The Revelation of St John the Divine: Forming Communities of Resistance
This book was written at the end of the 1st century to the Christians then living in Asia Minor to help them as they struggled with discrimination and persecution from the Roman Empire. These early Christian communities were organized around households and were mostly from a lower economic class.  In addition to being a minority, they were outsiders who were harassed and subjected to economic and social discrimination. In such a situation these new Christians began to question their identity. Much of John’s vision addresses the dilemma of these believers: Who are the people of God? What does it mean to belong to the church? The harassment escalated to the point of torture and execution regarding the demand of the Romans that Christians denounce Christ and declare Caesar, not Christ, as Lord. Much of the letter addresses the issue of resistance calling upon the believers to become communities of resistance while remaining faithful to the gospel.

This letter is apocalyptic and eschatological—looking towards the future, with assurance and faith that God is in charge. The main question and focus of this letter is not, “when will the end come?”, but rather, “who is in charge?” Another aspect of Revelation, which tends to elude us, is the letter was intended to be read at one sitting and in the context of worship. It should be understood as a whole and not through isolated verses. It is when we look at verses or sections out of context that we tend to misinterpret and get confused. 
The letter is divided into three sections: God speaks to the Church in the City; God judges the “Great City”—Roman Empire; God redeems the “Holy City”. For John, the “Great City” is Babylon and God’s new city is “New Jerusalem”. Though historical Babylon was abandoned by this time, for John, it represented an enemy of God, where God’s people had been captive and humiliated. The bottom line throughout this letter is that Babylon, (Rome) though it appears powerful, is doomed and has no ultimate power over God’s faithful.

In opposition to Babylon, is the New Jerusalem, God’s city, representing blessing and restoration. With the vision of New Jerusalem before them, the faithful were encouraged to live in Babylon “not as a captive but as a witness.” With this holy future before them, the believers were offered strength for enduring the oppression of Rome.

“The purpose of the vivid depiction of Rome as doomed and damned is to strengthen the believer’s resolve not to take refuge in a reality that has no future. Rather, John counsels the believer to keep focused on God’s future, the New Jerusalem. Do not adapt; do not compromise; do not bow your knee to this demonic and doomed power…God’s power is ultimate, while Rome’s is temporary. God will heal, reward, and sustain the believer while Rome’s rewards cannot be depended on at all. Resist and help one another find the courage to stay faithful. The reward is in the resistance itself.”

Revelations implications for our church today

How captive are we to our culture? We claim to follow the Prince of Peace, but how does violence rule our lives? We proclaim that the Kingdom of God is at hand, but what do we do about poverty, sickness, and discrimination? John calls out to us to resist evil; to renounce “idolatrous attachments to our society.”

John calls us to see “beyond the captivity of the moment to grasp the possibility of a future.” John calls us to dream, to see beyond what is, to what can be in God’s reality. Can we imagine the promise of God in which there is a new day with no sorrow, pain, brokenness, division or hatred? Do we believe that God calls us to be people of inclusion, forgiveness, and restoration? If we can, at some level, say yes to this dream, then we are called to resist anything that seeks to block, hinder or delay this new day and New Jerusalem. 

· Are we in the church captive to Babylon?

· Do we have a shared vision of the future in Good Shepherd?

· How can we be more prophetic?

· How do we handle conflict?

· How can we grow spiritually? How can we learn to imagine a new future?
