

[image: cover missing]




[image: Image Missing]



 

REVELATION ROAD

One man’s journey to the heart of apocalypse – and back again

 

Nick Page

[image: Image Missing]
www.hodderfaith.com



Scripture quotations are taken from the New Revised Standard Version of the Bible, copyright 1989 by the Division of Christian Education of the National Council of the Churches of Christ in the USA. Used by permission. All rights reserved.


First published in Great Britain in 2014 by Hodder & Stoughton
An Hachette UK company


1


Copyright © Nick Page, 2014


Unless stated, all photographs © Nick Page


The right of Nick Page to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


All rights reserved.
No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


ISBN 978 1 444 74968 7


Hodder & Stoughton Ltd


338 Euston Road


London NW1 3BH


www.hodderfaith.com




‘For some time now it has seemed to me that the two questions we should ask of any strong landscape are these: firstly, what do I know when I am in this place that I can know nowhere else? And then, vainly, what does this place know of me that I cannot know of myself?’


ROBERT MACFARLANE


‘Travelling outgrows its motives. It soon proves sufficient in itself. You think you are making a trip, but soon it is making you – or unmaking you.’


NICOLAS BOUVIER


‘In a time of universal deceit telling the truth is a revolutionary act.’


GEORGE ORWELL




The sky is a pale, washed-out white, turning apricot at the crest of the hills across the bay. The sea is the colour of steel.


I leave the apartment, struggling, as usual, to close the door. At this time of day, even Shakira isn’t interested in saying hello. She avoids eye contact, unlike the many cats who fill the terrace where the dirt track joins the streets of the upper town. They eye me warily as I walk by.


At the house with the pink flowers I turn right, into the alley where everyone parks their scooters. Then right again at the end, along the backs of houses, shuttered and sleepy, until I reach a long, narrow, steep flight of steps. Cut through the courtyard of the Proton supermarket, then out through the backstreets of Skala, past gardens lavish with pomegranate, fig and lemon even this late in the year.


Now the way starts to rise. Crosses the winding coil of the main road for the stone path ahead. This was the old route, I think. The donkey track. Geil came this way, and Guérin and Georgirenes. And the man himself? Maybe. The sun is rising now and the path is steeper. A small dog joins me for part of the way but then veers off, sniffing some other prey. At the end of the rough cobbles, a small wooden sign offers a choice: Straight ahead for Chora and the monastery; turn left for the Apocalypse.


Left it is, then.


The dry grass on either side of the path is the colour of spun sugar. The earth beneath has been caramelised. Now the track takes me into dark green woods. I plunge through cool, welcome pools of shadow. Ahead and far above, I glimpse Chora through the trees, the dark, fortress-like monastery guarding the white houses as it has done for a thousand years. Below that, clinging to the hill is the gateway, the rambling hotchpotch of buildings that houses the Monastery of the Apocalypse. And at the far side of those buildings, a cupola, a stone bell tower and the barrel vault of the small church of St Anne.


Even at 7.30 in the morning the heat is intense. It bounces off the rocks, filling the air with the incense of heat and pine and dust. The sea looks smooth, now, still and silver-grey. It looks – as the man himself wrote so many years ago – like a ‘sea of glass’. Maybe he was out early in the morning, too. A hooded crow rows gracelessly across the sky. Far off, the pale shadows of distant islands hover, grey like ghosts.


It’s really hot now and I am turning into a great globule of sweat, loosely held together by skin. Half man, half jellyfish. A steady climb now through shaggy, dusty pines and pale eucalyptus. Here the trees thin and the ground to the left of the path falls away, revealing the detritus of sudden winter rains: dried-up river beds, great, landslid boulders, misplaced in the dirt.


And then, a clearing. A flight of whitewashed steps leading to a cluster of buildings, a small, chocolate-coloured door in a white wall.


Inside, darkness. Eyes adjust slowly. Go to the counter, fish in the pocket for the two-euro coin. Got to pay the ferryman.


Another door takes me out into a maze of stairways. Here the sky appears as a bright-blue square framed by high walls as I descend through sudden terraces and small landings, plunge in and out of pools of sunlight, staircase after staircase, until finally, switchbacked and vertigoed, I reach a small chapel.


A moment. A breath. A beat.


And then go in. Enter the Cave of the Apocalypse.




ENGLAND


‘An idea, to be suggestive, must come to the individual with the force of revelation.’


WILLIAM JAMES





1 An Apocalypse in Chipping Norton



I went to Chipping Norton because I was wrongly informed.


I had been reading the book of Revelation, or The Apocalypse of St John to give it its older, Greek title. It’s a curious, unsettling book, a record of a vision, or visions, given to a man called John on Patmos, an island in the Aegean sea, and addressed to communities living in what then was the Roman province of Asia. Scholars argue about the date – actually, they argue about everything to do with this book – but the general consensus is that it was written during the reign of the emperor Domitian, around AD 92.


So, the youngest book of the New Testament, and the oddest as well. This is a book which opens with a vision of a white-haired man with a sword sticking out of his mouth, before charging on into a landscape of dragons and whores, cities real and imaginary, angels, beasts, trumpets, scrolls (edible and inedible), horsemen, earthquakes, thunder, lightning, and tiny locusts with beards.


Faced with such weirdness, I was looking for new ways to explore the book, to get beneath its skin. And that’s why I ended up in Chipping Norton. In Peter Levi’s beautiful book The Hill of Kronos, he takes a trip to Patmos:


At mid-afternoon the hills were green and stony, in the evening they turned yellow and the sea glittered darkly. Samos appeared on the horizon in a milk-white mist. In the evening a harbour was a spring of warm yellow lights. In the morning at the top of the island the wind and the sea gave the whole place the sensation of the bridge of a petrified ship, but at mid-day it was like two or three hills from somewhere like Chipping Norton towed out to sea and abandoned for thousands of years.


Chipping Norton? That’s not too far. I would go and experience it for myself.


On reflection, probably what I’d missed here was the ‘abandoned for thousands of years’ bit. Chipping Norton may be many things, but it is not abandoned. On the contrary, it has been embraced by quite a lot of people, such as David Cameron, Jeremy Clarkson, and a lot of other well-heeled businessmen, financiers, media-execs and People Who Work in PR who have fled London by means of the M40.


Frankly, as a way of trying to understand Revelation, Chipping Norton was a bit of a let-down. For one thing, it was raining; for another, as I quickly realised, nobody in Chipping Norton has ever had a revelation about anything. Unless it was some kind of divine command to buy a new Audi, or perhaps to relaunch the Tory party.


I took refuge from the rain in a charity shop. The one thing about posh market towns is that you do get a better class of hand-me-down in the charity shops. Never know when you’re going to come across a pair of Gucci wellies or a slightly used black Labrador. And there I saw it. Proust was transported back to his childhood by a madeleine. (It’s a cake. Apparently.) For me it was a blue-covered paperback: The Late Great Planet Earth.


*


It’s 1972. I am in the attic room at home. Probably wearing flares, platform heels and a tank top. Bowie is playing on the record player. ‘Five years, that’s all we’ve got …’


There is the book on the bookshelf: The Late Great Planet Earth by Hal Lindsey. A deep, dark-blue cover, with the earth in the middle, looking small and marbled and vulnerable.


In the febrile, doomwatch days of the cold war, Lindsey dealt in a brand of speculative fiction masquerading as carefully worked-out predictions which showed clearly and incontrovertibly that we were absolutely, definitely, 100 per cent in the middle of the end times. Lindsey had read Revelation – and other predictions in the Bible – and finally worked out what they all meant. John’s description of a mountain falling into the sea? That’s a nuclear bomb, the fallout from which would poison the water, while its mushroom cloud darkened the sun and the moon. Armageddon? Clearly a battle in the Middle East, which would draw in the Soviet Union and lead to a complete economic meltdown, food shortages, and the unfortunate demise of a quarter of the human population. When Revelation talked about a 200 million-strong army of horsemen from the east, Lindsey saw the army of the Peoples’ Republic of China. Where John describes horses with the heads of lions, and mouths which issue forth fire and smoke and brimstone, Lindsey saw mobile rocket launchers. (And he provided plenty of detail: chapter 12 has a fascinating account of ‘the Armageddon campaign’ – complete with maps.)


The ten-headed beast from the sea was the European Economic Community. This had six members at the time Lindsey was writing, but he confidently predicted it would grow to ten, at which point this ‘revived Roman empire’ would be taken over by the antichrist or ‘Future Fuhrer’ who would become ‘ruler of the European confederacy’.


Lindsey was confident. Lindsey was concerned. Lindsey was completely wrong. Everything but the most obvious of Lindsey’s predictions has failed to materialise. Far from having ten nations, the EU currently has twenty-seven and is ruled by no one (except perhaps Angela Merkel, and she’s not anyone’s idea of the antichrist). He also predicted that Christ’s visible return would occur ‘within forty years or so of 1948’. That is, by my calculations, er, hang on … 1988. Whoops. I must have missed it.


Meanwhile, the cold war has ended. The Soviet Union has collapsed. And we’re all still here.


And yet the curious thing is, despite the fact that none of his predictions have actually come true, despite the fact that John’s language is taken far too literally at times, and symbolically at others, depending on what he wants to prove, Mr Lindsey still presides over a significant publishing and media operation. His believers still have faith in him.


But that is the thing with the true believers. They remain undeterred, whatever tiny obstacles appear in their path. Like a complete lack of proof.


*


Lindsey’s approach was nothing new. The technique of trying to find parallels for John’s prophecies in contemporary historical events had been invented some 800 years earlier by a medieval monk called Joachim of Fiore. But Lindsey caught the zeitgeist perfectly. Apocalypticism goes hand in hand with anxiety and in the 1970s everyone was scared. (Fear still drives his sales. Apparently, sales of the book increased by 83 per cent in the summer of 1990, when the USA and other nations invaded Iraq. An executive from Lindsey’s publishers said, ‘Often times we see during a crisis that people more actively turn toward God and things spiritual.’)


Fear. That’s what it’s all about.


In the seventies, fear of reds under the bed and nuclear meltdown. In the nineties, fear that Saddam Hussein would drag the world down into the worst fulfilment of Lindsey’s fantasies. Fear of what the world had become. Lindsey was writing for an audience who feared that they were out of date. Post-hippies and pre-punk, surrounded by the wreckage of the Vietnam war and the death of the American Dream, many people looked on in bewilderment. America was no longer Mom, Dad and Apple Pie. In Britain, upper lips were no longer stiff and the empire on which the sun never set was experiencing something of an eclipse.


Apocalyptic fervour feeds on a mix of power and powerlessness: it grows where some people have immense power and others feel they can do nothing about it. And in such circumstances, the powerless turn to Revelation. This – this – will prove that they were right all along.


Today, the fear remains. Sure, the cold war thawed, but other dangers still send icy shivers down the spine. Global warming. Government surveillance. Norovirus, bird flu. War in the Middle East. The collapse of the banking system. Power and privilege gravitating to the ‘1 per cent’. Simon Cowell, The Only Way Is Essex – there’s more than enough fear out there to go around.


And nowadays, the latest Hal Lindsey-style pseudo-prophet doesn’t even need to publish a book. The all-encompassing reach of the internet means that you can spread your latest theory about Revelation with the click of a mouse. End-time fever has been democratised. All you need is a Bible and a blog.


Back in the 1970s I never did get to the end of The Late Great Planet Earth. I was too busy reading my Marvel comics, which, though no less concerned with the end of the world, were, I felt, marginally more believable. But as the years went by, Lindsey’s book became a symbol of the problems with Revelation. The Apocalypse, to put it bluntly, was a nutter-magnet. The blend of obscure imagery and cryptic narrative made it a book to be avoided.


*


Re-reading Lindsey’s book in a Chipping Norton café made me sad more than anything else. Not because Lindsey is so spectacularly wrong, nor even because he prefaces his failed predictions with classic weasel words, the small-print ‘terms and conditions’ so beloved of end-time prophets – ‘I believe that these forecasts are based upon sound deductions; however, please don’t get the idea that I am infallibly right in the same way that a Biblical prophet speaking under the direct inspiration of God’s Spirit was.’ No, the reason I was sad was because he’s right – but in completely the wrong way. Revelation does claim that God is active and in charge of human history. Revelation does claim that the Lamb of God will have the victory. But it is not the victory that Lindsey describes. It will not arrive through Armageddon and antichrist and locust-like attack helicopters.


And the big problem with this kind of interpretation is that it pushes Christians and non-Christians alike into the opposite error: the mistake of thinking that Revelation is only metaphor, only picture language, or that its metaphors are ultimately unknowable, impenetrable. So they don’t read Revelation at all.


I was re-reading the Apocalypse because I was convinced that it meant something. It had something to say to the people to whom it was addressed – Christians in Ephesus and Smyrna and Philadelphia and Pergamum. They heard this message and realised there was stuff you could do. A book that was purely about the end of the world, a book which was merely about events two thousand years after they were dead – well, what use would that be?


The name is the clue. ‘Apocalypse’ does not mean ‘the end of the world’. It means ‘unveiling’, disclosure, a revealing of something hidden. It’s one of the most misused of all biblical terms. Today, when we hear the word ‘apocalyptic’, we think of something catastrophic, something terminal. We think of survivalists, bunkered in the middle of nowhere, stocked up on supplies and ammo, waiting for ‘the apocalypse’. There is an entire genre of ‘post-apocalyptic’ fiction and movies, most of which depict the world after some kind of meltdown, one featuring bombs and disease, or zombies moving around very slowly and yet still managing to catch and eat people. These things are not post-apocalyptic.


A real post-apocalyptic film would show what happens ‘after the unveiling’. In that sense, the most literally post-apocalyptic movie in the world is The Wizard of Oz, where the curtain is drawn back to reveal that the Great and Powerful Oz is really a bumbling man from Kansas. That’s apocalypse. The hidden truth has been revealed.


But maybe a better example is The Matrix, where that famous piece of furniture, Keanu Reeves, plays Neo Anderson. (The name is suitably symbolic: it means New Son of Man.) Neo is revealed to be the chosen one. He pierces the veil of illusion, cracks the computer code of this world, and reveals ‘reality’ to be one big piece of software. Then there is a lot of shooting and people wearing tight leather and bending over backwards. (Not to mention two extremely bad sequels. At the end of Revelation John warns of terrible punishments if anyone adds to ‘the words of this book’. John clearly understood the danger of sequels. Pity the makers of the Matrix trilogy didn’t follow his advice.)


Apocalypse, then, is an unveiling, a disclosure, a work which draws back the curtain to show what is really going on. John looks out from Patmos and sees things that are happening all around him. And he sends forth the record of this exotic, unworldly journey to invite his listeners into a new way of seeing things, and a new way of living.


Of course, it would have helped if he could have been just a little bit clearer.


*


Alexandria, Egypt. About AD 247. A Thursday. Dionysius, bishop of Alexandria, is having his own problems with Revelation.


A Christian scholar of some renown, Dionysius is one of the first people to take a detailed critical approach to the text.1 He admits to finding the book obscure. ‘For even though I do not understand it,’ he writes, ‘yet I suspect that some deeper meaning underlies the words.’ Dionysius shows that already there was controversy about this book:


Some indeed of those before our time rejected and altogether impugned the book, examining it chapter by chapter and declaring it to be unintelligible and illogical and its title false. For they say that it is not John’s, no, nor yet an apocalypse, since it is veiled by its great thick curtain of unintelligibility.


It is unintelligible. Illogical. It should be sued under the Trades Description Act, because, Dionysius jokes, instead of unveiling anything, it hides everything behind a ‘great thick curtain of unintelligibility’. For a revelation, says Dionysius, it was not very revealing.


This is the reason why so many people react so strongly to it. As Dionysius says, some people rejected it entirely as non-scriptural. In AD 325 Eusebius listed it as theologically suspect. The Council of Laodicea – held around 360 – left it out of the canon. The church father Cyril of Jerusalem (315–86) not only evicted it from the canon, he banned all public and private reading of the book. Even as late as the ninth century, the Stichometry of Nicephorus of Constantinople was still listing Revelation among the disputed books of the New Testament.2


Even those who did accept its provenance were nonetheless baffled by it. Jerome, the Bible translator of the fourth century, wrote: ‘Revelation has as many mysteries as it does words.’ Augustine of Hippo – who was, let’s face it, a pretty smart thinker – complained that ‘though this book is called the Apocalypse, there are in it many obscure passages to exercise the mind of the reader, and there are few passages so plain as to assist us in the interpretation of the others, even though we take pains’. Generally, scholars avoided it. Only two commentaries on Revelation have survived from before AD 500, and one of those only exists in fragments.


Fast forward to the Reformation, and there is still deep-seated concern. Zwingli declared it to be ‘not a biblical book’. It’s the only New Testament book on which John Calvin didn’t write a commentary. (And he was a man who liked to comment on everything.) Luther wanted to omit it from his translation of the New Testament altogether. ‘Some have even brewed [Revelation] into many stupid things out of their own heads,’ he complained.


He was right. Revelation is the ultimate theological home-brew kit. And thousands of people have made moonshine with it. But the fact is this: we cannot ignore this book. It has had more influence on popular culture than virtually any other book of the Bible. We may think of Revelation as a book which has brought us church schisms, heresies and cults. But it has also inspired armed rebellion, political upheaval, the discovery of America, great poetry and art, anthems sung at cricket matches, reggae, heavy metal, not to mention cornflakes, logarithms and communism. It has inspired some of the greatest art in the world and filled our language with memorable phrases.


As I sat in that Chipping Norton café, surrounded by Frappuccinos and Vanilla Lattés, with two women at the next table talking about a new source of organic muesli, I had a mini revelation of my own. I realised that Revelation was too important to leave to the tender mercies of the academics or the freaks. I would go where Dionysius of Alexandria feared to tread. This would be my mission. I would try to find out what this little book was all about.


And if I was going to write about this extreme book, then I would have to go to extremes. Forget Chipping Norton, I would actually go to Patmos. I would revisit Revelation. Literally. As far as possible, I would follow in John’s footsteps, take a road-trip into the apocalypse, get as close as I could to the sights, sounds and smells of the Roman province of Asia in the first century. I would go to the places that John knew, the cities to which he was writing and, most importantly, the island where he saw the vision.


It would be a learning journey. A learney, if you will. Or a jearning. Or maybe not.


But anyway, that, after all, is where the word ‘learn’ comes from: it has roots, way back, in the proto-Germanic word liznojan, which means to track, to follow, to hunt.


That’s it. I would follow in the footsteps of John himself. I would liznojan him like mad.


And all would be revealed.





2 Fear and Loathing in Gatwick Airport



On the train, men in suits were reading The Times on their iPads or preparing PowerPoint slides. A man in a Crew shirt was talking loudly on his phone in two-word sentences.


‘Fantastic, Jamie. Well done. Top man. Big money.’ Clearly, everyone near him had another two-word sentence in mind, one which perhaps included the words ‘shut’ and ‘up’. Eventually someone deployed weapons-grade English politeness: ‘Do you mind? This is the quiet carriage.’


Outside in the unquiet world, the morning was still and fresh, a beautiful sunny September day. There were farmers in the fields, tractors trudging up and down, followed by a paparazzi flock of seagulls.


The news was suitably doom and gloom. The headlines warned of increased government surveillance. Global warming was getting warmer. North Korea and Iran were developing nuclear capability. The war in Syria had produced 2 million refugees.


The Syrian situation was exercising the diehard end-timers. On one of my late-night dives into the apocalyptic internet, I discovered an article called ‘The Burden of Damascus’ which argued that the destruction of Damascus was all foretold in Isaiah (‘See, Damascus will cease to be a city, and will become a heap of ruins’, Isa. 17:1) and that this was thus a clear indicator of the end times. The writing was the usual recipe: one part out-of-context biblical prophecy, two parts clunky Lindsey-lite literalism, add a splash of American right-wing xenophobia (for example, Damascus was described as ‘a veritable Disneyland for radical Islamic terrorist operations’) and hey presto: The Armageddon Cocktail. And the conclusion? ‘The end times battles foretold in Bible prophecy’ are on their way.


This literal reading of the biblical text is the standard m.o. of the end-timers. From the moment Revelation was written people were tempted to read it as a timetable, ticking off the ‘signs’ as they occurred. Earthquake? Check. War? Check. Strangely thin horseman riding a green horse? Check. Assume crash positions, we’re going down!


Even in fiction writers take it all literally. After Lindsey, the most popular set of writings on Revelation has been the Left Behind series of novels by Tim LaHaye and Jerry B. Jenkins. ‘Left Behind is the first fictional portrayal of events that are true to the literal interpretation of Bible prophecy,’ said LaHaye.1


Which is the problem straight away. Because if there is one thing that Revelation is not, it is ‘literally true’.


*


In the months spent planning the trip I tried to make a map. Not a map of the physical journey – that was the easy part. No, I needed a map of the text, of the book itself. I needed to discern its shape, to chart the landscape of this strange, uneven book.


It proved to be a complex task. I read and re-read the text, wandering day after day through its labyrinthine streets. My notebooks rapidly filled up with scrawled outlines and pasted-in scraps of paper. Many times I had the book summarised and bullet pointed and organised like an itinerary, but nothing seemed to work. Just when I had some kind of clarity over the structure, just when I thought I had worked out the lay of the land, it would shimmer and change. The result is that my notes from this period look more like some kind of abstract art. Ink scribbled over by pencil, red on black on blue, amendments, deletions, endless corrections and alterations.


I was not alone in this, though. Virtually every commentary I consulted – and I consulted a lot – claimed a different structure for the text. Every scholar organised the material differently. It seemed that no one could come up with an agreed outline or structure for this book.


In the end, though, I managed to break the book into ten sections. They are not neat, there are repetitions and overlaps. Characters from one section turn up later, unannounced. But this summary represents the best I could make of the wreckage of all those notes.2




The prologue: Revelation 1.1–9


This is how it begins:


The revelation of Jesus Christ, which God gave him to show his servants what must soon take place; he made it known by sending his angel to his servant John, who testified to the word of God and to the testimony of Jesus Christ, even to all that he saw. Blessed is the one who reads aloud the words of the prophecy, and blessed are those who hear and who keep what is written in it; for the time is near. (Rev. 1.1–3)


Then there is a short section in which John greets ‘the seven churches that are in Asia’, and quotes some early Christian sayings.


The opening scene: Revelation 1.9–20


John is on Patmos ‘because of the word of God and the testimony of Jesus’. Caught up in the Spirit on the Lord’s day, he hears a voice ‘like a trumpet’ telling him to write down what he hears and send it to the seven churches.


John turns to see who is speaking. He sees seven golden lampstands, in the middle of which is a figure wearing a long robe, with a sash. He has white hair, feet like burnished bronze. The figure holds seven stars and a sword is sticking out of his mouth.


John falls down in awe. The figure is Jesus – or his angel, his messenger. He repeats the instruction to John to write down ‘what you have seen, what is, and what is to take place after this’. He explains that the lampstands are the churches and the stars are the angels of the churches.


The letters to the seven churches: Revelation 2–3


Jesus passes on seven messages, each one addressed to the ‘angel’ of a specific church.


Ephesus: You are enduring well, but have abandoned your first love. Do the work you did at first. Whoever conquers will eat from the tree of life.


Smyrna: Do not be afraid of what you are about to suffer. Keep faithful. Whoever conquers will not be harmed by the second death.


Pergamum: You are holding fast in the midst of overwhelming pressure. But get rid of the heretics in your midst. Whoever conquers will receive hidden manna, and their name will be engraved on a white stone.


Thyatira: I recognise your love, faith, service and endurance. But get rid of Jezebel! Hold fast. Whoever conquers will be given authority and receive the morning star.


Sardis: You think you’re alive, but you’re dead. Wake up! Strengthen what remains! Whoever conquers will be dressed in white robes, and their name will be recorded in the book of life.


Philadelphia: I know your works. The door is open. I will protect and reward you. Keep strong. Whoever conquers will become a pillar in the temple of God. Jesus will write on them ‘the name of my God’ and the name of the New Jerusalem.


Laodicea: You think you are rich but you are poor. You are lukewarm water: utterly useless. I am standing and knocking: open the door! Whoever conquers will be given a place on my throne.


 


The Lamb and the seals: Revelation 4.1–8.1


A door opens in heaven. John hears the trumpet-voice inviting him up. Again he is caught up in the Spirit.


He sees a throne on which is seated a glittering, jewel-like figure. There are twenty-four elders in the throne room with white robes and crowns. John sees four creatures, one on each side of the throne. The creatures sing, the elders worship.


The throned figure holds a scroll in his right hand, sealed with seven seals. When John finds that no one is worthy to open it, he starts to weep. Then an elder announces that the Lion of Judah has conquered, so he can open the scroll.


Enter the Lion. Which turns out to be a Lamb, looking as though it has been slaughtered. The Lamb – which has seven horns and seven eyes – takes the scroll, and everyone starts to sing its praise.


The Lamb breaks open the seals …


Seal 1: Releases a rider on a white horse. The conqueror.


Seal 2: Releases a rider on a red horse. The slaughterer, the peace-taker.


Seal 3: Releases a rider on a black horse. Famine.


Seal 4: Releases a rider on a pale-green horse. Death, accompanied by Hades. This rider is given authority over 25 per cent of the earth, to kill with sword, famine, pestilence, wild animals.


Seal 5: Reveals the souls of the martyrs crying out for justice. They are given white robes and told to rest, until joined by others ‘soon to be killed’.


Seal 6: Releases earthly disasters. The sky turns black, the moon turns to blood, stars fall to earth, the sky rolls up like a scroll. Everyone tries to hide.


 


John sees four angels holding back the four winds, delaying final disaster until the slaves of the Lord are marked. 144,000 are sealed. A great multitude gathers before the Lord: those who have come out of the great ordeal.


When the seventh seal is opened, there is a great silence.


The seven trumpets: Revelation 8.2–11.19


John sees seven angels with seven trumpets. At an altar, an angel makes an offering of incense, which is the prayers of the saints. He then takes the ‘fire’ from the altar and starts to rain it onto the earth. Thunder. Lightning. An earthquake.


The angels blow their trumpets, one by one …


Trumpet 1: Releases hail, fire mixed with blood. It burns a third of the earth, the trees and green grass.


Trumpet 2: A fiery mountain is thrown into the sea. A third of all sea creatures die, a third of all ships are destroyed.


Trumpet 3: A star – ‘wormwood’ – falls from heaven. A third of all rivers and springs are poisoned.


Trumpet 4: The sun, moon and stars are struck. A third of each is darkened. Days and nights are shortened. An eagle flies out crying, ‘Woe, woe, woe to the inhabitants of the earth …’


Trumpet 5: A star descends to earth and is given the keys to a deep pit. It opens the pit and smoke pours out, filling the sky, darkening the sun. From the smoke emerge locusts, like horses equipped for battle. The locusts attack those who do not have the seal. Their king is Abaddon or Apollyon. (This is the first woe.)


Trumpet 6: Releases the four angels bound at the Euphrates. They kill a third of mankind. They have a cavalry of 200 million troops, their lion-headed, serpent-tailed horses breathe fire and sulphur.


 


Despite all this, the rest of mankind still worships idols.


A mighty angel comes down with a tiny scroll. He shouts and there is the sound of seven thunders. John moves to write what he hears but is told ‘to seal up what the seven thunders have said and not to write it down’. The angel swears this mystery will only be fulfilled when the seventh trumpet is sounded.


John is told to eat the small scroll. It tastes sweet but makes his stomach bitter. He is told to prophesy again ‘about many peoples and nations and languages and kings’.


Scene change: a city. John is given a measuring rod and told to measure the temple of God and those who worship there. Outside the temple courtyard is to be given to the nations who will trample the holy city for forty-two months.


Two witnesses have been authorised to prophesy during this time (they are described as two olive trees and two lampstands). But a beast from the bottomless pit will kill them in the city. The city is ‘prophetically called Sodom and Egypt where their Lord was crucified’. They are killed and their unburied bodies are left in the street. But God brings them back to life and they ascend to heaven. The city is hit by an earthquake and 7,000 people are killed. (The second woe has passed …)


Trumpet 7: There is praise in heaven. The twenty-four elders worship the throned one. God’s temple in heaven is opened, revealing the ark of the covenant. Lightning. Thunder. Earthquake. Hail.


 


The woman and the beasts: Revelation 12.1–14.20


A ‘great portent’. A woman in heaven, standing on the moon, clothed with the sun, crowned with twelve stars. She is heavily pregnant and about to give birth.


A red dragon appears. He has seven heads (each wearing a diadem) and ten horns. His tail sweeps down a third of the stars. The dragon aims to devour the child, but immediately after the birth, the child – a son to rule the nations with a rod of iron – is whisked off to safety with God. The woman flees to the wilderness for 1,260 days.


Michael and the angels battle the dragon. The dragon, which is revealed to be Satan, is thrown down from heaven to earth, along with ‘his angels’. A voice celebrates the downfall of ‘the accuser of our comrades’ and the sacrifice of the martyrs.


On earth, the dragon pursues the woman. She flies to safety on the wings of an eagle. The dragon tries to drown the woman with a flood from his mouth, but the water is swallowed by the earth. Thwarted, the dragon goes off to attack the woman’s children, ‘those who keep the commandments of God and hold the testimony of Jesus’.


Scene change: the seashore. The dragon stands there. John sees a beast rising out of the sea. The beast is like a leopard, with feet like a bear, the mouth of a lion. It has ten horns and seven heads. On the heads are ‘blasphemous names’. One head had been mortally wounded, but has healed. The dragon gives the beast his power and authority.


The whole earth worships the beast – and through it, the dragon. ‘Who is like the beast,’ people chant, ‘and who can fight against it?’ The beast is allowed to rule for forty-two months. It utters blasphemies and makes war on the saints. It is worshipped by all except those whose name is in ‘the book of life of the Lamb’.


A second beast rises from the earth. This has two horns ‘like a lamb’, but it speaks like a dragon. This exercises all authority on behalf of the first beast and makes the inhabitants of the earth worship the first beast. The second beast causes all to have a ‘mark’ without which they cannot buy or sell. The mark is the name of the beast or the number of its name: 666.


Scene change: Mount Zion. John sees the Lamb standing there, along with the 144,000 who have his name and that of his Father on their foreheads. A voice from heaven sings a song which can only be understood by the 144,000. They are undefiled, chaste, blameless.


An angel flies between earth and heaven bringing an eternal gospel to all on earth, calling people to fear God and worship him because the day of judgment has come.


A second angel arrives and announces the fall of Babylon.


A third angel arrives announcing punishment for those who have worshipped the beast and received his mark.


A voice from heaven proclaims blessing and rest for those who ‘from now on will die in the Lord’.


John sees a white cloud with the Son of Man sitting on it. He is holding a sickle which he uses to ‘reap’ the earth. He is joined by an angel from the temple in heaven. The earth is reaped, crushed like grapes in a winepress.


Seven bowls: Revelation 15.1–16.21


John sees seven angels with seven plagues. He also sees all the martyrs – those who had conquered the beast. They sing a victory song.


The ‘temple of the tent’ is opened, and out come seven angels with seven plagues, robed in linen with sashes. They are each given a bowl of ‘the wrath of God’ and instructed to empty the bowls on earth.


Bowl 1: Sores afflict those who bear the mark of the beast.


Bowl 2: The sea becomes as red as blood; every living thing dies.


Bowl 3: Rivers and springs turn to blood.


Bowl 4: The sun scorches people like fire. They curse God.


Bowl 5: The kingdom of the beast is plunged into darkness. The people curse God.


Bowl 6: The Euphrates dries up, allowing the kings of the east to cross. John sees three spirits coming from the mouth of the dragon, the beast and the second beast (now identified as ‘false prophets’). These call the kings of the world to assemble for battle at a place called Harmagedon.


Bowl 7: Lightning. Thunder. Earthquake. The great city splits into three. The cities of the nations fall. Babylon receives the ‘wine-cup’ of the fury of God’s wrath. Islands sink; mountains crumble; hundred-pound hailstones fall.


 


The fall of Babylon and the defeat of the beasts: Revelation 17.1–20.15


One of the seven angels carries John into the wilderness. He sees a ‘great whore’ sitting on the seven-headed, ten-horned beast. She is clothed in luxury, richly bejewelled and holding a cup. She is drunk with the blood of the martyrs.


The angel interprets: the seven heads are seven mountains, and also seven kings. Five of the kings have fallen, one lives and one is to come. The other beast is ‘an eighth but belongs to the seven’.


The ten horns represent ten kings who are yet to come. They yield authority to the beast and make war on the Lamb. The ten horns and the beast will hate the whore and will destroy her. The woman is the great city that rules over the earth.


Another angel descends, who announces the fall of Babylon. The city is ruined, the merchants weep and wail. God calls his people out of the city. A mighty angel picks up a stone and hurls it into the sea: this is the force with which Babylon will fall.


John hears a multitude in heaven praising God for punishing Babylon. They announce the marriage of the Lamb. Once again, an angel instructs John to write. John falls to the ground in worship, but is reprimanded by the angel.


Scene change: the battle. Heaven opens, revealing a rider on a white horse. From his mouth comes a sword. He is called ‘faithful and true’, the word of God; he will rule nations with a rod of iron, and will tread the winepress of God’s wrath.


An angel summons carrion to feast on God’s enemies. The beast and the kings of the earth gather to fight the rider on the white horse and his army. The beast is captured and also the ‘false prophet’. They are thrown into the lake of fire and sulphur. The others are killed by the sword from the rider’s mouth.


An angel descends from heaven with the key to the bottomless pit. He seizes the dragon and binds him for 1,000 years. But after 1,000 years he will be let out for a little while.


John sees figures seated on thrones, and the souls of those who have been beheaded, who refused to worship the beast, or bear its mark. They reign with Christ for 1,000 years. (After this the rest of the dead come to life.)


At the end of the 1,000 years, Satan is released. He gathers the nations – Gog and Magog – for battle. His army surrounds the saints and the holy city. But fire comes down from heaven and destroys them. The devil is thrown into the lake of fire and sulphur.


John sees a white throne and the one who sits on it. Earth and heaven flee away; the dead stand before the throne. The books are opened and the dead are judged according to the works recorded there. Death and Hades are destroyed in the lake of fire, along with anyone whose name is not found in the book.


New heaven, new earth, New Jerusalem: Revelation 21.1–22.7


John sees a new heaven and a new earth. The holy city descends from heaven as a bride. A loud voice from the throne declares that God’s home is with mortals. No more tears. No more death. No more mourning, crying or pain. ‘I am making all things new.’


Scene change: a high mountain. One of the seven angels takes John to a ‘great high mountain’ where he sees the bride of the Lamb. The holy city, Jerusalem, descends. Its twelve gates are guarded by twelve angels; the twelve foundations are inscribed with the names of the apostles of the Lamb. The city is a cube, 1,500 miles on each side. There is no temple, because the temple is God and the Lamb. The gates are never closed. The city does not need the sun or the moon: ‘the glory of God is its light, and its lamp is the Lamb’. Nations walk by this light; the kings of the earth enter the city. But nothing unclean can enter it, nor anyone who does what is shameful or deceitful.


A river flows from the throne of God through the city. Trees for the healing of the nations grow either side. God’s servants worship him.


The angel tells John: ‘See, I am coming soon! Blessed is the one who keeps the words of the prophecy of this book.’


Epilogue: Revelation 22.8–21


John again falls to worship the angel – once again he is rebuked. He is told not to seal up the book, because the time is near. Those who wash their robes may enter the city by the gates. But outside are the dogs – fornicators, murderers, idolaters, all who love to practise deceit.


‘It is I, Jesus, who sent my angel to you with this testimony for the churches.’ Come. Come. Come.


No one is to add to the words of this book.


John ends: ‘Amen. Come, Lord Jesus!’


*


There. I hope that’s clear.


OK. If you didn’t know before, by now it’s obvious that this is an unusual book. But it’s not quite as unusual as we might think, because it belongs to a genre of writing which flourished in the two centuries before and after Christ, a genre known as apocalyptic literature.


Scholars have argued for a long time over how to define apocalyptic literature. In the end, none of the definitions of this most slippery of genres ultimately succeeds. Such writings are not exclusively about the future. Although many apocalypses contain predictions of the ‘end times’, they are primarily about the ‘now times’: the times near to when they were written. They explain what is to come, but also what has happened and what is happening. Apocalyptic literature is an alternative history, a political commentary written in sign language.


A good modern example of this is Animal Farm by George Orwell, where the events of the Russian revolution, from the abdication of the Tsar to the expelling of Trotsky to the Nazi–Soviet non-aggression pact are told in the story of a farm which is taken over by the animals.


Animal Farm gives us another pointer about apocalyptic literature. Because, in the story, every animal stands for something or somebody else. Sometimes the identification is specific: Old Major is Marx, Napoleon is a mix of Lenin and Stalin, Snowball is Trotsky. Sometimes it is more general: the sheepdogs are the secret police; Squealer represents the state-controlled media; Moses the raven, the orthodox church. In its use of animals as symbols Animal Farm sits squarely in the apocalyptic tradition. The names and the characters of the animals speak about the nature of what they represent. Boxer, the horse, stands for the hard-working proletariat. And he shares their qualities, as Orwell saw things: he is trusting, strong, naive, ultimately betrayed.


Political cartoons often do the same thing. Animals are used to represent countries: Russia is a bear; the USA is an eagle; France is a cockerel, Spain a bull, and so on. Britain, of course, is a lion, or Britannia, or John Bull with his bulldog. The lion not only stands for Britain, it says something about Britain. It is leonine. It is proud, fierce, the king of the beasts. (Not to mention too idle to do much hunting, and prone to letting the females do the work.) Symbols are not just a straightforward cipher for the word itself: they express qualities about the word.


Revelation, like all apocalyptic literature, deals in symbols. Symbols are its currency, its stock-in-trade. But here’s the thing, the Very, Very Important Thing which so many writers on Revelation just don’t seem to grasp: SYMBOLS ARE NOT LITERALLY REAL.


You simply cannot ‘read Revelation literally’. That is obvious right from the very start of the book.


One of the things that surprised me, when I started re-reading the book, is that John is actually the third in line to receive this vision. It’s actually the revelation to Jesus. The opening sentences talk about the ‘revelation of Jesus Christ, which God gave him … he made it known by sending his angel to his servant John’. So the content of the book has been revealed to Jesus and he passes it on. Yet Jesus does not appear in person, as it were. Instead, John actually gets a visit from Jesus’ angel. Weirdly, this ‘angel’ figure both is, and isn’t, Jesus.


The angel talks in the first person – ‘I am the first and the last,’ he says at that first encounter, ‘the living one. I was dead, and see, I am alive forever and ever.’ That certainly sounds like Jesus – but when John falls down to worship the figure, he gets a rollicking: ‘You must not do that! I am a fellow servant with you and your comrades the prophets, and with those who keep the words of this book. Worship God!’ (Rev. 22.8–9). No wonder that John gets confused by how he should react to this being.


So John, in fact, never talks to Jesus as such, only to his angel, his messenger. And Jesus’ angel is a striking creation: he wears a robe with a long golden sash. He holds seven stars in his right hand. His head and his hair are bright white, his eyes are like fire, and there is a sword sticking out of his mouth. You’d have thought this would make it rather difficult to speak, but the angel not only speaks clearly, his voice thunders like a waterfall.


Jesus appears in various different guises through the book of Revelation, but in none of them does he in any way resemble a Jewish builder from Galilee. The white-haired figure we read about here, with the stars and the sword in the mouth, reappears later in the book, only that time he’s riding a white horse. Later we see Jesus as a lamb. A dead lamb. With seven eyes and seven horns. Who then takes a scroll from God, and opens it. So, a dead, seven-eyed, seven-horned lamb with opposable thumbs.


I hope, by now, that you are starting to see why the idea of taking Revelation literally is a bit tricky. Because, as I said, these are symbols. The white-haired, sharp-tongued bloke is not just a messenger from Jesus, he is a message about Jesus. His appearance gives us information about his nature. He is glowing white because he is pure. He has a sword sticking out of his mouth because the word of Jesus Christ is powerful. And the same is true of the other symbols. That’s how they work. The Roman empire makes an appearance, as a ravening bloodthirsty beast; the followers of Jesus appear as two ‘witnesses’ who are killed but then get up and go to heaven; Persian warriors show up, disguised as hairy locusts; Satan appears as a dragon from Greek mythology.


We cannot and should not read Revelation literally. Instead, what we are dealing with here is a kind of poetry. Not conventional poetry. It doesn’t have a metre and poetic stanza structure, it doesn’t rhyme. But John uses images in a poetic way: an image can mean one thing, or several things. This book has layer upon layer of imagery, drawn from myriad different sources.


This is why Revelation is such a difficult, dangerous book. Poetry is hard to control. It is imprecise, flexible, multi-faceted. Its language is challenging, difficult. (Even the Great Gonzo himself, Hunter S. Thompson, said, ‘I still read the book of Revelation when I need to get cranked up about language.’) And reading it requires, well, a bit of imagination. Here’s Bruce Metzger: ‘The book of Revelation is unique in appealing primarily to our imagination – not, however, a freewheeling imagination, but a disciplined imagination.’


‘Disciplined imagination’. That’s the point. This is why the book is so often misinterpreted – either it’s read by people who have had an imagination bypass, and are thus unable to read things in any other way than literally, or it’s seized upon by those with imaginations that thrash around like out-of-control toddlers who have been mainlining Sunny Delight.


But that raises another question. If it’s poetry, if it requires a disciplined imagination for its reader to understand it, does that mean that the text itself is a creative work?


Or, to put it more simply: if it’s not meant to be taken literally, aren’t we really saying that John just made all this stuff up?


John makes his case right at the beginning. He was in the Spirit on the Lord’s day when he saw the angel of the Lord. He saw things and heard things. You could take that either way. But there is plenty of evidence within the text itself that it is a considered, crafted piece of work. The question is, how much was craft and how much was direct, unmediated vision?


Obviously John did not just slap his vision down onto the nearest papyrus and send it off to the local churches. But in that way this is no different to any other book of the Bible. The gospel writers did not just sit down, mutter a quick prayer and get writing. They researched, compiled, collected and arranged their material. John does the same with his vision. And he was a man whose mind was already saturated with images from the Hebrew scriptures, and images from the world around him. All these he put into the text.


But behind that craft and shaping, there is a real power, a raw, visceral, passionate, visionary mind at work. John was a man who saw things that we do not see. And he wrote them down in a way which burns them into our minds.


In other words, he was a poet.


And that’s why Revelation scares so many people. Because they will keep reading it as prose.


*


At the airport, with time on my hands, I checked the Rapture Index. It stood at 187, just one point below the all-time record high reached earlier in the year. The Rapture Index is a website which measures just how close we are to the rapture and the second coming of Christ by analysing, so it claims, over forty different factors. These include somewhat esoteric factors like ‘Gog (i.e. Russia)’ and ‘Beast government’, and also your standard signs of the end of the world: famine, plague, drought, ‘liberalism’, etc. It then does some complex number-of-the-beast crunching and comes up with a figure. It is a pollen count of the end times, or as it likes to term itself, a ‘prophetic speedometer of end-time activity’.


The Rapture Index is, of course, an entirely fabricated measurement. If it reflects any reality, though, it is the reality of fear.


In these days of terror and uncertainty, fear is everywhere. Terror shapes our terrain. At Gatwick Airport the man on security made me take my shoes off. I have no idea why they think that me taking my shoes off poses less of a risk to the general public than keeping them on. By that time I’d been in hot railway carriages for hours. The foot odour must have been like Sarin. There is terror in my feet.


Fear was certainly the dominant emotion I discerned amongst people I spoke to about Revelation. Some are scared of what Revelation describes – all those monsters and beasts and fire and brimstone. Others are more worried about the book’s fans. This is a book we associate with, not to put too fine a point on it, nutters.


Revelation is unavoidably associated with mad predictions of the end of the world. The latest of these had hit the headlines not long before, when the late American radio evangelist Harold Camping predicted that the end of the world would come on 21 May 2011. When that didn’t happen he recalculated and predicted that it would happen six months later, on 21 October 2011. Again, nothing happened. Then there was the whole ‘Year of the Mayans’ thing, when, according to a bunch of websites run by people with names like ‘Eden Sky’ and ‘Moon River’, time was going to run out for us all. The Mayans had, the argument went, prophesied the end of the world, since their calendar ended in 2012. Time had already run out for the Mayans, of course; their civilisation was wiped out in the seventeenth century by the arrival of the Spanish carrying on their bodies a deadly cargo of smallpox, influenza and measles – diseases against which the Mayans had no immunity. Tragic. And they never saw it coming.
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