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Review By Wayne A. Holst

My Thoughts:
Elaine Pagels has been a favourite biblical scholar of mine for more than thirty years. Her first book “The Gnostic Gospels” came out in 1981 and took the religious world by storm. In it, this amazingly thorough and aware woman

introduced a whole new world of Christian scriptures (Gnostic Nag Hammadi texts, unearthed in 1945) to readers that had been unaware of the existence of material that had been lost for almost 2,000 years. For thirty years, Pagels has been challenging common wisdom with books on “The Gospel of Thomas,” “The Origin of Satan,” “Sex and Politics in Early Christianity” and, recently,  “The Gospel of Judas.” The author makes her contribution (it seems to me) not by putting down but by raising poignant questions of the orthodox Christian tradition. She does this by means of her easy familiarity with the Gnostic and other early religious texts. She helps us to see that the primitive Christian community was by no means uniform in its beliefs, and that what we have come to know as “the orthodox Christian tradition” was shaped by a combination of factors – expediency, political pressure, human arrogance – as well as the divine workings of the Holy Spirit. While she has presented the Gospel of John in a previous work, this is the first time Pagels has written exclusively about an existing canonical text of the New Testament. “Revelations” – suggests that the Book of Revelation constitutes a combination of visions, prophecies and politics. Originally, it was the testament of a “John of Patmos” (not the apostle or the writer of the letters of John in the New Testament.) John’s main agenda was to portray the Roman empire as the supreme enemy of God and of the followers of Jesus. In time, the book was sed as a criteria for measuring “true” biblical teachings.

Christians have responded to the book of Revelation in many ways. Luther, for example,  did not consider it a fit canonical text. Black Americans, and other persecuted peoples, have seen in its imagery meaningful signs of their own worthiness before God in the face of their enemies. I gain considerable help from the author who puts apocalyptic literature of various kinds - within and beyond Christianity – into a useful context. Confusion is the first reaction of many Revelation readers. Apocalyptical material was ubiquitous in John’s era, but Pagels gives Revelation meaning and perspective by setting it within a wider body of literature. Apocalytic writings like Daniel (from the Hebrew scriptures) and Revelation (from the Christian tradition) continue to have a life of their own. Different times call different people to come up with different interpretations of these texts. This can create chagrin in the hearts of many who are confused by a plethora of applications as well as literalist ones. At the same time, the imagery is timeless, and allows people of various eras to find meaning in them. Even though creating fear in the hearts of readers is a significant intention of the writer, hope also emerges. In Revelation 21 for example, John dreams majestically of “a new heaven and a new earth” where all the evil and confusion of ths past is gone, and

a new world is offered to those who endure faithfully. As the New York Times reviewer of this book states: “The meaning of the Apocalypse is ever malleable and ready to hand for whatever crisis one confronts.” (see “The Last Trumpet” by Dale G. Martin. Apr. 6th, 2012) http://tinyurl.com/83v63f4 That is one lesson to be leared from Pagel’s book. Another is that we all should be vigilant to keep some of us from using the vision for violence against others.

Buy the book from Amazon.ca: http://tinyurl.com/88kbckn
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