Notes on the Book of Revelation

Chapter Four

After this I looked, and there in heaven a door stood open! And the first voice, which I had heard speaking to me like a trumpet, said, "Come up here, and I will show you what must take place after this." 
After the seven letters have been written and delivered – which is to say, after we have fully ‘spiritualized’ ourselves by awakening the creative process within us – we find an open door between our limited human selves and the spiritual powers of heaven.  Jesus consistently uses ‘heaven’ to describe the realm of pure potential – the consciousness in which we recognize our innate Oneness with all that God is.  Thus, in the Lord’s Prayer (Matthew 6: 9) he affirms “Thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven.”  In other words, ‘Let this human experience perfectly reflect and express the divine potential that is already present.’
So once we have completed the seven-stage process of awakening and purification described in the letters to the seven churches, any barrier we may have felt between our limited selves and the Allness of God will dissolve.  And since there is can be no linear timeline in the realm of Spirit – in heaven – then we will see everything clearly from that divine perspective.  
2 At once I was in the spirit, and there in heaven stood a throne, with one seated on the throne! 3 And the one seated there looks like jasper and carnelian, and around the throne is a rainbow that looks like an emerald. 
Nothing is more difficult than trying to express a spiritual experience – or spiritual awareness – in terms that can be grasped by the limited human mind.  The best the author could do then – indeed, the best that we can do now – is to refer and relate to images and values that have significance in our mortal world.  

The image of visions occurring in the throne room of God would have been very familiar to early readers of the Revelation – especially to those raised in the Jewish tradition.  Many Hebrew prophets -- Isaiah, Ezekiel, Daniel, for example –  had shared similar experiences.  Since ‘the throne’ was the recognized seat of political power in this hierarchical society, it was easy and effective to assume that the Power of God must be centered in a similar – but more magnificent – way.  References to fabulous precious stones help convey the magnificence of the setting.  In Ezekiel (1: 26), for example, the throne is described as being made of sapphire.  Here jasper, carnelian and emeralds are evoked.
4 Around the throne are twenty-four thrones, and seated on the thrones are twenty-four elders, dressed in white robes, with golden crowns on their heads. 5 Coming from the throne are flashes of lightning, and rumblings and peals of thunder, and in front of the throne burn seven flaming torches, which are the seven spirits of God; 6 and in front of the throne there is something like a sea of glass, like crystal. 
The twenty-four elders represent the entire span of religious history – the twelve leaders of the twelve tribes of Israel, and the twelve disciples of the ministry of Jesus Christ.  Like seven, twelve is a consistently powerful and significant number in terms of spiritual understanding.  
Twelve and its multiples – especially 144 – will appear again and again as the revelation unfolds.  In addition to its historic significance in terms of both Hebrew and Christian scriptures, it signifies the Christ Presence of God in each of us as twelve divine powers – faith, will, understanding, imagination, power, zeal, love, discrimination, strength, elimination, order and generation.  These powers are simply a way of making the general concept of the Christ more specific, and thus easier to work with and develop.  By ‘Christ’ we mean – to quote Charles Fillmore – “the divine idea that includes all divine ideas.”
Here, though, the Christ has not yet made its specific presence known and felt.  The tribal elders and disciples of Jesus hold honored places in spiritual consciousness.  But we will shortly see that they cannot themselves achieve the work of creating the kingdom that is our life purpose.  Something more will be required.

We, too, must honor the beliefs, teachings and traditions that have led us this far on our spiritual journey.  We must now be ready to leave them behind – but only with a deep sense of appreciation for the valuable ways in which they have served us.  We will receive a new clarity, symbolized by the sea of crystal-like class.  The seven torches, seven spirits – the seven dimensions we are now about to explore and master will be revealed in the presence – and with the support – of our religious past.
Around the throne, and on each side of the throne, are four living creatures, full of eyes in front and behind: 7 the first living creature like a lion, the second living creature like an ox, the third living creature with a face like a human face, and the fourth living creature like a flying eagle. 
8 And the four living creatures, each of them with six wings, are full of eyes all around and inside. Day and night without ceasing they sing, "Holy, holy, holy, the Lord God the Almighty, who was and is and is to come." 
This four creatures are “full of eyes in front and behind” and “all around and inside” – that is to say, they are aware of everything, from the past to the future.  They represent the essential aspects of the divine.  The lion is the king of beasts; he represents dominion and authority.  The ox represents omnipotence (‘strong as an ox’).  The human face represents omniscience – God as Divine Mind.  The eagle expresses omnipresence, with its ability to fly everywhere, easily and effortlessly.  The symbols assure us that we are in the full presence of the divine – and, by extension, that we contain these same qualities within ourselves as the Christ of our being.

These divine attributes do not sing in praise of themselves; they do not celebrate the Allness of God represented by the throne.  Rather they praise “the Lord God the Almighty” – and “Lord God” always refers to the Christ – the Presence of God in God’s creation, that “was and is and is to come” according to our willingness to embrace it and express it.
9 And whenever the living creatures give glory and honor and thanks to the one who is seated on the throne, who lives forever and ever, 10 the twenty-four elders fall before the one who is seated on the throne and worship the one who lives forever and ever; they cast their crowns before the throne, singing, 11 "You are worthy, our Lord and God, to receive glory and honor and power, for you created all things, and by your will they existed and were created." 

‘God’ is a term we use to describe the indescribable – the infinite energy of Omniscience, Omnipotence, Omnipresence and Love that is the very essence of all of life.  To recognize ourselves as One with this energy and expressive of its creative Power is to awaken to the spiritual purpose that brings us into human expression.  But it is a mistake to think of God only as the Christ of our being.  God transcends any attempt to define it.  So even as we claim our ‘crowns’ of divinity, we also recognize the greater Power – the Power of creation that expresses as all things.
Chapter Five

Then I saw in the right hand of the one seated on the throne a scroll written on the inside and on the back, sealed with seven seals; 2 and I saw a mighty angel proclaiming with a loud voice, "Who is worthy to open the scroll and break its seals?" 

Again with the sevens!  Yes, and this particular imagery of seven seals will carry us through the next four chapters (with a lot of subsidiary ‘sevens’ to be sure we get the point).

It’s important to remember the awareness with which we started.  The Revelation to John does not unfold according to a linear plotline of ‘this happened, and then that happened, and then another thing happened.’  After all, what is being revealed is nothing less than our spiritual purpose – the creative process by which we are to make the choices, to be the intermediaries through which the spiritual power of ‘heaven’ is brought into expression on this human plane.  

Is it your experience that life is a two-dimensional, linear progression of events?  Sure, it’s possible to define a timeline showing when we graduated from high school, and got a job, and fell in love and fell out of love and moved from one life experience to another.  But we are infinitely more complicated than that!  We move (sometimes ‘stumble’ might be the better word) forward in spiritual understanding and expression.  Then we forget or get distracted, and we fall back.  Then the process repeats – again and again, until we despair of ever making significant progress.  

The truth is, we’re always making significant progress.  We may find ourselves facing the same challenges and mistakes again and again.  But we are not the same each time!  We grow and learn, and while we may move through some of the same negative energies, we move through more quickly, and with greater awareness.  This can be painful, but it’s also progress.
And so this great Revelation mirrors our own lives.  After all, there are only seven simple steps to the creative process we’re here to express.  It shouldn’t take twenty-two chapters to cover them, any more than it should take us long human lifetimes to realize and master them.  But we don’t proceed forward in a linear fashion, as if we’re working toward a degree.  We rise up and down; we stumble forward and slide backward; we learn valuable lessons and promptly forget them; we wander off the clearly marked road into dense thickets of human distractions.  So our basic, seven-step creative process has to appear and re-appear, at different times and in different forms.  

So it is that we move through the seven stages again, at a deeper level this time, symbolized by the opening of a document with seven seals.  Our first expression of this creative process had such positive results, especially compared to the painful and limiting lives that preceded it, that we may relax into a sense of overconfidence.  ‘I’ve got the hang of this now,” we say to ourselves.  “I think I’ll put things on cruise control for a while.”  And suddenly we’re in the midst of another crisis, wondering how that could possibly have happened.  We have more work to do.  And this time the choices we make will have more power because we are more conscious.  And they will arouse far more resistance from the shadowy energies of fear in which most of the world continues to live.
3 And no one in heaven or on earth or under the earth was able to open the scroll or to look into it. 4 And I began to weep bitterly because no one was found worthy to open the scroll or to look into it. 5 Then one of the elders said to me, "Do not weep. See, the Lion of the tribe of Judah, the Root of David, has conquered, so that he can open the scroll and its seven seals." 

The scroll contains the secret that will open wide the doors of the kingdom of heaven – the new consciousness that brings spiritual potential into tangible expression in this human experience.  Simply reaching the scroll is a great accomplishment; it has required us to awaken our spiritual powers at all seven levels of awareness.
The traditions and teachings of our religious past have played significant roles in guiding us this far.  We have seen the twenty-four elders representing that past seated in positions of honor around the throne of divinity.  But they cannot lead us further; they cannot open the seal.  

Jesus Christ – who is himself rooted in that religious and tribal history – opens the seal because he has conquered the belief in separation and limitation that holds us back. This doesn’t make him unique – just first!  And it doesn’t mean he’s done the work for us.  We will each have to open our own seven seals 
6 Then I saw between the throne and the four living creatures and among the elders a Lamb standing as if it had been slaughtered, having seven horns and seven eyes, which are the seven spirits of God sent out into all the earth. 7 He went and took the scroll from the right hand of the one who was seated on the throne. 8 When he had taken the scroll, the four living creatures and the twenty-four elders fell before the Lamb, each holding a harp and golden bowls full of incense, which are the prayers of the saints. 9 They sing a new song: "You are worthy to take the scroll and to open its seals, for you were slaughtered and by your blood you ransomed for God saints from every tribe and language and people and nation; 10 you have made them to be a kingdom and priests serving our God, and they will reign on earth." 

The “Lamb of God, who takes away the sins of the world” is a familiar image to Catholics everywhere; it is the ‘Agnus Dei’ recited as a part of every Mass.  It’s familiar to Protestants as well, and many composers have set the beseeching words to powerful and plaintive melodies.  It evokes Jesus as the ultimate victim, patiently going to be slaughtered for sins – our sins – that he did not even commit.  Shame, guilt, suffering – it’s all there, in one potent image.  

But does it have anything to do with who Jesus Christ is, and what his purpose was in teaching and demonstrating through the years of his earthly ministry?  Well, yes – and no. 

The image of Jesus as a sacrificial victim, meekly and patiently allowing himself to be slaughtered as a way of restoring us to God’s good favor is offensive and, frankly, ridiculous.  The idea that a God of Love would ever demand human sacrifice is one we had left behind long ago, in the darkest early days of religious superstition.  God Himself stops the nonsense, in the Hebrew Bible, through the story of Abraham and Isaac – the reluctant but obedient father, the innocent son and the clear spiritual message.  We must ‘put God first,’ yes, but in consciousness, where all creative choices are made.  Slaughtering innocents is not required.  In Jesus’ time animals were still sacrificed, but only in the Temple and in limited, proscribed ways and times.  Eventually we grew out of that superstition as well, and began to realize that God responded only to the heart energy we allowed in our consciousness.  Outer signs like sacrificing humans or animals might appeal to our own love for drama and bloodshed, but they have nothing to do with demands from God.
And yet the fact remains that Jesus did, in fact, die a painful and humiliating death – and everything that happened to him was a part of his ministry, a part of his message to us.  He did not die as a victim, however, but as an example.  He went through the experience of death to help us recognize its illusionary nature.  ‘Watch,’ he was saying.  ‘Watch and learn.’  If we understand ‘sin’ in its literal sense of ‘missing the mark,’ then it could indeed be said that Jesus was dying for our sins.  He was moving through the death illusion so that we could learn that death has no spiritual reality.  He was improving our aim, so that we could stop sinning – stop missing the target with choices rooted in a superstitious fear of punishment and death.  So he didn’t die to atone for our sins, but to dissolve our tendency to sin by showing us that the death we so fear is simply an illusion.
11 Then I looked, and I heard the voice of many angels surrounding the throne and the living creatures and the elders; they numbered myriads of myriads and thousands of thousands, 12 singing with full voice, "Worthy is the Lamb that was slaughtered to receive power and wealth and wisdom and might and honor and glory and blessing!" 13 Then I heard every creature in heaven and on earth and under the earth and in the sea, and all that is in them, singing, "To the one seated on the throne and to the Lamb be blessing and honor and glory and might forever and ever!" 14 And the four living creatures said, "Amen!" And the elders fell down and worshiped. 

This brief, vivid paragraph offers a very clear depiction of the nature of the universe.  Things are going to get very chaotic as the vision continues to unfold, so it’s important, I think, to anchor ourselves in an understanding of just how the Revelation sees the whole of creation.

We’ve discussed the 24 elders as emblematic of the whole of religious understanding – at least in the Judaeo-Christian traditions.  They represent the twelve tribes of Israel and the twelve disciples of Jesus.  And we’ve seen that the “four living creatures” are tangible aspects of the infinite Divine – preeminence, omnipotence, omniscience and omnipresence.

The “myriads of myriads and thousands of thousands” of angels inhabit a spiritual realm – or perhaps many spiritual realms.  It is the realm from which we enter into our human experiences, and the realm to which we return when each mortal life is concluded.  Like the Christ Presence in each of us, the angels are expressions of divine creative energy.  They are the Allness of God in spiritual expression, just as we are the Allness of God in human expression.
These angels – these myriads of beings who are our ‘siblings in spirit’, like us in every way except that they have not entered into the human experience of limitation and duality (at least not at present) – are completely engaged in the joyful process of being expressions of the ineffable Divine.  And part of their joy lies in supporting those of us – spiritual beings like them – who have undertaken the great creative process inherent in taking on human limitations.

They are with us always, these angels.  They love and appreciate the work we have undertaken in moving through illusions and challenges.  They support us, they protect us, they remind us of the truth when we seem destined to forget it.  And they celebrate every hard-won step we take forward in consciousness.
That’s why they sing in praise of the great step forward represented by Jesus, whose life and ministry demonstrated the creative power of the Christ in each of us, and the illusory nature of the limitations and negative energies that we allow to distract us.  Indeed, all of creation joins in singing “to the one seated on the throne and to the Lamb” – to the Source of infinite love, and to the expression of infinite love through the challenges of the human experience.

This is a universe of infinite love, joy and celebration.  It cannot be threatened in any way by the illusions of negativity and conflict that we encounter in this human experience.  It is a universe that always knows and affirms the spiritual Truth, and that loves and guides us through challenges to fuller and fuller expressions of that Truth in our human lives.  It’s important to see this image clearly, and to return to it again and again through the struggles that lie ahead.

Chapter Six

Then I saw the Lamb open one of the seven seals, and I heard one of the four living creatures call out, as with a voice of thunder, "Come!" 2 I looked, and there was a white horse! Its rider had a bow; a crown was given to him, and he came out conquering and to conquer. 

Our willingness to undertake the work of opening the seven seals has an immediate benefit.  When the first seal is opened, it releases an immediate awareness of the Christ, the indwelling Presence of God.  But this is only the beginning of the process.  There is more work to be done, more negative thoughts and beliefs to be dissolved, before we can turn to the Christ as the one, constant Source of light and love in our lives.  

And so we crown the Christ in recognition of its presence and potential.  And we turn to the work at hand, knowing that our awareness of this new spiritual energy within us will enable us to conquer doubts, fears and false beliefs.  The Christ is our constant source of faith and energy.  In the final chapters of the Revelation, when the way has been appropriately prepared, we will once again experience the white horse and its rider, leading us into the New Jerusalem of spiritual consciousness and expression.
3 When he opened the second seal, I heard the second living creature call out, "Come!" 4 And out came another horse, bright red; its rider was permitted to take peace from the earth, so that people would slaughter one another; and he was given a great sword. 

We might expect that the initial appearance of Christ consciousness would bring peace to this human experience.  In fact it makes conflict inevitable, as Jesus emphasized many times in his teachings.  Our new understanding is in immediate conflict with the entrenched, fear-based beliefs that have dominated our lives – and that continue to dominant the collective consciousness of the world in which we live.

Our spiritual path forward will not be free from conflict.  But however alarming its appearance, the red horse and its rider are fighting with us, not against us.  We do not need to attack; but we will need to defend ourselves against the established forces in consciousness that feel threatened by the new spiritual power we are releasing.  We are empowered in the Christ to stand firm, holding to our truth, until the conflict subsides.
5 When he opened the third seal, I heard the third living creature call out, "Come!" I looked, and there was a black horse! Its rider held a pair of scales in his hand, 6 and I heard what seemed to be a voice in the midst of the four living creatures saying, "A quart of wheat for a day's pay, and three quarts of barley for a day's pay, but do not damage the olive oil and the wine!" 

If the opening of the second seal forces us to deal with the belief in duality that causes inevitable conflict, the black horse of the third seal confronts our deeply rooted belief in lack and limitation.  It is traditionally viewed as the horseman of Famine, but I think that rather misses the point.
The rider on the black horse is busy weighing, dividing and assigning equivalents: “a quart of wheat for a day’s pay.”  It expresses the belief that whatever good and abundance we receive in life must be earned, according to an established system of values.  

The truth is that our life abundance is innate. As ‘children of God’ – expressions of the infinite Good of Spirit – we contain within ourselves the potential to create everything we may need or want to support our spiritual journeys through mortal life.  We can’t achieve new consciousness by obeying old rules and assuming the truth of old beliefs that our good is withheld until we have earned it.

So our spiritual purpose does not require that we experience and accept famine, but that we recognize and dissolve the belief in lack and judgment that expresses as famine – a lack of sustenance in all areas of life – until we accept the greater spiritual Truth that no part of our good is ever being withheld.
7 When he opened the fourth seal, I heard the voice of the fourth living creature call out, "Come!" 8 I looked and there was a pale green horse! Its rider's name was Death, and Hades followed with him; they were given authority over a fourth of the earth, to kill with sword, famine, and pestilence, and by the wild animals of the earth. 

Opening the fourth seal releases two of the most powerful fear-based beliefs that seek to block our path to new consciousness.  Certainly our fears of the terrible finality of death and the threat of eternal damnation create more of a sense of helplessness and victimization than any other beliefs we have created for ourselves.

It was to encourage us to move beyond these fears that Jesus Christ allowed himself to go through the painful and public process of crucifixion as his earthly ministry drew to a close.  He hoped to show us that our greatest fears are based on illusions and false beliefs.  We largely missed the point, too caught up in the surface drama to recognize the deeper truth.

Certainly fear of punishment and death were very real and immediate to those early followers of Jesus to whom John addresses his Revelation.  It would be foolish to pretend that an appropriate amount of faith would instantly dissolve these fears, or lift us beyond their effects. Even as we strive to clear our collective consciousness of old beliefs, a significant part of that consciousness will continue to be concerned with death and punishment – fully a quarter, according to this vision.  

That’s a significant percentage, of course, and that amount of fear will have a draining effect on our innate spiritual energy.  But the image also suggests that 75% of our thoughts in consciousness instinctively know that these fearful concepts are simply illusions.  As with so much in the Revelation, what seems at first to be a scary, unpleasant image is, in fact, a powerful and positive promise:  However strong these forces of Death and Hell may seem to be, they will never be able to overwhelm us.  On our very worst days our consciousness contains three times more positive, love-based thoughts than the negative, fear-based counterparts that manage to seem so loud and overwhelming.

So much for the notorious Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse.  They are not agents of the forces of evil.  They are, after all, released through the positive action of opening the seals and moving forward on our spiritual path.  They represent the deeply entrenched negative beliefs on which we have been basing our choices – conflict, lack, death and divine retribution.  They must be recognized and confronted before they can be dissolved.  They may seem overwhelming.  But before them – and before us – goes the white horse of the Christ, bringing light to the shadows and love to the fears, helping us stay firm in our commitment.
9 When he opened the fifth seal, I saw under the altar the souls of those who had been slaughtered for the word of God and for the testimony they had given; 10 they cried out with a loud voice, "Sovereign Lord, holy and true, how long will it be before you judge and avenge our blood on the inhabitants of the earth?" 11 They were each given a white robe and told to rest a little longer, until the number would be complete both of their fellow servants and of their brothers and sisters, who were soon to be killed as they themselves had been killed. 

This imagery would have had a great immediate impact on the first readers of this Revelation, since their friends and families were being rounded up and killed because of their refusal to compromise their Christ-centered beliefs.  “How long, O Lord, how long?” was a common cry among those who were waiting for Jesus to come back and set things right.

But the ‘Second Coming’ is not about Jesus coming back to resume his work.  It is about each of us awakening to the same Christ Presence in us that Jesus taught and demonstrated in himself.  To a certain extent that ‘Second Coming’ will express as light and love in our individual lives as we awaken to our spiritual truth.  And to a larger extent, it will require enough of us being awake to have a decisive impact on our collective consciousness.
So the message here, I think, is that there will be some bumpy times as that collective awareness painstakingly unfolds.  We will walk through life in “white robes” – a newly-discovered sense of safety and security within the turmoil of the human experience.  Eventually the awakened consciousness will predominate, and the fear-based persecution will dissolve.  In the meantime, we must feel the love of our own white robes, and be on the lookout for others displaying the white robe of awakened consciousness, so that in joining together we hasten the day of transformation. 

12 When he opened the sixth seal, I looked, and there came a great earthquake; the sun became black as sackcloth, the full moon became like blood, 13 and the stars of the sky fell to the earth as the fig tree drops its winter fruit when shaken by a gale. 14 The sky vanished like a scroll rolling itself up, and every mountain and island was removed from its place. 15 Then the kings of the earth and the magnates and the generals and the rich and the powerful, and everyone, slave and free, hid in the caves and among the rocks of the mountains, 16 calling to the mountains and rocks, "Fall on us and hide us from the face of the one seated on the throne and from the wrath of the Lamb; 17 for the great day of their wrath has come, and who is able to stand?" 

We might expect that, as we move through the process of opening the seven seals, our path would become increasingly smooth, our lives increasingly peaceful.  The Revelation wants us to recognize that this is not going to be the case.  Jesus, too, went to great pains to emphasize that following his path to Christ awareness would be challenging, conflicted and scary.  
This is important because, if we don’t properly understand it, we can easily become frightened and discouraged when the path we expected would lead us to peace and abundance seems to be pulling us deeper into shadows of fear and negativity.  

And so the dramatic and frightening sixth seal imagery illustrates an essential metaphysical point.  As we allow more and more of our innate, divine creative power to express in our human experience, none of our previous assumptions will be safe.  Nearly all of the beliefs we have comfortably accumulated as we’ve moved through life are, in fact, based in a false understanding of our true identity, and our true relationship with the Power of God.  They will all be “shaken by a gale” as a new Christ awareness becomes our creative force.  And everything that seemed powerful and important – “the kings of the earth and the magnates and the generals and the rich and the powerful” – will have to be reexamined and reevaluated in the light of our new understanding.
From the human perspective of those kings and generals, this upheaval will, indeed, seem like a “day of wrath.”  They will assume it to be the judgment of an angry God – an expression (in one of the most absurd phrases imaginable) of “the wrath of the Lamb.”

That is not its truth.  The upheaval is not an expression of wrath, but of empowerment.  Old beliefs, old habits, old relationships, old choices must be seen through fresh eyes as the seals of ignorance open.  Some of them will prove to be valuable in our new consciousness, and will accompany us as we continue our journey.  Others, based completely in fear and limitation, will not survive the transition.  
Anyone who has ever moved through the process of releasing an old addiction of any kind will intuitively understand the vivid imagery with which the Revelation describes the opening of this sixth seal.  ‘The brighter the light, the darker the shadows.’  It’s important to recognize the upheavals we may experience, not as warnings that we’re doing something wrong, but as signs that we are doing something right.  We are moving forward despite the best efforts of our fear-based old consciousness to scare us into turning back.
There is one seal left to open.  But before we get to the seventh seal, the Revelation invites us to take a break.  It offers the first of several “interludes” that provide a break from the intensity of the process, and a fresh perspective on the experience we’re sharing.
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