but with the markings intact in order that hig fol.

lowers who believed in him might be consoled and in order that hig enemies why,
slaughtered him might become afraid. It is clear, despite how it looks, that this Jesyg
is a conquering Lion. The fact that he now wields the seven spirits of God is Proof
of that. This Jesus, along with the God whose plan he represents, is the one in
control of human history. The Romans who slaughtered him are not. In using thig
imagery, John’s goal was to show the truth of what his people believed, namely, thay
despite how it appears on the surface, God rather than Rome is in charge.

To demonstrate this truth, John imagined two key polar oppositions, God and
Satan. On the heavenly or mythological level, these two were at war, and, despite
how it seemed at times, God was destined to ywin, In fact, in the future that John
foresaw, that victory had already taken place. On the ground, here on earth, that
mythological battle had direct human, historical referents. God was represented
by Christ, the slaughtered Lamb with the conquering power of a Lion. Satan was
represented by the beastly portrayals of Rome and the conquering power of her
Caesars. Rome’s dominance, however, is only an appearance, an illusion, a mirage,
That is the truth Revelation says is out there—the truth that the satanic forces who
support Rome do not want the believers to find out,

The Temptation to Accommodation

Why is it so important to Rome that the Christian believers not find out the truth?
Because Rome wants the Christian, out of a fearful desire to protect this physical
life and the things that go with it, to be willing to compromise his or her beliefs
and accommodate them to the belief structure offered by Rome. All of this tells

politically, and economically, these were people of some means.

John’s audience was comprised of people with enough local standing and money

to want to avoid losing it. As such, and here is the issue, they were prone to accom-

themselves follo

_ _ 2 : iti ding,
A M..QHMHH of economic security and political standing
I e

“omi a situation where they will have

i i rnﬂmﬁcﬂﬂh%ﬂh“wm“wmw and economically .E. to n.mn&mHm
e o Humomw ist—at the risk of losing everything! He _m.m?dm that
- I :E?nw would sacrifice their Christian noB.BEnmE and
G MMHM;MH in a futile attempt to conserve mﬁﬁ status :.,w_ z.._n.ﬁwnﬂw“w
allegiance 0 c_ Roman economic way of life, by mﬁuﬂ.ﬁmn_bm in cultic m.aﬂ. _
by o5 e ”m uire them to compromise their faith, E..néﬁ by denying
mmnrma,wmm. "_Eﬁ_n.z.ﬁw wm would risk loss of property, privilege, or life. ~
fheir i " tes a narrative-symbolic world that ?mwn:.nm an alternative

s 2_&. - M.HMMEM. as ridiculous as it may seem, the truth is wrﬁ God mn.a
ruth. In .?.vn s n%n 9 _ua.o_.u This, John reveals, is not only an N.F_nmnu.mﬁdn truth: dew
frod Oﬁﬂﬁwmmnmb &n.ﬁmm.ﬁ _o*. this truth and of the historical circumstances o
is the truth.

i i i istance.
the hearers that John fashions an ethics of active resistan
e he

.—Om._b. Hnm._.w

to decide whe

the time H_._.—MTR e

An Ethics of Active Resistance: Witnessing

i i i means of “witness.” He does so
._ow_b_vaoﬁ.onmm a nMHHbMMMM HH%nMMM_mMManMEbm this same witness from m._omw
2 o Bk him n%mb the Lamb and attest to the truth that the Lamb, .Uw the @ow&n
7 Enw EE S 9_”_ of human history. By so doing, believers also witness mﬂﬁ”m
i :_,_._un cMn”ombEm is lord and master of human history. I turn, then, to N
wﬁn EMM M.Msmhbwmm in several key passages early in John’s prophecy as a means
angua

explicate John’s ethics.

Hﬁh H.m._.Hm OmuﬁHE.H.p ! ﬂw W H_.WNHH_. oW m 1€ conce t o.* witnessing 1 entr & 6]

hn’s whole work. This passage is an action text in which a revelation is mmﬁwmﬂm
s " f ficures from God to Jesus to the angel and then to John. ;
e s mﬂs build the chain suggests a literary equivalence Umninnw.H n
WDDMGMWMWMWMQMWMBM the formula “word of God and sm”s.mmm of %Mﬂ%mﬁﬂr
o i ’ i revelation as

oo (11 waum@wﬂwﬂn“mm%n“MMM”WHMMNMM%QN the nnﬁm_m.n.EJ of ummﬂ.ﬂm
ﬁmamrnmm%w&w’\ rd Mm God and witness of Jesus Christ,” omn.r of s.qﬁor - &mM M.b
M_MMHWMQH:MH Mmowwoo% that John’s audience is to hear. This audience is to keep

that witness.
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But what is the “witness of Jesus Christ” that the believers are supposed to keep?
Here David Aune’s translation helps us: “ . . . the message from God, that is, the
witness borne by Jesus.*" In this translation, “the witness of Jesus” expresses and
specifies one aspect of the nature of “the word of God *'* Butwhat exactly is the wit-
ness of Jesus Christ, who is the spirit of prophecy? (19:10). We can say that it is not
the believer’s witness about Jesus, but, as Aune correctly translates, it is the witness
“borne by” Jesus himself (cf. 1:9; 11:7; 12:17; 19:10; 10:4). When John talks about
the “witness of." he is referring to the “witness borne by.” And the prophecy John is
now writing is in turn the witness to the truth that was borne by Jesus Christ. John
here characterizes his entire work as the witness borne by Jesus.

What does this have to do with John’s ethics? The answer lies not in what John
says but in how he says it, namely with the language of blessing: “Blessed is the one
who reads (aloud) . . . and blessed are those who hear -+ - and keep it (the witness
borne by Jesus Christ).” John makes it known that he, along with God and Jesus
Christ, considers that the person who reads this witness aloud (so that others may
hear it) and the persons who hear and keep this witness are indeed blessed. And
this is the action John wants his readers to perform, namely, to proclaim and to keep
the witness that is borne by Jesus Christ, a witness so powerful and true that it is,
for them, in their circumstance, the Word of God. They may not know yet precisely
what that witness is (this becomes clear as the prophecy unfolds), but right from the
start they know that they are to keep it by emulating it.

Throughout his book, John reinforces the importance of “keeping” this witness
(3:3,8;14:12; 16:15; 22:9), and he promises eschatological victory to those who do
50 (2:26-29; 3: 10). At the end of the book, John even pronounces the same blessing
again on those who hear and keep the witness (22:7).

Revelation 1:4-8
In this passage, we learn that keeping the witness of Jesus will place the believer
directly in conflict with Rome. John’s language contributes to this conflict. He
writes in the symbolic language of apocalyptic, which is characteris tically resistance
language.” Furthermore, as Allen Callahan has argued, John muEuaamEq uses
grammar that has Semitic features, and he makes Old Testament allusions, both
of which demonstrate John’s refusal to accommodate his “Greek” to that of the
Romans." As such, John’s grammar is a symbol of the social and political resistance
his people must wage. In addition, as we shall see, John describes God and Jesus in
such a way as to be provocative in relation to the claims that Rome makes for itself
and its gods.

For example, John writes that the God of Jesus Christ is “the one who is, who
was, and who is coming ” This is a direct challenge to the gods of the Greco-Roman
world, because a similar three-fold formulation Wwas a commonplace way of celebrat-
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. i 2910
u ity’s eternity and immutability: “Zeus was, Zeus is, and Zeus will be.”" John

mbm.a mﬁ?wn this notoriety belongs to God, Furthermore, F‘m n_E.au_m that God is not
ey .rnal one, but also the “coming one.” And God is coming for a purpose.
osly E.m QC.D_ t F_h ose when he adds to this three-fold formulation that God is
or *E:.m by o _Mu i Muo& is the true and supreme power in the cosmos, and God 1s
:?n.amﬁnrw_mmw God's power. In the eastern provinces of John's seven churches,
e was also making the claim to be the supreme power in the cosmos, an
"l _WMHMEH of God's impending arrival as the Almighty One was bound to cause
annou
B i htens the probability for that conflict in his description of Jesus Ow‘_lmﬂ
u.own _“Mwmmhw witness, the firstborn of the dead, and the ruler of the kings of the
¥ rﬂ_u,w mmw se phrases MEcmn to Psalm 89, where the terms “faithful witness” m.Em
il ._.ww_mawcoﬂr associated with kingship, with “the unending reign of David’s
:mnmﬁvoﬁww Mﬁouo: (cf. also Psalm 88:30). John applies the phrase &wmo.n_% to the
= .oB, m faithful witness, which has led to the establishment of Em. eternal
Kmmmﬂm.r m..sn”mowbum passage, each phrase builds on the previous one. The image of
W&mmEM.E: ship clarifies what it means for Jesus to be firstborn of the m.nmm" and,
Eﬁu.m both mrnmm phrases clarify what it means for Jesus to be a faithful witness. By
M,“Hn“wm ”uom.wm._mw all these phrases from Psalm 89, John fosters the establishment of
1 mn_.MMMoMEHWMMMMmewMGEoEs in the psalm is directly mmmoamﬁ&.bon only
with Ebm%&w in general but with the Emw@m.w Esmmu.rmp@. Nb:%w&ﬂ“ﬂﬂwﬁm MMMMWN
i ingship John envisions here for Jesus Christ: :
“Mbﬁh%ﬁ“ﬂmomn %mmnrn kings of the earth.” ,Fm.ﬁ as God is the ﬁﬁﬁ% NMMHAHWM
ruler of all creation), so Jesus is ruler of ﬁrmmnnwoo ﬂ”«nws realm (the ruler
i rth). This is the revelation of Jesus Christ. . .
_nbmﬂ,mm Mwomnwoﬁwmnos bound inevitably for oos.Eor @mumomrﬂw ina nos"mnumuw:
which Rome already lays claim to ultimate kingship. Indeed, Fbmm _Mm an nE.m.Hmm.
a phrase used throughout Revelation to refer to o%@os&nm .Om God’s kingdom &M Q.E ;
17:2;18:3,9; 19:19; cf. 16:14).” Jesus’kingship, by &BE:.HW to _uo. ﬁrmo:m EHH mmm
and universal kingship, necessarily resists the &H.omm% om_“m&rm.wnm king oma w -
making the same claim. In John’s context there is only one kingdom to be resisted,
SEMMWMMHM.% commends the characterization of Jesus as m.ua m&nrm..& sﬂunamm M
the behavior of his hearers (cf. also 3:14). “The phrase ‘the faithful égmwm MAMN-
to Jesus, not only as the revealer from heaven but as the one €ro.m”~mou Mwm M M vo”u: -
 tians in John’s churches, once stood before the .WOENE authorities. e ha e
his witness, even at the cost of his life.”” This is the part of the description :
Christians can emulate. Although they cannot be the mumnvod.p of the dead MH. HMWn
ruler of the kings of the earth, nevertheless they can, like Antipas (2:13) and like
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John himself (1 :2), be faithful witnesses

God is the Almighty One and that Jesus Christ is his coming
context, to bear such witness is also
well as religious resistance,

Revelation 1:9-11

Here we see how John commends his own witness to his hearers. John declareg
himself to be on the island of Patmos “on account of the word of God, that is, the
witness borne by Jesus A clarification of John’s language is important here, The
phrase “on account of”* could mean either “in order to” (bear the witness borne
by Jesus) or “as a result of” (bearing the witness borne by Jesus). Eugene Boring
points out that the phrase “on account of” is always used in Revelation “for the

result of an action, not jts purpose. John has been banished to Patmos because he
had been preaching the Christian message.”* That message i3 Jesus’ own witness to
his universal and mg.&:m_msmmrh.ﬁ.

John is here commending his own actions, lifting himself up as a model to be
imitated. And therein also lies the text’s ethics. John calls himself his hearers’ part-
ner; in doing so, he also challenges them to live up to the standards of that partner-
ship. As he held to the witness borne by Jesus, despite the consequences, so must
they. Such a witness is an active resistance. To witness that Jesus Christ is king ina

ugurate Christ’s kingship and to make a
kingdom of Christ’s followers, you invite “tribulation.” In such a context, endurance

cannot mean passive waiting in the face of what Rome i
continued resolve to keep witnessing even though this witness
provokes an angry Roman response.

Revelation 2:12-17
John’s letter to Pergamum provides a
In Pergamum, a hostile response to the witness of Jesus®
- Pergamum was the capital city of the Asian Province,
a hotbed of pagan cuits and emperor interest, “a citade] of Hellenistic civilization in
Asia” and “the center of imperial worship for the whole region.””

John believed that such “integration” came
followers of Christ needed to make a stand. |
Lord of history, then they must live in a way

at too high a price. He believed that
fthey truly believed that Jesus was the
that showed it. He therefore demanded

i he commends T
by describing

ther
. partake of any rite or to eat any food consecrated to any o

ﬁwu nw. Hn?mm to

; es.
that power’s lordship—no matter what the consequenc
. " of

on’s 0

5

pers

i i who was executed in Pergamum,
nraocm.r pis ﬁMMHMWH nMMMMM_WMH“H%%MnoFe_Orn ooBBmEmm ?m@.mm by
omaﬁmbomm as “that faithful witness of mine” or “the mﬁ?.m& witness

EM.MM msom only that Antipas <&§nmm.& to A&mn _chmu. <S~bo.mmmm MM
e ‘H‘rm: mwmm us) but that he died “because of " it, and it makes his :m%n& o
(the kingstup Om gH&mmou. Indeed, John commends those who have Warmﬁwmw e
st wouly 5 mMm condemns those who have not (2:14-16). John celebrates those

Antipas Amw H.N fast, even though such defiance in such a place can lead to the kind
who have hie ’

imed Antipas. . . ;
g Ew.ﬁ nwmﬂowm &mmm" The community at m.aamassﬁ in %:Mrom%wo mmmsmwm
e 4 t be what Antipas had been—a faithful witness 8& nmm“mWoMHmb
aanannm%“”mazmﬁ resist the temptation to acquiesce to the demands o
Christ.

.,_Pam 50,

d from the foundational belief
. g itical infrastructure, demands that mnnBBm. from
! n&nm\ wornmm._h”u&mwbm Rome is the universal and abiding _E%QMB. In o?M.m%MMMM
g it is related to Jesus Christ, John, or one
: { witness, whether it is relate . b
o E_M _wBM:mmmmmsmm:m for an active resistance to contemporary cultic and politic
~ fellow be ;

ions. Such resistance is so controversial and Eo<on.ma<n that it can FNM Mm
B Hoder hn is not commending believers to act passively but to .wQ oppo
- mmboaL.o - devotion to the lordship of Rome and its many nr.nﬁﬂ mm:uo”
moﬁ:%ﬂomumﬂwwmw testify to the Lordship of another and, in so doing, to pu
He 15 askin,

themselves directly in harm’s way.

jon 6:9-11 N _—
M@awﬁ”ﬂeﬂ”«w»m a vision of the souls of martyrs waiting beneath the altar in heav
ere

1 393 ﬁ &
The formula “the word of God, which is the testimony borne U%m.om.zm, v_m H.nMMmoM d
- Thi i rfectly clear; it is “becau
is ti hn makes a causal connection pe . . >
Mwu.m. .H_”Ho“z Mu.u._owmcmq Lordship that believers have suffered. Witnessing to the
eir wi :
i ths.

i ist has caused their physical dea ! -
H.oM_MMHMPHM “H.M% the souls are crying out for justice. ,H_.Wn% want O%H& to <TEOQMMN W
their testimony that Christ is King. For as long as jus E.un is delayed, those .a”\vgamwr
nrw y itness wa continue to believe Rome’s lordship instead. So ﬁro.% ,NE carh

a . . «
th m“mﬁb_ altar for God’s action. However, their passive éﬁnzmmp 0M<MM&m =
sow impl nﬂmn they had waited passively on earth. They are m,ﬁwcm HQH e
rnmﬁn@vwo&m&% because they had actively witnessed _”.Mo EJJMQMMMW ot Josus i
i i 1d where Rome lai
the ultimate Lord of human history in a worl

i fultimate authority. . N .
QSW §”Mmm onrn witness that caused the deaths of the faithful also WEMQMMWM MM_

the HM“HoinWw transformation that it seeks. Even as the souls cry out for Go \
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their earthly compatriots continue the transformative effort they began. The soyj |

in heaven have but a little while to wait for Justice, just until the deaths of witnesseg
like themselves have come to a completion. In this way, then, the deaths actually
contribute to the coming of God’s kingdom,

John is not, however, commending death. He is instead commending Wwitness,
even though he knows that such witness will inevitably lead to tribulation and per-
haps death. A progressive formula becomes clear. The witnessing leads to the death
of the witnesses, and the death of the witnesses in turn leads to the coming of God’
Justice. The active witnessing, not the dying, is in the primary position. It is the wit-
nessing that believers can control, They cannot control whether Rome will respong
with censure, appropriation of property, dental of social privilege, exile, or death,

£

and the more belligerently Rome will be forced to act. It is the provocative wit.

nessing that brings on Rome’s response, which in turn will result in God’s action
against it.

It is the witnessing, then, that leads to the coming of God’s Justice. Dying is a

result; witnessing is the cause, It Is witnessing that John commends. For it is wit-

nessing that plays a synergistic role with God’s own efforts to accomplish the uni-
versal and abiding Lordship of Jesus Christ. This is the revelation of Jesus Christ.

Final Discourses: Completing the Case

Chapter 12 provides another example of witness material that is to be read in light
of earlier passages. The reader sees that the key characterization here is neither the
divine child, the supernatural woman, nor the aggrieved dragon. It is instead the
almost anonymous “them™ (12:10) who become the active “they” (12:11). “They™
are the people who “keep the word of God, which is the testimony borne by Jesus”
(12:17). Again, the relationship between witnessing and suffering is causal: because
they keep witnessing, they are continually hounded by the power that denies that
testimony. But the bassage says something more, something that on the surface
seems startling, but for which the reader has been prepared: What they do will have
a transformative effect, “They” will conquer the dragon. “They” will break the back
of the force that is behind Rome, “They” will shatter its claim to lordship.

Once again John uses the language of Instrumentality.* The relationship between
witnessing and transformative victory is causal. “They” will conquer “because of**
the blood of the Lamb. Here, of course, “they” are dependent upon divine action
in Jesus that they themselves cannot emulate. Though their blood too will spill, it
cannot have the redemptive and victorious effect of the blood of the Lamb, But John

4 .&Qﬁm not§
" themin part

Lordship of

pelieves in a0
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here. He continues with another “because of™ ,ﬁ.mﬂmBnE that places
- 5”. : Ath God: because of their witness, they will conquer.
o Eu_Mmmm to a crucial conclusion: by obstinately maanEE:bm the
Jobos _mhmwmww they help to bring that Lordship about, .mca; in a world that
d _ua_dm.nnmﬂnm the lordship of Rome. As Walter Wink wrote:

t fail to observe the implications of this. Ifitis right to say that ﬁ.rm basis
e G iety is God’s word of judgment pronounced in Christ, ﬂ.ﬁ:
pradew et s ho proclaimed that word to challenge the prevailing
& moﬁoim %mn.ﬁrm s ‘WHMM”mMMnﬁhonmm%hm:nEw at all, but were confronting a ﬁmn
mo_.mn.n& ander %Hr&n *.c.:zﬂ_mﬂc: ofa true one. We must n_n.m.w:,_crm.m:. the point
@M r_ﬁnmbhm_hﬂ Mr.ﬁ...m criticism, when founded in truth, as genuine political engage-
of view W )

27
ment.

. . ; t cultic
is witness that serves not only as active resistance but also as ndﬂﬂwrwn s
1 Wi . : t.
‘H.E.Hm d political transformation. This is the revelation of Jesus Chris
social, an

Some Concluding Thoughts: .
Reclaiming the Language of Apocalyptic

African American church the apocalyptic language of resistance in the Book
o o ht to be an integral part of the personal and corporate language
e\mwe&.ﬁ:‘: ocMMB orary way. It is the language of the powerless, the language of
mﬁmﬁnwrmwww Muwmmob%% RMWN&. It is the language of the future because the present

ure

i m.@amwwwmmﬁnuwammnwﬁ”mm“ MMMW .Em present destructive news of wcn collec-

n<o> nmﬂm”dmnmbﬂmmlam&& profiling, the return of nﬁmsm?mvﬂm-mmmﬂn_mowhmw MM MMM

nation’s schools, the revival of hate groups that nmwmm" @moMHMr mMM mao?:nw ey anc
race, the pervasive preponderance of the Eﬁoﬁwdmw.nm and the - Mwmn crieso

the m_owa_omm in our inner cities, and the wave of political oOH.Han.PBodomzm hors
accommodation to United States society. moom:ma.aomﬁ gﬁmﬂ e
country still count themselves among the most impoverishe e ¢ wm el
John’s message to resist, to refuse to accommodate to &o wummg o Hn,mwmnmbomu <
and political way of life, is still a Mmmmmwmﬁ\ Emmmﬁmww.b”” mmmwmwmi Iesstance, o0
the slaves rightly understood in t eir time, must ! part o the S icas

i age—if African American Christian language 1s to

?uowwwﬂwmﬂmmmg future in the midst of an s:bam.x&_m present. y o
mcm\mm. Manloms Christians must therefore reclaim the Hm:m:m.m? Unfortunately,
in Bcoﬁm%mo:n middle- and upper-class Christian &H&amm mmemima: moManMMMMMMM
and misguided, violent and deranged. And 0, through its FM: M HMHN R
has been surrendered to extremists like David Koresh or funda
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ge,
be sure, there is some good prophetic imagery there (chapters 1-3, the letters to the
churches, talk of a new heaven and anew earth), but all the rest—the sevens and the
twelves, the seals and the bowls and the trumpets, the whores and the madonnas,
the Lamb and the blood, the lakes of fire and the 144,000 saved from it—all of that
seems too far out and too inexplicable except to those who have an extremist or
fundamentalist agenda,

But the messages for the African American community are all too relevant,
Among middle- and upper-class African Americans who have attained a measure of
freedom, there is the danger of accommodation. Like the listeners in the churches of
Asia Minor who had much to lose by resisting Rom €, 50 also many African Ameri-
cans today may be tempted to accommodate to the dominant culture in such a way
as to abandon others who continue to suffer the brunt of discrimination and oppres-
sion. The question becomes: Are they going to accommodate, or will they choose
to resist the oppressor and thereby voluntarily enter a situation in which they too

might risk loss and oppression? The perspective and vision of Revelation can enable

embrace solidarity with those who suffer.

I'am suggesting that the apocalyptic imagery we find in Revelation can be the
foundation of a potent social and political ethics, if we will engage its symbolic
potential through the lens we find in the slave narratives, Through such a lens, the
language of Revelation clearly promotes an ethics of social, religious, and political
resistance.

John’s text, then, has a particular ethical agenda in mind. He wants the hear-
ers and the readers of this text to do something. To endure. To witness, To resist
accommodation to the practices and trends of their time and culture, no matter how
much it costs them, and to do so in a way that helps precipitate the rushing in of
the kingdom. He shows them a future where “what ought to be,” God in charge and
God’s people vindicated, has become “what js.*

This is why I say that Revelation, like the slave narratives I have used as a lens, is
a “historical” apocalypse. Though it envisions the future and the heavenly world, it
does not encourage its hearers and readers to escape there. Rather, the visions are
encouragement to do the kinds of things that are necessary, in history, to transform
the world. That is what the imagery and symbolism are about.
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What Zora Neale Hurston said about the m@#mn:m._m, Hr.mn they Mﬁum mew M“M
: stuals when sung in the context of the oppression that gﬁr&.ﬂ em, sho \
%:.:1 Revelation. To understand Revelation, we must view it m,oa.u John’s
be s &UQE .@.M. "_.._..39 below”—from the point of view of the suffering ones
mnammncﬁﬂ.zﬁw.” mw ression. Otherwise it sounds vengeful, spiteful, wbm. escap-
P e Eﬂmm MGMMMH Fiorenza makes a helpful analogy between Revelation u.:m
2 m.rmmbaw HM.E Jr. She points out that the outcry for divine justice in mm.e&mtez
s nmwm Emmﬁmm.vo&m:oo that no Christian who was denounced by his or r.ma
i voEm e HE receive justice from a Roman court. Similarly, she argues, Martin
stEuon n,o s Letter from a Birmingham Jail “addresses experiences and rowmm
rcﬁ.wan 55M.~M.Mmo_o of Revelation. . . . His indictment of racist White \».»Bnnnm
B Mm:.:omm” *hatred of civilization’ or as ‘envy’ deficient of Ormmn._m.we_oé
nwz:oﬂvn ooBmam if the dehumanizing power of racism is understood as evil,”*
e mMEw NE;.MQN have a place in our present world? Absolutely, as wowm as we
herord B in light of its context and apply it to those current %Emnwo:m
S %Mvo.m_” MMmH mobﬁnxn namely, situations “from below.” For in situations
wi ] ()
:mmwﬁhhpommwmmﬂro powerful imagery of Revelation may well have EmmmEMMnMHMMMoMM
tive effect for us as it did for John’s first rnmwmmﬂﬂﬂ nMHMMMMMwMMM hﬂo e nd
i 1 hat can make “wha
MS«MVWMMM HH MM”MMMWM MO<HM_ memﬂ is the truth of Revelation. That is the truth out
uc

there.
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Introduction

14 ..L.Wgw:n_. of Perspective .

~ When an artist paints a landscape, the resultant piece has much to do with the
 artist’s perspective and interests: Is the artist standing on this hill or on another?
Is her primary interest in colors, in shapes, in light, or in textures? The answers
to such questions help us to understand the manner in which the artist “reads”
the landscape. Likewise, when someone interprets a text, that interpretation is
significantly affected by the interpreter’s perspective, experiences, and questions.
It is for this reason that I begin this essay with a few words about myself, my
perspectives, and my method of interpretation.

. As I was growing up, the Book of Revelation was very seldom read or used in
our church. We were Protestants (Methodists) in a country (Cuba) that was, at that
point, almost entirely Roman Catholic, at least nominally. There were fewer than
ten thousand Methodists in the entire country, which had an overall population
of more than six million people. Other “mainline” denominations (Presbyterians,
Episcopalians, Baptists, Lutherans) were even smaller, or not much larger than
ours. In total, between 5 and 7 percent of the population of Cuba were Protestants.
The typical and stereotypical images that my classmates had of Protestants were
derived cither from the rather conservative Catholic priests and nuns who taught
in many schools or from their encounters with radical Protestants who claimed to
know exactly when the Lord was coming, who the Beast was, and whether we were

on the fifth or the sixth trumpet.



