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INTRODUCTION: IMAGES AND INTERPRETATIONS


Especially during difficult times, many people compare conditions to the events described in the Apocalypse of St. John—so much seeming bad luck and death is contained in this last book of the Bible. The word “apocalypse” alone has come to mean destruction on a grand scale, although it originates directly from the Greek word meaning “to reveal” and “to disclose.” The biblical apocalypse, The Revelation, relates the visions of the prophet St. John the Divine. Taken literally, the visions include dreadful events. People die of plague, poisoned water, hunger, wars, as a result of encounters with the beasts of the earth…Vegetation is destroyed by hail, the sun turns black, stars fall down to the ground, earthquakes cause suffering to the people, ships sink…No wonder the beasts of the Revelation have become synonyms for horrors and fears.


However, visions are typically imparted as mythical images, and this allows for many different kinds of interpretations. If we study the characteristics of mythical thinking itself, we can read comforting and even inspiring messages from the Revelation. The book includes descriptions about how to undo our superficial beliefs about God, evil and the nature of reality, and how to relinquish our own narrow self. These kinds of inner processes often instigate anxiety in us, but afterward, our understanding of life deepens to a lasting happiness which enables us to withstand difficulties and outward threats. The biblical apocalypse describes moments of terror, withdrawal, rebirth and liberation.


I have written an extensive interpretation about the Revelation, which was first published in Finnish by Helsinki University Press, and later translated into English with the title The Revelation of St. John—An Inner Journey to Liberation. Because the original book and its translation are quite extensive, I wanted to create an abbreviated version of the core ideas of my interpretation, and include numerous images from old apocalypse illustrations. I have placed the illustrations so that each image is associated with the specific vision discussed. There is an abundance of historic illustrations of the Revelation, as St. John’s visions have captured the imagination of many artists throughout the centuries, drawing them into the tumultuous and enchanting world of these visions.


In the Middle Ages, illuminated manuscripts that were made for an interpretation of the Revelation by Beatus of Liébana— a monk who lived c. 730–800—form a magnificent sequence of illustrations. Beatus of Liébana lived in an area, which is now part of Northern Spain. The interpretation consisted mainly of quotations from texts by church elders, but new illustrated copies were made of the interpretations periodically. The earliest illuminated manuscript is from c. 930 and the latest has been dated to c. 1230. Because there were no means to print either the text or the illustrations at that time, each copy is unique: the illustrations transformed with each copying. The names of all but a few artists have been lost. These so-called Beatus Apocalypses were usually made in monasteries, and sometimes commissioned by royalty or wealthy nobility. They were not used in religious services, and therefore, ordinary people did not see them. There are many known manuscripts of the Beatus Apocalypses; 26 of them are richly illustrated, but some of them are already quite worn out. The manuscripts and their illustrations typically vary greatly, and some have been clearly influenced by Arabic art. This Arabic influence, which shows particularly in the early Beatus illustrations, comes from the fact that different Arabic and Islamic regimes prevailed in the more southerly parts of the Iberian Peninsula at the time when the Beatus manuscripts were created in the northern Christian parts of the Peninsula, such as in the kingdom of León.


I have chosen illustrations for my book from eight different Beatus manuscripts, which are named in the list of illustrations. Today, these manuscripts are kept in museums and libraries in different parts of the world. Information about the specific institutions is included in the end of the book.


Illustrated Beatus Apocalypses were made on the Iberian Peninsula and in Gascony, in the southwest corner of present-day France, but the socalled Bamberg Apocalypse is also largely based on Beatus of Liébana’s commentary. Its illustrations, however, differ in style from the most common Beatus illustration tradition. Many of its illustrations are rather simple and made as if with a broad brush, but some are generously gilded, giving them beautiful splendor. The Bamberg Apocalypse was made between 1000 and 1020 at Reichenau Abbey, now in present-day Germany. According to the custom of the time, it was commissioned by a benefactor, who was either Otto III or Henry II. The Bamberg Apocalypse was named for the Bamberg State Library, where it is currently housed.


Most of the illustrations in my book come from Beatus manuscripts. Furthermore, I chose about ten illustrations from the Bamberg Apocalypse in order to create a relatively uniform pictorial succession of the most important events in the Revelation.


The illustrations of the apocalypses that I have mentioned above are small, because they were originally made for illuminated manuscripts. The Middle Ages, however, also produced one apocalypse illustration of surprisingly large scale, the Apocalypse Tapestry, a set of tapestries in Angers castle, which were prepared in Paris between 1377 and 1382. The images on the tapestry are quite tall, and originally, they covered a length of over one hundred meters, and included about 90 illustrations of the apocalypse events. The weavers were extremely skillful: a later restoration of the work revealed that the back side of the tapestry was as good as the front side, and having been covered by a protective cloth, the back had retained its colors better.


The Angers tapestry suffered hardship over the centuries, but now restored, the remaining parts are beautifully displayed in Angers castle in a dimly lit hall with special lighting.


A grand undertaking like this large tapestry required a wealthy financier and patron, and this was the Duke of Anjou, Louis I of Angers castle. The style of the tapestry was derived from an illuminated apocalypse manuscript, which Louis I had borrowed from his brother, King Charles V of France. An artist, Jean de Bruges (Jean Bondol), a court artist for Charles V, designed at least some of the illustrations for the tapestry, but the specific apocalypse he used as a template has been lost. However, it is presumed that the style of the template represented that used in northern France and England at the time.


The Angers tapestry is such a notable apocalypse illustration that I felt it was important to include some of its illustrations, even though the small reproductions cannot do justice to the tapestry. Nevertheless, I hope the images I have chosen will impart at least some sense of this remarkable apocalypse.


In addition to the Middle Age illustrations, I wanted to include a few illustrations from the Renaissance to convey how the strongly stylized pictorial expression of the Middle Ages was transformed during the Renaissance to more closely reflect outward reality, along with the use of perspective having been introduced in visual arts. The Angers tapestry is part of the transitional stage in this development.


The first work that comes to mind from the Renaissance is the famous set of woodcuts by Albrecht Dürer, which includes fifteen illustrations of the events in the Revelation, a project which he began in 1495 after having returned from Italy. In general, I wanted to choose color illustrations for their enhanced expressiveness, but nevertheless, I included one black and white woodcut, which has been thought of being carved after one of Dürer’s drawings. When I searched for pictures of all central figures and events in the Revelation, I could not find an illustration for the battle of Armageddon from the main sources I used. Eventually, I came across a suitable picture on internet for this purpose. I found out that the picture had been published in the so-called Liber Chronicarum, which is one of the first printed books; published in 1493. The book is illustrated with woodcut prints and it discusses the history of the world, often set against a biblical background. The illustrations were produced in Nuremberg, in the workshop of Michael Wolgemut, during the time when Dürer was an apprentice at the workshop in 1486–89. The names of the artists who created the individual illustrations were not recorded in the workshop, and the works were not signed; therefore, it is possible that Dürer made the illustration I have chosen for the battle of Armageddon. The style of the drawing is much like a simplified version of Dürer’s later illustrations for the Revelation. However, there is no universal agreement on the identity of the artist who created this image, and the image is listed under Wolgemut’s name.


Of the early Renaissance color illustrations of the apocalypse, I chose in the end to include only two images from the Ottheinrich Bible, named after Neuburg nobleman, Ottheinrich, who funded the completion of the Bible. The production of this large-scale Bible had already been started in 1425, but the manuscript was not completed until the 16th century when a painter and woodcarver, Matthias Gerung, was hired for the project in 1530. His color paintings are already in the Renaissance style. The original Ottheinrich Bible is currently in the Bavarian State Library.


I wish to emphasize that the interpretation I present in this book is indeed an abbreviation. An extensive, detailed interpretation is, as I mentioned earlier, in the book titled The Revelation of St. John—An Inner Journey to Liberation, which is currently available in online bookstores. Although this book, with its references and bibliography, is well over 400 pages long, it, too, is actually an abbreviation. As it is, according to my interpretation, the events in the Revelation relate the spiritual life and the different stages of development of a human being as a synoptic outline. Everyone who turns inward to introspect and reflect on the nature of existence, experiences life in their own way, and of course it is not possible to describe fully the multifaceted nature of the experiences of each individual person.


In the broader book, I have striven to present my interpretation in ordinary language, which at times is theoretical, and I have chosen comparative examples from different periods and cultures, and even from the experiences and dreams of ordinary modern men and women. Some of these examples are included also in this abbreviated version, in which Christian mystics and saints, and Oriental philosophy and yoga theory are emphasized. My idea was, and is, to stress that it is possible to read universal and fundamental human experience from the images of the Revelation, even though there cannot be unanimity about such subjects or the interpretations I am suggesting. However, everyone can use the many images in this book as an inspiration for interpretations meaningful to themselves, should they wish to do so.


The Bible quotations in this translation are taken mostly from the New King James Version.


In the beginning of the Revelation, St. John relates having been on the island of Patmos during his visions. The photograph below shows a landscape scene from Patmos, and a door to a little monastery on the island. Part of the monastery chapel is the Cave of the Apocalypse, and according to tradition, it is known as the cave where St. John lived in exile on the island in approximately 95–96 A.D. The cave is also believed to be the place where he had the visions and wrote them down.


Next, we will step into the cave of the consciousness, into its images and events…
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1.–3. ST. JOHN’S TASK AND THE FIRST VISION


The Revelation begins with the following words: “The Revelation of Jesus Christ, which God gave Him to show His servants—things which must shortly take place. And He sent and signified it by His angel to His servant John, who bore witness to the word of God, and to the testimony of Jesus Christ, to all things that he saw” (Rev. 1:1–2). In the image below, the visions are presented as a package or a book that St. John receives from an angel.


Soon, St. John tells us about his first vision. “I was in the Spirit on the Lord’s Day, and I heard behind me a loud voice, as of a trumpet, saying, ‘I am the Alpha and the Omega, the First and the Last,’ and, ‘What you see, write in a book and send it to the seven churches which are in Asia: to Ephesus, to Smyrna, to Pergamos, to Thyatira, to Sardis, to Philadelphia, and to Laodicea.’ Then I turned to see the voice that spoke with me. And having turned I saw seven golden lampstands, and in the midst of the seven lampstands One like the Son of Man, clothed with a garment down to the feet and girded about the chest with a golden band…He had in His right hand seven stars, out of His mouth went a sharp two-edged sword...And when I saw Him, I fell at His feet as dead. But He laid His right hand on me, saying to me, ‘Do not be afraid; I am the First and the Last’” (Rev. 1:10–13, 16–17).
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“One like the Son of Man” refers in the tradition of the New Testament, to Jesus Christ. Christ represents the high and deep spiritual levels of reality. Contact to those levels now opens for St. John. Perhaps he is surprised, because he falls to the ground from the power of the experience, as if he were dead. This means that his consciousness turns inward with such force that all sensation of the body is lost, and he is in the Spirit; as stated above, St. John says he was “in the Spirit.” He likely also feels he is receiving realization through an angel from the high levels of existence that are now open to him, because the angel is said to reveal a vision of Jesus Christ to St. John. An angel seen as an inner experience can be interpreted as intuition, because the word “angel,” angelos, means “messenger.” When we turn inward and grow still, we are intuitive and we, too, can feel that we have received a clear message, even if we have not been in as deeply altered a state of consciousness as St. John was. A twoedged sword leaving the mouth of “One like the Son of Man” likely tells us that St. John hears something like speech, which seems to originate from the high levels of reality. St. John, however, receives the speech through his intuition or the angel. Being sharp, the sword can penetrate obstacles; St. John begins to understand that he must become more aware of life and to experience it deeper regardless of difficulties. The message that he now receives is so impressive that he must listen to it and follow it.


In Christian literature, the most well-known experience similar to the one above is described in the section of the Bible where Paul writes about Jesus Christ having appeared to him when he was on the way to Damascus. First, he and his travel companions saw a bright light and then, “When we all had fallen to the ground, I heard a voice speaking to me and saying in the Hebrew language, ‘Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting Me? It is hard for you to kick against the goads’” (Acts 26:13–14).


The words St. John hears, “I am the First and the Last,” are associated with the concept of circular reality emerging from the Revelation: in the beginning of the world, man falls from the oneness with God, from the bliss in paradise, but he must return back to it. In the letter to the congregation of Ephesus in the second chapter of the Revelation, St. John indeed writes, “Remember therefore from where you have fallen; repent” (Rev. 2:5). St. John himself must also embark on this path.
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“The mystery of the seven stars which you saw in My right hand, and the seven golden lampstands: The seven stars are the angels of the seven churches, and the seven lampstands which you saw are the seven churches” (Rev. 1:20).


The next two chapters of the Revelation consist of letters to the congregations already listed above. In the letters, St. John usually mentions something good about each congregation, and something that needs to be attended to. The letters also naturally include historical material, but they can be seen as St. John’s introspection. He understands during the discourse that he needs to improve, and that he must examine himself and his whole perception of reality more carefully. The familiar beliefs are not enough.


The number seven is one of the important symbols in the Revelation. Events often proceed in series of seven steps: seven seals are opened, seven angels blow a trumpet one after another, and seven angels pour the contents of their bowls down to the earth. The series of seven steps can be understood as follows. The number two, as if representing thesis and antithesis, reflects conflict. The number three symbolizes change: thesis, antithesis and synthesis. The number six, or two times three, represents a long process of transformation caused by conflicts. The number one, in the Revelation, is associated with the experience of oneness, and it is the climax of the transformation—the seventh step.


A transformation of seven steps is also often associated with the Oriental chakra symbolism. The human being is understood to have seven energy centers in the axis from the spinal cord to the brain. The highest is on top of the head, and when in the course of the inner transformation, the subtle life energy reaches that center after having travelled through the lower centers, opening and strengthening them, the human being experiences oneness, or bliss. Those centers are thus like lampstands where the fire, or energy, can burn. The events in the Revelation closely follow such experiences, in which the seventh step is the climax. But, so far, St. John is only at the beginning of his path.


Modern readers of the Revelation do not see reality in the same way as St. John did, but they, too, may be surprised by encountering a strong inner experience, which then leads them to think deeply about the mystery of existence, the ultimate nature of reality and what it means to be a human being.




4. HEAVEN


[image: ]


“After these things I looked, and behold, a door standing open in heaven. And the first voice which I heard was like a trumpet speaking with me, saying, ‘Come up here…’ Immediately I was in the Spirit; and behold, a throne set in heaven, and One sat on the throne. And He who sat there was like a jasper and a sardius stone in appearance; and there was a rainbow around the throne, in appearance like an emerald. Around the throne were twenty-four thrones, and on the thrones I saw twenty-four elders sitting, clothed in white robes; and they had crowns of gold on their heads. And from the throne proceeded lightnings, thunderings, and voices” (Rev. 4:1–5).


The heaven of the vision follows conceptually the general outline of the world’s mythologies and philosophies, in which the original oneness divides into parts, often first into two parts, and from there, the differentiation continues on. The beginning point in the world’s religions, myths and philosophies may be the original human being, ultimate divinity, or perhaps an egg. The original oneness is often depicted more or less as a circle—for example, an egg in traditional folk beliefs. I call the parts that the original oneness divides into, “duality.” The heaven described in this chapter of the Revelation has twenty-four parts, and the same number occurs in many metaphysical traditions. For example, Oriental Samkhya philosophy differentiates between twenty-four basic principles in the universe, which Indian Sri Yukteswar compares to the elders of the Revelation. Actually, there are twenty-five basic principles in Samkhya, but the first one is God as the foundation for everything, which corresponds in the Revelation to the One sitting on the throne.


A succession from oneness to duality and multiplicity has been depicted pictorially in the so-called mandalas, which are often in the form of a circle, and which may have segments and other images. Mandalas were originally sacred figures used in the Oriental tradition, especially in meditation practices. The meditator strove to gradually concentrate on the center of the mandala, which often represented oneness. There were different kinds of mandalas depending on the nature of the practice. Mandalas are known today also in the West.


C.G. Jung wrote that he observed many of his patients during therapy spontaneously seeing and drawing figures reminiscent of mandalas, when they tried to find inner focus and clarity in the midst of fragmentation and chaos.


St. John’s heaven can be also compared to the light mentioned in the Oriental literature, which the meditator can see in a deeply inward state; St. John says he was “in the Sprit” in seeing heaven. Light is referred to as the spiritual eye, the third eye, and the eye of intuition. It is a circular form of light, with a central light surrounded by a sphere of blue light and a golden ring around the blue sphere. In St. John’s vision, the figure on the throne would correspond to the central light; the rainbow around the throne with an appearance like an emerald would correspond to the blue sphere—colors were not well defined or differentiated during the time of the Bible—and the elders with crowns would correspond to the golden ring around the blue sphere.


The voices St. John heard could likewise well be based on actual experiences. Different sounds occur throughout the Revelation: trumpets blowing, sounds of many waters, thunder. According to the chakra theory, different chakras emanate sounds that are called Om sounds. The actual Om sound is such a loud rumble that it can be compared to the blowing of trumpets, the roar of the ocean, or thunder. The Christian mystics have also described similar sounds on the basis of their experiences.
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