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Justo L. Gonzilez

Introduction

A Matter 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 (Presbyterans,
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 either 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.
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,,. n_.u,n difficulties and ambiguities of life in multicultural settings such as the United
< I had always considered myself fairly bilingual and bicultural. Yet I soon
B.Rm.wnnm that such self-perception was much easier when I saw myself as a visitor
. ..mnﬂqmonnbmnn culture than when I became a more permanent resident within it.
£ learned that the interaction among cultures is a complex and often pain-
: mco”namm, that cultures are not fixed realities, that they always exist and develop
= wmw_w the context of encounters with other cultures, that they both require and
! 1st change, and that there is an inherent tribalism in all of us that tends to obscure
i se realities. The ambiguities of being a Latino in the United States is typically
memm& in images such as mestizaje' and “living on the hyphen.” It then occurred
to me that in a way my experience was similar to John’s as he was writing Revela-
tion. As aJew; he had had the experience of being a minority in a society dominated
by other cultures and other religions. Then as a Christian he had the experience
of being marginalized within his own Jewish community. And now; as he is given a
word from God, he must deliver to these mostly Jewish Christian congregations a
message that transcends the limits of their horizons.

I was working on these issues when the United Methodist Women asked my wife
and me to write a study book on Revelation. It was to be a simple book, designed for
a series of Bible studies.” But the task of writing it was not so simple, for it became
apparent that Revelation had much to say to our present situation and that the rea-
sons why so many of us tended to ignore it were subtle and complex. Later, we were
asked to write a fuller commentary on Revelation, thus continuing a process that
had begun long before.’

It is through the lenses of these experiences and concerns that I have come to
read the Book of Revelation. But I also read it with a particular method, grounded

on a theological perspective that I must now clarify.

A Method of Interpretation

At this point, I must begin by declaring that my interest in the book of Revelation
1s not merely historical. I am certainly interested in matters such as who wrote the
book, why, where, and what the author’s sources may have been. But all of this is of
secondary importance, since I read Revelation first of all as an authoritative book,
as part of a canon through which God’s will is manifested, not only to me but also
to the church at large.

Having said that, I must add that this does not mean that I am siding with the
apparently mad fanatic who stood at the door of my school shouting words of doom,
nor that I see any value in any of the various readings that today tell us that the beast
15 Saddam Hussein or Osama bin Laden or that we are now on the sixth trumpet or
that the restoration of the state of Israel is a sign of the impending end. Throughout
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ancement of future events. We read the text as historical narrative. And yet,

-+ for more than mere—and even questionable—historical information. We

s depicting a pattern of the way God relates with God'’s people. As Chris-

¢ read this story of Moses through the centuries, they have come to the

n that God calls, that God frees, and that God commands.

this manner that the New Testament frequently uses the Hebrew Scrip-

for instance, the Gospel writer says that Jesus and his family fled to
Egypt and that thus the prophecy was fulfilled, “Out of Egypt I called my Son”
AE“N%«E 2:15). The author of Matthew is quoting Hosea 11:1, which actually
refers to the story of the exodus out of Egypt and speaks of the people of Israel as
Cod'’s «son.” The Gospel writer knew that the words of Hosea referred to Israel and
to the exodus. But even so. they referred also to Jesus and to his flight to and return

gans hav
noﬂn_._.wmmo

Itisin
{ures- Thus,

from Egypt.

One of the verses in the Hebrew Scriptures most often quoted in the New Tes-

tament is Psalm 118:22: “The stone which the builders rejected has become the
" head of the corner.” This is an ancient psalm in which the people of Israel praised

God for the vindication of the weak and the despised. In the Gospels (Matthew

91:42; Mark 12:10; Luke 20:17), Jesus quotes this line in the context of the parable

of the wicked laborers in the vineyard. At least in Matthew and Luke, Jesus quotes
these words as a sign that the owner of the vineyard will give it to others; for just as
2 builder may take a rejected stone and turn it into the most important ohe, so can
the owner of the vineyard take it away from its present keepers and give it to others.
In Acts 4:11, Peter quotes the same text, but now applying it to Jesus: “This is the
stone which was rejected by you builders, but which has become the head of the
corner.” Andin 1 Peter 2 it is also applied to Jesus, but now with the further purpose
of claiming that Jesus’ followers, even though themselves rejected and despised, are
living stones in God’s great edifice. In these various interpretations, the pattern is
the same: rejection by the builders, and acceptance and vindication by God.

What we have here is a sort of interpretation that takes history seriously. History is
important because it does not repeat itself; it is always new. And yet history is worth
studying, because there are patterns that appear repeatedly and because by looking at
those patterns we may draw some guidance for our particular moment in history.

Itis in this manner that I choose to interpret the book of Revelation—not as a sort
of TV Guide for future events that had nothing to say to John’s contemporaries and
not just as a specific message for a particular group of churches in Asia Minor at a
particular time, but rather as a message that, precisely because it spoke concretely to
besieged believers in the late first century, also speaks concretely to believers early

in the twenty-first century.
This means that one way to show the relevance of Revelation for our day and our
setting is to relate the context of Revelation to our own context, to see how Revela-
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N«e&a&a:umovb shows no love or admiration for Persia. Indeed, the first of
“four horsemen of the Apocalypse” most likely refers to Persia, whose

o famous :
: isted mostly of cavalry armed with bows and arrows: “And I saw, and

const . .
a white horse, and its rider had a bow; and a crown was given to him, and
d to conquer” (6:2). But then we come to the second

h represents a different empire: “And out came another horse, bright red;

other; and he was given a great sword” (6:4).
bC I the first rider represents Persia, this second rider represents Rome. The “great

gword” that this rider carries is not a military weapon. In Greek there are two dif-
ferent names for a sword. One word refers to the short and relatively light sword
carried by the legionaries. The other, which is the 4.\9.& used here, refers to the
Jarge and fairly unwieldy sword of the executioner, which was also used as a symbol
of the higher Roman magistrates’ authority to condemn to death—the “authority of
the sword” or jus gladii. Significantly, while Rome boasted of the great peace it had
brought to the world, the famous Pax Romana, John tells us that this horseman,
the one who wields the sword of imperial authority, goes out to take peace away
from the earth. At this point, it is good to remember that the so-called Roman peace
was greatly resented by many of the subjugated peoples and that at least every few
years rebellion broke out in one province or another—and quite often in more than
in one province at a time. These rebellions were crushed by military might and
by the wholesale application of the “authority of the sword” represented by this
“great sword,” which the second rider carries—although death by decapitation was
reserved for citizens and other privileged cases, while the rest were often crucified
or killed in other cruel fashions.

In short, while John did not believe—as some probably did—that liberation from
Roman oppression would come through Persian might, this did not keep him from
naming the evil brought about by Roman rule.

Similar reflections are prompted by the much debated “beast from the sea” that
first appears in chapter 13: “And I saw a beast rising out of the sea, with ten horns
and seven heads, with ten diadems upon its horns and a blasphemous name upon
its heads.” There has been much discussion about the meaning of the ten horns

and seven heads, which has also led to many a depiction of this beast as having the
appearance of a horrible monster. This, however, is a misinterpretation of symbolic
imagery, for the Lamb of God is also depicted as having seven horns and seven eyes
(5:6). Numbers seven and ten are numbers of perfection. This means that the beast
from the sea is depicted as apparently having the fullness of power and of govern-
ment. It is, therefore, not an unattractive beast. But then, this apparent perfection is
contradicted in that it has “a blasphemous name upon its heads.” The beast is not
frightening in its appearance, but even so, it is blasphemous—it is insulting to God.
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that “the waters that you saw, where the harlot is seated, are peoples and multitudeg ..

and nations and tongues.” In other words, Rome is rich because she sits over the

peoples of the earth like so many waters, and the riches of the world flow towarq

her. John condemns the imperial order of Rome, not only because Rome persecuteg

Christians and Rome blasphemes against God, but also because Rome has become

rich by exploiting the peoples of the earth. The geopolitical system of government i
yoked with an economic order in which riches flow from the provinces to the center,
from the conquered to the conquerors.

John’s critique of the existing economic order—or disorder—is not limited to thig
particular passage. Since I referred above to the first two “horsemen of the Apoca-
lypse,” it may be well to refer now to the third. This rider emerges when the third
seal 1s broken. Following the first rider carrying a bow and the second rider carrying
a mighty sword, one would expect this rider to carry an instrument of destruction,
And he does. But itis a subtler weapon of destruction. This rider carries a balance, 3
symbol of trade. This does not seem as deadly a weapon as the bow of the first rider
or the sword of the second, and this may be why in the case of the third rider a voice
is heard that explains how this rider brings about death and destruction. Indeed,
as this rider emerges, a voice is heard: “A quart of wheat for a denarius, and three
quarts of barley for a denarius, but do not harm oil and wine” (6:6).

To understand the significance of these words—which would have been obvious
to John’s readers in Asia Minor—one must take into account what was happeningin
Asta Minor in terms of agriculture and economics. When this region was annexed by
Rome, it was self-sufficient in the production of food. But then Roman capital moved
in, and the very fertile lands of the province were bought by senators and other
wealthy Romans, who soon discovered that land devoted to vineyards and to olive
groves yielded greater profits than land devoted to cereal grains. The result was that
very soon, while the rich in the province accumulated wealth, the poor found it very
difficult to buy the wheat that was at the center of their daily diet. Domitian sought
to remedy the situation by limiting the production of wine and oil and thereby forc-

ing landowners to plant cereals. But the outcry was so great and the influence of the
powerful was so strong that the project was abandoned. The result was greater infla-
tionary pressures on the price of cereals—and greater hunger among the population
atlarge. The prices that the voice in Revelation quotes represent a twelve-fold rise in
the cost of wheat and an eight-fold rise in the price of barley—which in normal times
was seldom eaten by people but was used rather for animal fodder. A denarius was
the typical daily wage for a laborer, before taxes. Thus, even apart from taxes and
other expenses, the most wheat that a laborer could buy in a day was roughly a quart
of unhulled grain—just about enough for a rather small loaf of bread.
Thus, the geopolitical order is not just a matter of world politics, of empires and
kingdoms; it is also a matter of people going hungry, of families not being able to
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Cross-Cultural Encounters o
Imperial systems of government and of economy invariably lead to greater cultural
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that the emperor expelled them from the city.” And it was so.ﬁ only cumbm aere
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to be an indication that Flavius and the rest had become Christians.® Not only
Christianity, but also other religions from the East, such as Judaism, the worship
of the Magna Mater from Syria, the mysteries of Isis and Osiris, and others, were
criticized by many who considered themselves “true Romans.” And sometimeg
these religions were banned or placed under severe legal restrictions.

When we look at the persecution of Christians in this light, it is clear that many
of those who persecuted Christianity—Trajan, Marcus Aurelius, Decius, Diocle-
tian—saw their actions as measures to restore the classical glory of Rome, to return
to the ancient gods and values, and to stop the growth of “foreign superstition.”
Even though Fusebius of Casearea, in his efforts to show the compatibility between
the Empire and the church, claimed that most persecutions were the result of evil
schemes on the part of misguided authorities, the fact is that the worst persecu-
tions were led by rulers who sought to restore the glories of ancient Rome. In other
words, they persecuted Christianity not because they misunderstood this new reli-
gion but rather because they understood it all too well—and saw it as subverting the
traditional order and culture of the Empire.

At the same time, not all Romans rejected everything that was foreign. The very
fact that cults and practices from the East had to be repeatedly suppressed is an
indication that these cults and practices held an appeal for many Romans. Emperor
Marcus Aurelius, who deplored the “superstition” of Christians, was nevertheless a
staunch follower of the maxims of Stoicism—which after all was also an import from
Greece. Among the learned in Rome, the Greek language (and culture) was often
preferred to Latin. As is so often the case, cultures in apparent conflict influenced
and penetrated each other, thus making cultural conflicts at once more bitter and
more polarized.

The Book of Revelation acknowledges the variety of cultures and traditions in
its context. Seven times in the book one finds variations of the phrase—ultimately
borrowed from the book of Daniel—“every tribe, and language, and people, and
nation.” Sometimes this phrase appears in negative contexts, and sometimes in pos-
itive ones. For example, the throng who worship the lamb is comprised of people
from “every tribe and tongue and people and nation,” but the same is also true of
those who worship the beast."

A particularly illuminating use of this phrase appears precisely in the passage
about the great harlot who sits on many waters (that is, who is rich), for we are
told that “the waters that you saw, where the harlot is seated, are peoples and mul-
titudes and nations and tongues” (17:15). In other words, the great harlot is rich
because she sits on many peoples and multitudes and nations and tongues. Rome
may believe itself to be rich because of its hard work, its superior skills, or the pro-
ductivity of its labor force, but the truth is that Rome is rich because it has devised
a system to exploit the wealth of other nations and peoples.

. hat being the case, there is nothing surprising about these dm.&cﬂ.hm smmc_.,mm

=" a8 es and peoples being present in the city of Rome—turning it, as Taci-

e _ubcﬂmmm«. into a “cesspool.” There is no doubt that where the rivers of wealth

i &or re &mwo flow the rivers of population. Some conservative elements in Brit-

, .m.oém..hmmmwmcnm today may deplore the high level of maﬂp.mwmn.wcu from Africa and

" ven speak of being “invaded” by Africans, but %E. is simply the result of a

o n.& -stem, and later of a neocolonial system, so devised as to produce a flow

ncHoE&hwde Africa to Britain and France. Some people in the United States

e lain that they are being overrun by immigrants, that the borders are too

i nonﬂﬂmﬁ their traditional culture and values are being challenged, but this is

v.on.owﬁn%m result of economic and international policies so devised as to produce

.EE@ME& flow of wealth from Latin America and other poor nations into the

.m_n:.o”nm States. [t is not surprising that so much of the ém&mu.ow Mexico moém. into

the United States legally over the bridge and, at the same time, many Mexicans
cross illegally under the bridge. Where the rivers of wealth flow, Eanm too flow .m:u
" rivers of population, and it is very difficult to promote one flow while stemming
EoHMHMMM.oomep what I find fascinating about the Book of Revelation is precisely :.m
acknowledgment—and perhaps even its reluctant mnw:cinmmﬁgﬂ|5m,p Em vari-
ous peoples, nations, and tribes are part of a single plan of melmbm that this is .H_.S
of these tribes and nations not separately but jointly. There is v.no.vwEM no writer in
the New Testament that is as deeply immersed in traditional Hmrmuo? literature, m.zm
culture of Judaism as is John of Patmos. Practically every verse n his book contains
at least one allusion to Jewish literature and practices. é.m all the other Zwi Tes-
tament authors quote the Hebrew Scriptures from the numm.cbm Greek ﬁmﬁ.&co_ﬂg (the
Greek language version called the Septuagint), John uses Em.osﬂ mem_mnow. The
congregations to which he writes must also be mostly ..?aSmF for .Onro;mm.m they
would find it difficult to follow this book so full of allusions Smnc.ﬁmw. traditions—
just as we ourselves would find it difficult to understand wme&.amgz .bq WS BEEe to
ignore the origin and significance of those allusions. EQ.VQ mﬁm .W«va Christian,
writing to congregations that are comprised mostly of Jewish Christians, announces
a future in which “a great multitude which no one can number, moB.oﬁQ nation,
from all tribes and peoples and tongues” (7:9) will stand singing praise before the
throne and before the Lamb. . .

In this regard, the passage that I find most poignant is the eating of the msm,.u
scroll in chapter 10. This is clearly patterned after Ezekiel 2, where the prophet is
also given a book to eat. However, in contrast to Ezekiel, who .mzmm the voo_ﬂ. sweet,
John finds it also to be bittersweet. He finds it sweet because it is Qo%.m promise, but
he also finds it bittersweet because God’s promise involves telling his own people
that they are not particularly privileged before God, telling them about the many
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