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I. Introduction

“It would therefore be a serious mistake to reduce the visionary rhetoric o f Revelation to a 
abstract system or to moral argument. Rather, one has to approach the book in the same 
manner in which one would approach a work of art. If one seeks to appreciate a symphony, 
for example, one must listen to the whole work in order to grasp the full impact of its total 
composition -  its tonal colors, musical forms, motifs and relationships. Only after one has 
listened to the work as a whole can one go on and analyze the elements and details of its 
composition.” (Fiorenza, 1981, 32)

Three women appear in a dream: an expectant mother, a whore, and a bride, this sounds 

like the beginning to a bad joke.1 Certainly many feminist readers may wonder if the women of 

Revelation are stock figures in a religious joke, a patriarchal reinforcement of the permitted roles 

of women as wet-breasted mother in need of rescue, slut in need of punishment, and silent 

virginal bride in need of deflowering.

Two feminist readings, both either-or-scenarios, dominate the interpretation of

Revelation’s women. For one side, as supported by scholars such as Tina Pippin, the usage of

the ‘female m otif in revelation is fatally flawed. In Death and Desire she says, “Women in the

apocalypse are victims -  victims of war and patriarchy. The apocalypse is not a safe space for 

l
women.” The other side, as represented by scholars such as Elizabeth Schiissler Fiorenza 

interprets the text in a way that is centered upon the judgment of idolatry as expressed in 

economic and environmental oppression, but disregards the gendered violence.4 Some scholars, 

who are rightly disturbed by the mistreatment of women in Revelation, metaphorical or 

otherwise, close down the text to any liberating possibility, while scholars such as Fiorenza 

ignore the gender symbolism in order to highlight the very real judgment of exploitation and

1 There are actually four women in Revelation when you include the false prophetess likened to Jezebel in the letters 
to the seven churches. While space limits the exploration o f her connection to the other women o f Revelation, a re
reading o f her story may well be fruitful to this discussion.
‘ Susan E. Hylen, in Pregnant Passion: Gender, Sex, and Violence in the Bible. Edited by Cheryl A. Kirk-Duggan,
“ Susan E. Hylen, in Pregnant Passion: Gender, Sex, and Violence in the Bible. Edited by Cheryl A. Kirk-Duggan, 
Semeia Studies, No. 44. (Atlanta, Georgia: Society o f Biblical Literature Press, 2003), 218.
3 Tina Pippin, Death and Desire. Edited by Danna Nolan Fewell and David M. Gunn, (Louisville, Kentucky: 
Westminster John Knox, 1992), 80.
4 Susan E. Hylen, “The Power and Problem o f Revelation 18: The Rhetorical Function o f Gender,” 207.



oppression. Both groups of scholars miss liberating possibilities that exist in the text, not in spite 

o f the gendered metaphors, but because of them. What would happen to Revelation’s women if 

the women, and the entities they represent, were, through intratextual and intertextual readings, 

proven to be related in ways that serve to highlight their agency and participation, not only in the 

narrative of the apocalyptic book, but, also in the narrative of salvation?5

In this paper I will explore the intratextual and intertextual relations between the women 

of Revelation, in doing so I will seek to open up the liberating possibilities that exist, not in spite 

of the gendered metaphors found in Revelation, but because of the gendered metaphors. First, I 

will examine Barbara Rossing’s idea of the harlot and the bride as being part of a wisdom topos. 

Secondly, through the work of Nicholas Ansell I will explore the idea that the women of 

Revelation are the same woman, representing Jerusalem/Israel. In the course of these 

explorations, important textual issues regarding the identity of Revelation’s women will arise, so 

thirdly, I will address these. Lastly, I will ask what these interpretations do to transform and 

deepen a feminist reading of the text while avoiding the two aforementioned problematic 

interpretations. By examining the women intratextually and intertextually I am seeking to, in 

Fiorenza’s words, “ listen to the whole work in order to grasp the full impact of its total 

composition -  its tonal colors, musical forms, motifs and relationships,”6 in order that we might 

better be able to understand the compositional details, the wom(e/a)n, o f this fantastical and 

unwieldy book.

II. Lady Wisdom, Lady Vice?

A text such as Revelation, deeply entangled in spiraling allusions, must always in some 

way conform to typical usages of the metaphors and referents utilized if the reader is to

5 Typical or populist readings, as represented by scholars such as Beale and Aune, understand the women to be 
unrelated.
6 Elizabeth SchUssler Fiorenza, Revelation: Vision o f  a Just World, Proclamation Commentaries, (Minneapolis, 
Minnesota: Fortress Press, 1991), 32.
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comprehend their meaning(s). The most unique aspects of a text are only understood due to their

n

proximity to conventional signals. Rossing, in her book, The Choice Between Two Cities: 

Whore, Bride and Empire in the Apocalypse asks if one such conventional signal has been 

overlooked when examining the relationship between the whore/Babylon of ch. 17-18 and the

Q

bride/New Jerusalem of ch.21, that of lady wisdom and lady vice. According to Rossing, John, 

in building on Hebrew tradition and Greek myth, dynamically presents “Jerusalem and Babylon 

as opposing figures in the most thorough economic, political, religious and ethical appeal of his 

time, calling believers to come out of the whorish city and to take part in the glory of a bridal 

vision.”9 The women of Revelation, or at least two of them, are connected via their embodying a 

call to the reader, a call to discern which city to join, and which to leave.10

The two cities represented in Revelation as the prostitute Babylon and the bride are 

portrayed as two females in order to evoke the familiar didactic and ethical topos of the two 

opposing women.11 This pedagogical tool was familiar to all first century audiences: Jews, and 

those familiar with the Hebrew Scriptures, but also to Greek and Roman audiences. The former 

were familiar with the topos because of the Hebrew wisdom traditions and the latter from the 

famous story of Heracles and other myths. This juxtaposition of two choices was personified as

7 John J. Collins, The Apocalyptic Imagination: An Introduction to Jewish Apocalyptic Literature. 2nd Edition. The 
Biblical Resource Series (Grand Rapids, Michigan: William B. Eerdmans, 1998), 8.
8 Rossing is not the only scholar to point to the juxtaposition o f the two women and the influence o f wisdom 
literature on Revelation. Aune in Revelation 17-22 pg. 935, Fiorenza in Revelation: Vision o f  a Just World, Beale in 
The Book o f  Revelation: A Commentary on the Greek TEXT, 889. And, Collins in The Apocalyptic Imagination: An  
Introduction to Jewish Apocalyptic Literature pg. 21 note the possible connection. Most interestingly are Collins’ 
thoughts on the apocalyptic genre and wisdom literature, “The apocalypses do indeed present a kind o f wisdom 
insofar as they first, offer an understanding o f the structure o f the universe and o f history, and second, see right 
understanding as the precondition o f right action...There is also an analogy between the wisdom literature and some 
apocalypses on the level o f the underlying questions, insofar as both are often concerned with theodicy or the 
problem o f divine justice.” Collins, The Apocalyptic Imagination: An Introduction to Jewish Apocalyptic Literature, 
21.
9 Barbara R. Rossing, The Choice Between Two Cities: Whore, Bride and Empire in the Apocalypse. Harvard 
Theological Studies. (Harrisburg, Pennsylvania: Trinity Press International, 1999), 1.
10 “This calls for a mind that has wisdom,” (17:9a), “The Spirit and the Bride say, “Come” ’ (22:17a), and “Come out 
o f her my people...” (18:4a). All quotes are from the New Revised Standard Version unless noted otherwise.
11 Rossing, The Choice Between Two Cities: Whore, Bride and Empire in the Apocalypse, 17.



*

the choice between a seductive woman and a good woman. These women served to provide a 

framework for exhorting readers to choose between particular actions or allegiances.12

Central to this motif is the visual contrast between the two feminine figures. The good 

and evil women, while sometimes not easily distinguishable early in the narrative, are always 

eventually distinguishable on the basis of their clothing and physical attributes. In Revelation 

ch. 18, 19, and 21 the two women’s clothing are contrasted. The first woman in ch. 17 is “clothed 

in purple and scarlet, and adorned with gold and jewels and pearls.”(v.4a), in 18: 16b, she is 

“ ...clothed in fine linen, in purple and scarlet, adorned with gold, with jewels and with pearls.” 

The second woman is “prepared like a bride adorned for her husband.” (21:2) and is described in 

terms of fine jasper clear as crystal, pure gold transparent as glass, and covered in precious 

jewels (21:11-21). Beyond their dress, typical to this topos is the use of vice and macarism lists, 

as well as a narrative that details the downfall o f the evil woman, and the joy or transversely the 

peril that await the reader as a consequence of their choice.

The topos is effective, utilized ingenuously because it transports the familiar two -  

women tradition out o f the personal realm into the realm of the corporate and political.13 In 

Rossing’s words, “Revelation appeals to the audience to not simply control your passions or live 

wisely as the sages and moralists advise, but to undertake an exodus out o f an evil empire.” 14 In 

order for the topos to act as a call for discernment the two women and the cities that they 

represent must be clearly identifiable. While the bride is explicitly revealed in ch.21 to be the 

New Jerusalem, Babylon’s identity is more difficult to discern. Rossing assumes the 

conventional interpretative stance translating Babylon as Rome. This is in part because the topos
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requires two different women, one evil/unwise and one good/wise, thus they cannot be the same 

woman. Or, can they?

While Rossing interprets the woman o f ch. 17-18 as Rome, Babylon’s identity is not 

clearly or easily deciphered. While critiquing Rome’s injustices, Babylon also serves as a 

critique of Jerusalem. The whore’s clothing and attire is based on the metaphor of God’s faithless 

wife in Ezekiel 16 and 23, and while the clothing and the appearance of wealth are similar, the 

connections go deeper than this. Both the harlot figures in Revelation and Ezekiel are presented 

with a list o f accusations followed by a verdict, which serves as her judgment. The harlot of 

Revelation’s cup evokes Ezekiel’s harlot, Jerusalem’s cup in Ezekiel 23:31-33, and the blood on 

which the harlot is drunk recalls the blood of Jerusalem’s infidelity as found in Ezekiel 16 and 

23.15 Lastly, punishment, by stripping and by fire, is found in both Revelation and Ezekiel.16 If 

these allusions were not enough to convince the reader that the harlot of Revelation is connected 

to or evokes Ezekiel and Jerusalem/Israel, one can go yet another layer deeper into the text. The 

whore’s adornments are reminiscent of the high priestly garments, and also the paraphernalia of 

the tabernacle in Exodus 25:4-5, 26:1, 28:5-8. This suggests a multilayered allusion to not only

1 7Jerusalem, but to both the temple and tabernacle. Yet, Rossing still interprets the whore as 

Rome. Her reasons for doing so are not convincing. That is, her reliance on the opposing 

identities of the two women force Babylon to be interpreted as Rome.

Following Rossing’s interpretive trajectory, transforming the moralist wisdom topos into 

a political entity forces the reader to infer that the woman Babylon is Rome. The whore’s 

situating herself on the beast reinforces her alliance with the evil Roman empire. It is this 

moment o f collusion that alters the symbol. In Rossing’s words “Riding on the beast of Rome,

15 Ibid, 73-74.
16 Ibid, 74. (Revelation 17:16 and Ezekiel 16:39, 23:25-26 and 29.)
17 Ibid, 75.
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the prostitute is transformed from an evil-woman seductress figure into a thoroughly political 

1 8symbol.” This political symbol is further supported by the idea of the whore/city being drunk 

on the blood of the saints. However, intertextually this references Matthew 23:29-39:

“Jerusalem, Jerusalem, the city that kills the prophets and stones those who are sent to it...” 

(v.37a), indicting Jerusalem not Rome. While the whore does serve as a political symbol, does it 

make sense for Rome to ride the Roman Empire? This metaphor seems much more forced than a 

faithful covenant partner colluding with foreign empires, the story of Israel and Jerusalem.

Rossing is careful to address the feminist issues within Revelation, however she fails to 

highlight how her own research can transform those issues. She highlights how body imagery 

and images of gender-specific destruction in Revelation 18 are words used typologically of a city 

and imply economic devastation through the metaphor of nakedness.19 A common Israelite and 

Mesopotamian city-lament has as a part of its structure the stripping of a city. Thus, Rossing 

argues that the stripping of the woman does not constitute, or focus on sexual violence, it focuses

-)Q
on the destruction of the city.“ John spends a significant amount of time describing the woman’s

clothing, but not as much her disrobing. Rossing reads this as the focus of the text centering not

on the disrobing o f Rome as a woman sexually; “but to furnish an expose of the empire’s

seductive powers and evil wiles to an audience what apparently includes some members who do

not yet see them as evil. Details of the woman’s bodily destruction are not as important as

t

exposing the danger she represents.”- Laodicea, the richest and proudest of the seven churches 

is also threatened with nakedness, therefore ‘nakedness’ also sets an economic context for its

18 Rossing, The Choice Between Two Cities: Whore, Bride and Empire in the Apocalypse, 81.
19 Ibid, 89-93.

ribid-
21 Rossing, The Choice Between Two Cities: Whore, Bride and Empire in the Apocalypse, 97.
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interpretation. Revelation’s threats of nakedness and stripping are primarily punishment for, and 

an expose of, excessive and unjust wealth."

While the link between nakedness and retribution has a strong connection to the city 

lament and economic devastation, it does so because of the horror of sexual violence. The 

nakedness and sexual violence implied in Revelation is not horrific because of the economic 

devastation, the economic devastation is viewed as horrific as akin to rape and sexual violation. 

While Rossing’s interpretation leans toward embracing the liberative movements of the text 

while down-playing the sexual violence, her work is still a helpful in deciphering the precarious 

female/city motif.

What Rossing’s work fails to highlight is the agency that the topos narrative furnishes 

both women with. Both women are active in calling out to the passerby; both are engaged in the 

narrative; the bride calls out for the reader to come, the whore in her juxtaposition to the bride 

serves to lure the reader. In representing the choice between the two cities both the fallen woman 

and the good woman are active agents. This active element serves to deepen a feminist reading 

of the text in that it recognizes the participation o f the women in the narrative. They do not 

simply serve as the stock figures of a virginal bride and a wanton whore. They wield power with 

the ability to persuade the reader. If the two women are related by the idea of a wisdom topos 

they are not silent victims, they are active participants."

Their agency and participation is not limited to an interpretation that decodes Babylon as 

Rome. Cannot the wisdom and moralist traditions still be referenced in the text if the whore is 

Jerusalem? If John, in the words of Fiorenza, “ ...achieves the rhetorical power of his work by 

taking traditional symbols and mythological images out of their original contexts by placing 

them like mosaic stones into the new literary composition of his symbolic narrative

fibi*
23 As indeed the two women are in the wisdom literature, ie. Prov. 7.6-27 and 8.1-21.



movement,”24 could he not have been using the wisdom topos with a distinct alteration? This 

certainly would fit his style of taking known motifs and altering them in such a way as to alert 

the reader to something simultaneously familiar and yet something unfamiliar and striking. In 

using the topos motif, but in changing the two concurrent women to one woman -  through 

various points in her history, present and future -John is alerting the readers to the reality of 

Jerusalem’s corruption by using a familiar motif, albeit Johannanized.

While the topos motif exists in John’s work, and serves to present the two women as 

active participants in the narrative, it is the identity of Babylon that that alters the usual motif. 

What would it mean if these two women were one woman? What would it mean if all three of 

Revelation’s women metaphor’s symbolized the same entity, and how would this alter not only 

Rossing’s motif idea, but contribute to a feminist reading of the text?

III. Whores Be Damned?

Nicholas Ansell in The Annihilation o f  Hell: Universal Salvation and the Redemption o f  

Time in the Eschatology o f  Jurgen Moltmann interprets the three women o f Revelation as one 

woman, a continuous metaphor for Jerusalem/Israel. His interpretation hinges on the view that 

Jerusalem/Israel as Babylon will be judged unto salvation, not unto damnation. The narrative of 

the woman in Revelation sheds light on what it is to be judged towards salvation.25 And this 

narrative begins with a woman in the midst of childbirth in ch. 12.

The woman, who is almost unanimously interpreted as either Israel or the church, is in 

the pains of childbirth, and what’s shocking is that a dragon is waiting to devour her soon-to-be 

born child. This woman is given wings and takes refuge in the desert. A clue to the nature of this 

woman is her odd possession of wings. These wings serve as an intertextual connection to the

24 Fiorenza, Revelation: Vision o f  a Just World, 31.
25 Ansell, The Annihilation o f  Hell: Universal Salvation and the Redemption o f  Time in the Eschatology o f  Jurgen 
Moltmann, 392.
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first beast, a winged beast, in Daniel’s vision (Daniel 7:4). When we see the mother next she is 

still in the desert, but is now a harlot (ch. 17). In Ansell’s words, “The woman clothed with the 

sun, the mother who gives birth in 12:1-5, is now the ‘mother o f the prostitutes’ of 17:5. No 

wonder John is astonished.”- The wilderness, a place of refuge, a place of rest has become, as in 

Psalm 106 and Ezekiel 20:10-26, a place of rebellion.28

Ansell, like Rossing, notes the connection between the harlot o f Revelation and Ezekiel 

23. The language of Ezekiel 23:25-34 which describes judgment on Israel and its capitol city for 

lusting after foreign powers is deliberately used in Revelation 17:16. Not only is Ezekiel 

referenced, but also Jeremiah. The three references in Revelation 17 to adultery (v.2), 

prostitution (v.l, 6) and the humiliation of being stripped (v.16) have parallels to Jeremiah 

13:25-27, including what the prophet Jeremiah calls “shameless prostitutions on the hills of the 

countryside.”30 The city set on a hill, echoing Matthew 5:14, Isaiah 2:2-4 and Micah 4:1-3, has 

according to Ansell, “ ...become so idolatrous and so ‘pagan’ that she can be portrayed as Rome 

upon the seven hills.”31 The often noted resemblance of the whore “on the hills” to Rome as a 

city on the seven hills follows the Old Testament principle wherein you become what you 

worship. Ansell connects this mimicry to the ‘inhabitants of the earth,’ in 13:8 and v.12 which he 

believes is better translated as ‘inhabitants of the promised land,’ who worship the beast as seen 

in their proclamations of awe in 13:4, “Who is like the beast? Who can fight against it?” In this

26 Ansell, The Annihilation o f  Hell, 405.
27 Ibid. Rossing has an interesting note on the mother and cities motif, “ ‘Mother’ or ‘mother city’ is a common 
expression in biblical and classical texts for major cities that have ‘given birth’ to colonies or daughter cities. A 
mother city is also the protectress o f its citizens who are its ‘children.’ A city’s loss o f colonies or neighboring towns 
( ‘daughter towns,’ Ezekiel 26:6-8) can be likened to a mother’s loss o f children....Rom e, Athens, Jerusalem, Tyre 
and Corinth are among the cities that ancient authors variously called ‘mother’ or ‘mother city’.” Rossing, The 
Choice Between Two Cities: Whore, Bride and Empire in the Apocalypse, 85.
28 Ibid.
29 Ibid, 395.
30 The full verse reads, “ I have seen your abominations, your adulteries and neighings, your shameless prostitutions 
on the hills o f the countryside. Woe to you, O Jerusalem! How long will it before you are made clean.”
3'Ansell, The Annihilation o f  Hell, 397.
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John is exposing how taken the inhabitants of the Promised Land are with the militaristic spirit o f 

the Roman Empire. “

While interpreters have noted that the cargo’s listed in the lament for the harlot are 

available in Rome, Ansell notes that they have failed to note that these items were also imported 

by Jerusalem, remarkably mostly for their use in the Temple and cultic practices. Add to this the 

fact that the clothing of the harlot is comparable to, not only to the Roman Emperors and the 

goddess Roma, but also to the aesthetics of the temple and a High Priest and the identity of the 

harlot does not seem quite so easily identifiable with Rome.33

The close allusions that the harlot has to the city o f Rome, while not defining her as 

Rome, do connect Jerusalem’s judgment as not being Jerusalem’s alone. When Babylon finally 

falls in 16:19a John says, “ The great city was split into three parts and the cities of the nations 

fell...” This term “the nations” according to Ansell presupposes the familiar Old Testament 

manner of distinguishing between the Jews and the Gentiles.34 In Jerusalem’s great fall, 

Jerusalem, which represents not only Israel but also the whole world in its rebellion towards 

God, “the cities o f the nations” are likewise condemned. This double condemnation is possible 

because of the Old Testament motif in which the Promised Land, as centered in Jerusalem and 

the temple, is a microcosm of all o f creation.35

This microcosm construct means that change or transformation that occurs in, or to the 

microcosm, can bring about a transformation and a change to the conditions of possibility for the 

larger macrocosm. In Ansell’s words,

32 Ibid.
33 Ansell also notes - “ In 18:5 we read, “her sins are piled up to heaven, and God has remembered her crimes,” while 
in 18:24 John tells us: “ In her was found the blood o f prophets and o f  the saints, and o f all who have been killed on 
the earth.” (or [promised] land). This text, which has clear parallels with Matt 23:29-39 (and Luke 11:47-51) is not 
only referring to the murder o f (Jewish and/or Gentile) Christians. As promised in 6:10 the blood o f God’s servants 
down the ages will finally be avenged (see 19:2).” Ansell, The Annihilation o f  Hell, 411.
34 Ansell, The Annihilation o f  Hell, 401.
35 Ibid.
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Thus central to Israel’ election for the sake of the nations...is the understanding that the 
promised land is that place where evil will be brought to a head so that the entire world can 
return from the exile... In John’s Jewish self-critique, Israel’s failings are not ethnic, 
Semitic, or Jewish. They reveal the human condition. (Ansell, 2012, 402.)

The fall of Jerusalem is not the destruction, nor the annihilation, o f the Jews or Israel; it is a

judgment unto salvation for the sake of the entire world. It is fo r  salvation, not for damnation

unto nothingness. Ansell roots judgment-unto-salvation in the claim that while the judgment of

Babylon/Jerusalem and the annihilation of its idolatrous nature, as seen in the representation of

Babylon, is final, the bride is not a separate metaphor and entity to the whore, as both metaphors

have the same referent, this being Jerusalem/Israel. What he calls Jerusalem/Israel’s “true

creational-eschatological nature” is revealed in the New Jerusalem that comes down from heaven

to earth as a bride in ch.21 and 22.36

What is annihilated is not Jerusalem or Israel, but its idolatrous oppressive nature that has 

led to its judgment. When Babylon falls to the ground, the New Jerusalem will descend from the 

heavens. The harlot of Revelation is not annihilated as a wanton whore, she, the mother and the 

bride-to-come, is judged so that she can be re-established in her rightful place. Ansell’s 

transformation of the three women into one woman contributes to a feminist interpretation of 

Revelation. Contra Pippin, he establishes the apocalypse as a place of redemption via the 

gendered metaphor of the woman as Jerusalem/Israel. And, contra Fiorenza, he holds the 

gendered metaphor as key to the judgment of economic and environmental oppression, not 

secondary to it.

The apocalypse is not a safe place for women; the time of redemption is never safe. It is a 

time of tumult and cataclysmic shifts that transform and destroy known realities and promise 

new possibilities. The whore Babylon and the city she represents, Jerusalem, is not safe. She will 

be destroyed because of her infidelity committed through idolatry, economic, and environmental

36 Ibid, 419.
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oppression. But, that which is destroyed is not the fullness of her being. Jerusalem and Israel are 

not fallen forever; they are purified so that their union with God and all o f creation may be 

brought about. AnselPs reconceptulizing o f the three women as one woman, and one city-nation, 

transforms the whore’s narrative from one of total destruction to one of destruction for 

redemption. The mother of ch. 12 is not only a mother giving birth, her identity is not limited to 

motherhood. The bride is not a passive bride with no history, no story or voice. She has a story, a 

journey that has brought her through judgment and to restoration.37 AnselPs reading transforms 

the woma/en of Revelation from a stock character(s) to a character rich in history, a character 

who has a story to tell. Jerusalem’s story is told in the metaphor o f this woman, her travail, her 

adultery via oppression and collusion, her judgment unto salvation, and her eventual 

transformation into the city of God who beckons all people to come and find rest.

Fiorenza interprets the gendered metaphor as secondary to the liberating message of the 

text; those oppressed will be free, creation will no longer groan under the weight of devastation, 

and, it is the woman motif serves as a way into this message but, is secondary to it. The woman 

does not serve as a way into the message; her story is the message! Her journey does not go from 

motherhood to adultery and end in devastation. The woman’s journey progresses from 

motherhood, to adultery and punishment, to redemption and eventually she becomes a beacon o f 

hope for those whom she once was oppressing. The liberative nature of the text speaks to not 

only the liberation of those oppressed, but also the liberation of the oppressor. The female 

metaphor embodies the message of Revelation in a manner that is seminal to the message.38

37 The active nature o f  the bride will be talked about in the next section.
38 Here it is interesting to note Reuther’s discussion in Sexism and God-Talk: Towards a Feminist Theology of 
woman as being exalted as virtuous or degraded for being promiscuous. If  Ansell is right then Revelation avoids 
these two pitfalls and is truer to the nature o f female existence, o f a gender, like all genders, that harbors every sort 
o f vice and every sort o f virtue.
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The interpretation of the women of Revelation as the woman o f Revelation does raise 

textual issues that need to be addressed before my hypothesis that Revelation’s message is 

enabled precisely because of the female metaphor for the city Jerusalem, and my acceptance o f 

the wome/ans participation in the narrative via Rossing is fully fleshed out. These issues include 

the identity o f the whore, the identity of the mother and the nature o f the bride.

III. Mother, Whore and Bride, Daughter Zion?

A mother whose child is ‘taken away for its protection’, a whore who is violently 

sexually and physically abused before being annihilated, and a silent virginal bride do fall into 

categories used to damagingly stereotype women. However, if the women are all active, such as 

in a wisdom topos, and if the women are actually a woman, these feminist critiques and a reading 

that yields or supports these stereotypes are challenged. These stereotypes are transformed and a 

re-reading_of the female motif is necessary when the women are connected in one narrative of 

action, choice and redemption. In light of this a look into the intertextual allusions that prompt us

• ♦ •  •  ‘I Q

to consider that Revelation’s woman is Jerusalem/Israel is warranted.

Chapter twelve’s metaphor of an expectant mother, appearing with a halo as a goddess 

fleeing from a great red dragon hungry for her child, has its roots in various ancient, including 

Greco-Roman, myths.40 One of particular interest is the myth of the Roman imperial cult. In it 

Roma, the queen of Heaven, was worshipped as the mother of all the gods in the cities of Asia 

Minor and her child was praised as the savior of the world 41 The woman of chapter twelve 

seems to serves as an allusion to Roma. However, the rescuing of the expectant mother’s child, 

her placement in the desert, God’s taking of her child to his throne, and the dragon’s pogrom

39 As the city and woman called new Jerusalem’s identity is not typically contested, I will spend most o f this section 
discussing the intertextual allusions that aid in identifying Babylon and the mother in the desert.
40 Fiorenza, Revelation: Vision o f  a Just World, 30.
41 Elizabeth Schllssler Fiorenza, Invitation to the Book o f  Revelation: A Commentary on the Apocalypse with 
Complete Text from  the Jerusalem Bible. (Garden City, New York: Image Books, 1981), 124.
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against the rest of her children who have kept the commandments of God disrupts the notion that 

her primary and sole interpretation could be that of Rome. John’s use of one image to evoke 

multiple realities opens up the conceptual space for the mother motif to utilize a common widely 

known Greco-Roman myth while putting a prophetic spin on it. Not typical to the Greco-Roman 

myth was the emphasis on the stress and travail of the woman. This was most likely inspired by 

the prophetic image and metaphor of Daughter Israel/Zion in the Old Testament.42

The expectant mother we encounter here is in v .l, “clothed with the sun, with the moon 

under her feet, and on her head a crown of twelve stars.” This image is derived from Genesis 

37:9 in which Joseph dreamt that the sun, moon, and eleven stars bowed down before him (the 

sun symbolized his father Jacob, the moon his mother Rebekah, and the stars his brothers).43 This 

Old Testament reference alerts us to the fact that this woman serves to symbolize Israel.44 In the 

Old Testament, Israel, Zion, and Jerusalem are often symbolized as a woman married to God 

(Isaiah 54:1,5,6, Jeremiah 3:20, Ezekiel 16:8-14, Hosea 2:19-20, as a mother (Isaiah 49:21, 50:1, 

66:7-11, Hosea 4:5), and as a mother in the midst of birthing (Micah 4:9-10, Isaiah 26:16-18, 

Jeremiah 4:31, 13:21).45 Not only this, but frequently Israel-in-distress is compared to a woman 

suffering the pains of labour.46

This woman’s sojourn in the desert provides an important key to unlocking the mystery 

of her identity. The desert, as seen in both the Old and New Testament represents a place of 

safety, of discipline and as a place of waiting for the fulfillment o f the promises of God.47 The

42 Fiorenza, Revelation: Vision o f  a Just World, 30. A fantastic collection on the Daughter Zion m otif is Daughter 
Zion: Her Portrait, Her Response edited by Mark J. Boda, Caroal J. Dempsey and LeAnn Snow Flesher.
43 Edmondo F. Lupieri, A Commentary on the Apocalypse o f  John. Translated by Maria Poggi Johnson and Adam 
Kamesar (Grand Rapids, Michigan: William B. Eerdmans, 2006), 191.
44 J. Massyngberde Ford, Revelation: Introduction, Translation and Commentary. The Anchor Bible, No. 38 
(Garden City, New York: Doubleday and Company Inc., 1975), 195. Interestingly, earlier in Revelation ch.7 “the 
sealed” are also associated with the twelve tribes.
45 Ibid.
46 David E. Aune, Revelation 6-16. Word Biblical Commentary, 52B (Dallas, Texas: Thomas Nelson, 1998), 682.
47 Ford, Revelation: Introduction, Translation and Commentary, 201.
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desert motif symbolized a place of refuge in troubled times,48 though it could also become the 

place of rebellion. Her placement in the desert echoes the Israelites’ time in the desert, as what 

was to be time of rest and preparation turned into a place of rebellion and turmoil. It is 

noteworthy that neither historical Babylon nor Rome have any significant connection to the 

desert, but Israel has a long history with and multiple connections to the desert.49 The fact that 

we find the harlot Babylon in the desert is no coincidence, and it not only refers back the mother 

in the desert of chapter twelve, but provides further evidence for the mother’s identity as Israel 

and further evidence for the connection between the harlot and the mother.

Only twice in the Old Testament is a non-Israelite nation or city called a whore or 

harlot.50 This detail follows from the language of the metaphor of the harlot, or adulteress. The 

covenant relationship that God has with his people is what makes them his bride. It would then 

follow that it is this covenant which creates the bridal metaphor of relationship, and the breaking 

of which that generates the whore or harlot metaphor.51 Add to this that the inhabitants of the city 

in ch .18 closely resemble statements pertaining to Jerusalem and Israel in Amos 5:2 and 

Jeremiah 9:11, as well as the wine imagery of 18:3 connecting to the motif of Israel as God’s 

vineyard, and the identity of Babylon seems considerably more Jewish than not.52

In the Old Testament the language of double punishment found in 18:6 is never applied 

to foreigners, indeed it is only applied to Israel/Jerusalem (Jeremiah 16:18, Isaiah 40:2).53 This 

particular punishment given to Babylon also very closely follows that of the punishment for a 

priest’s daughter who had committed adultery. In Leviticus 21:9 the law stated that the priest’s 

daughter was to be killed by immolation, this punishment was not the typical punishment for

48 Aune, Revelation 6-16, 691.
49 Lupieri, A Commentary on the Apocalypse o f  John, 251.
50 Ford, Revelation: Introduction, Translation and Commentary, 55.
51 Ibid, 285.
52 Ibid.
53 Hylen, “The Power and Problem of Revelation 18: The Rhetorical Function o f Gender,” 212.
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adultery.54 The allusion to the priest’s daughter is not the only reference to the priesthood in 

ch.l 7 and 18. The priestly families had a flourishing trade that benefitted both their families and 

the temple. And what would the trade be in? The trade included the items mentioned in 18:11, 

the chief items being food supplies, precious metals, luxury goods and clothing.55 Not only this, 

but the headband, the name o f the whore on her forehead carries references to the high priest. 

The high priest, primarily on the great Day of Atonement wore an inscribed headband. 

According to Edmondo Lupieri, “This headband served as a reminder to God of his ability and 

duty to sanctify Israel by blotting out her sins.”56

While it is true that the whore Babylon bears some resemblance to the goddess Roma, 

and, to the emperors of Rome, the question must be asked, who is the primarily metaphorical 

referent? Is Rome the primary referent, and Jerusalem only a secondary referent? Thus the 

critique of Jerusalem is secondary to the critique of Rome? Or was, in Jerusalem’s judgment, 

Rome also being critiqued? It is clear that the metaphorical imagery contains overlap between 

the two cities, it seems however in light of the number of intertextual allusions to 

Jerusalem/Israel which significantly outweigh those to Rome, that Jerusalem is more clearly 

identifiable as the whore Babylon of Revelation ch. 17 and 18.57

In a feminist critique, the bride portrayed in the last chapters of Revelation is seen as a 

passive figure unconnected to the earlier women of the book. If the whore is indeed Jerusalem, 

and the mother is also Jerusalem/Israel, her participation in the narrative is not that of a passive

54 Ford, Revelation: Introduction, Translation and Commentary, 303.
55 Ibid, 305.
56 Lupieri, A Commentary on the Apocalypse o f  John, 259.
57 Ford lists more reasons why Rome cannot be Babylon. “ 1.) Rome cannot be seated upon Rome and in 17:9 the 
woman is said to be seated on the seven hills, and surely these symbolize the great city o f Rome. 2.) Rome is never 
mentioned in our text [Revelation], but the new Jerusalem does occur and there is great emphasis on Jewish imagery 
[in Revelation]. 3.) The phrase ‘the Great City’ first found in 11:8 appears to refer to Jerusalem, not Rome, and one 
would expect the same identity when the phrase reoccurs in Rev. 18:16. 4.) The blood o f the martyrs and saints is 
found in our city [Babylon], but it was Jerusalem, not Rome, who slew the prophets. 5.) If the beast imagery is taken 
from Daniel then it would seem to depict a foreign power against the Jewish nation. 6.) The symmetry o f  the 
apocalypse might urge us to inquire whether the true counterpart o f the new Jerusalem in ch.21 is not rather the old, 
defiled Jerusalem, rather than Rome.” Ford, Revelation: Introduction, Translation and Commentary, 286.
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bystander. Her past actions caused her ruin, and she has now actively prepared for her new role 

as the bride of Christ. The image of the bride constructing her own garment, which was a custom 

familiar to those who would be reading the letter o f Revelation, belies this reading of her as a 

passive bride.58 The active verb and the reflexive pronoun used in the hymn o f ch. 19 indicate the 

woman’s agency in preparing herself for her new role.59 Her agency in preparing for the wedding 

encourages the audience to imagine themselves preparing for their new role. The image here is 

also thought provoking because it draws upon familiar ancient wedding features, even Roman 

ones, but this follows as the bride serves as part of the larger critique of not only Israel but also 

the Roman Empire.60

In the presentation of the woman, once a mother, once a whore, and now a bride who 

actively prepared for her wedding, John reminds and emphasizes to us, in the words of Lupieri, 

“ ...both the continuity and the newness of the new religious movement with respect to Judaism: 

what is entirely new is actually presented as something that has been restored after having been 

irretrievably lost.”61 The destruction of Babylon, Jerusalem does not mean she is irretrievably 

lost, no, she will return renewed and actively engaged in preparing to be a community of peace 

and welcome to all.

V. Conclusion

A mother, a whore and bride, more than serving as stock figures in an apocalyptic tale or 

joke, these women, this woman, serves to tell the story of Israel/Jerusalem and our story as

58 Lynn R. Huber “Unveiling the Bride: Revelation 19:1-8 and Roman Social Discourse.” In A Feminist Companion 
to the Apocalypse o f  John. Edited by Amy-Jill Levine and Maria Mayo Robbins, Feminist Companion to the New 
Testament And Early Christian Writings, No. 13 (New York, New York: T&T Clark International, 2009), 176.
59 Ibid.
60 Huber, “Unveiling the Bride: Revelation 19:1-8 and Roman Social Discourse,” 176. Huber also notes how the 
envisioning o f the community as a female bride causes both genders to consider their part to play as the bride of 
Christ, “ ...by encouraging the audience to envision itself as a bride Revelation encourages the audience, male and 
female, to envision itself in the terms o f feminine gender and as embodying the characteristics o f the ideal wife in 
relation to the Lamb. This vision demands that the men and women within Revelation’s communities consider what 
it means for the Christian community as a whole to be defined solely in relation to the Lamb and to live in 
anticipation o f maintaining the ‘household o f the Lamb.’” Ibid, 178.
61 Lupieri, A Commentary on the Apocalypse o f  John, 299.
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people of faith: our rebellion, our redemption. The woman can only serve to tell this story when 

we dig into the text of Revelation and examine the movements of the narrative. Those who are 

disabled by the violence done to the woman/city, while rightly shocked, shut down the text’s 

meaning by collapsing the entire narrative into one of violence. Those who skip over the 

violence in applauding the judgment of exploitation move too easily over what should rightly 

disturb us and what serves to not critique another evil “other”, but us, the group on the inside, the 

heirs of Israel/Jerusalem. The woman, like us, has agency; by calling out to us to choose via the 

wisdom topos, by preparing herself for her new role after her judgment she participates in the 

narrative. The bride is passive, the whore decimated and the mother disappears from the 

narrative only when we view them as disconnected metaphors.

The tendency to read the text as either centered upon gender issues, or as not speaking to 

gender issues but instead other sorts of oppression seeks to explain away the difficulties of 

translation and the text: either we discard it or redeem it. Another path is to allow the horror of 

the violence, both done to the whore, and by the whore, to cause us to pause and reflect. The call 

for wisdom in Revelation is not rhetorical; the perplexing and multivalent metaphors do not 

unfurl before us without wisdom’s guidance. By embracing the message o f liberation, judgment, 

and salvation through the gendered metaphor of Revelation we, as feminist scholars, will not be 

completely satisfied or at peace, but will be left in tension. This complexity reminds us that the 

forms of oppression found in Scripture include not only female oppression, but also the 

oppression of others and creation. We distance ourselves from the oppression of others when we 

throw out texts that baffle us and are forced to navigate them when we remain with the text. The 

implicit, and prophetic self-critique in Revelation is lost in both throwing out the gendered 

metaphor and in restricting the text and interpretation solely to the effects of the gendered 

metaphor. Oppression occurs in the interpretation of Revelation’s women, not only when our
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reading of those metaphors are used to empower patriarchal readings o f the text, but when we 

either abandon the text, or ignore the gendered metaphors, because, in these moves we fail to 

allow John’s self-reflexive critique to both disturb and unsettle us— and thus take on the role of 

the prophetic.62

62 For another take on how the reading o f text and the complexity o f interpreting the text challenges our 
understanding o f our own complicity in oppression, gender based and otherwise see Brad E. Kelle’s, “Wartime 
Rhetoric: Prophetic Metaphorization o f Cities as Female.” In Writing and Reading War: Rhetoric, Gender, and  
Ethics in Biblical and Modern Contexts.
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