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 When I was first introduced to Biblical criticism I had a flash of illustration I thought I 
could use should a future class of students ever need an explanation of literary, form, and 
redaction criticism. One could compare the different genres of literary styles to different genres 
of art. Some of Scripture is fairly straightforward and didactic—like Paul in Romans—and could 
be compared to realist painting: the pear looks like a pear, the likeness of a king is such that you 
could recognise him in the street. But what I learned about redaction criticism suggested that I 
compare it to Impressionism. Each Gospel author gives us the same account in his own way, by 
his own light, and I thought of Monet painting the same haystack four times, or the same Rouen 
cathedral more than thirty times. The object is the same but the light on it is different, and Jesus 
is the same but the theology shining on him from each Gospel is different. But if an epistle is 
realism, and the four Gospels are impressionism, what is the Book of Revelation? Picasso, I 
thought.  We  don’t  really  expect  to  meet  a  woman with two faces and three eyes, any more than 
we really expect to meet a seven-headed beast with ten horns, but each does communicate 
something. 
 
 However, one needs a certain eye to see it. And that brings us to a significant question: 
what sort of skill set is required to interpret apocalyptic literature? It would seem to need biblical 
literacy, in order to catch prophetic allusions; typological familiarity, in order to connect the two 
Testaments; acquaintance with the symbology of numbers from the ancient world and Hebrew 
Scripture;;   mystagogical   sensitivity,   in   order   to   see   the   text’s   potency   for   formation   in   the  
mysteries of Christ and of the Church; liturgical depth, because this is the organisational 
structure and contextual home of the Book of Revelation; and, finally, a capacity for prayer, 



since  John’s  Apocalypse  opens  out  onto  the  life  of  mystery.  It  is  a  rare  skill  set  to  find,  but  we  
are fortunate to have it in the person of Stratford Caldecott. He brings all these to bear on the 
unveiling of truths in the last book of the Bible.  
 
 Caldecott  places  this  work  in  conjunction  with  his  earlier  work.  “This  book  continues  and  
complements the exploration of the Christian mysteries I began in The Seven Sacraments. . . . 
The Apocalypse provides a way in to the heart of the Christian revelation; it gives us our key to 
understanding   both  Bible   and  Tradition.   It   is   about   the   “end”of   the  world,   in   the   sense  of   the  
“meaning”  or  “purpose”  of   the  world”  (p.1).  That  word  has  two  uses  in  English:  “the  end  of  a  
watch  is  when  it  loses  its  mainspring,”  or  “the  end  of  a  watch  is  to  tell  time.”  Too  many  people  
read eschatology in only the first sense, when it is entirely about the second. The Apocalypse of 
St. John is about the end of the world, but not its destruction. Rather this eschatological book is 
about  the  true  end  of  man,  the  cosmos,  Christ’s  economy,  and  the  Kingdom  of  God.  The Book of 
Revelation is cosmology, it is ontology, it is eschatology. Caldecott has done his homework, and 
the reader who is interested in becoming acquainted with the scholarly interpretation surrounding 
this book will be glad for the occasional report; but other readers need not get bogged down in 
this dialogue between scholars, and can enter directly into their own dialogue with St. John. That 
is Caldecott’s   true  purpose—within an unobtrusive explanation of the structural framework of 
the text he goes about his real work of fleshing out the theological meaning in order to invite the 
reader further up, and further in.  
 
 In the opening verses   John   writes,   “Blessed   is   he   who   reads   aloud   the   words   of   the  
prophecy, and blessed are those who hear, and to keep what is written therein; for the time is 
near”  (Rev.  13).  Imagine  reading  the  Apocalypse  as lectio divina!  Imagine turning to this book 
for   spiritual   exercises!   But   that   is   precisely   what   Caldecott   concludes:   “The   Apocalypse   was  
therefore meant to be read aloud, to be heard (by those who have ears for it), and to be kept, or 
lived. Normally we do none of these three things that John offers us  a  blessing  for  doing”  (p.10). 
Caldecott wishes to facilitate our entrance into the eschatological themes by means of a path that 
is   ecclesial,   traditional,   theological,  mystagogical,   and  prayerful.   “In   the   end,  making   sense  of  
the Apocalypse will only be possible if we live it, transforming our consciousness by 
participating, here and now, in the eschaton”  (p.61). Therefore, this volume is divided into two 
parts, the first dealing explicitly and extensively with the Book of Revelation, and the second 
dealing with classic Christian aids to prayer as a person makes this journey to beatitude. 
 
 Chapters 1-6 speak about the structure of the book, theories about its author and date, the 
theological threads that make up the whole cloth, the number symbolism in operation, a 
summary of its eight visions of heaven, and the apocalyptic warfare between the Logos and 
Satan that culminates with entering into the city through the twelve gates. Chapter 7 gives us a 
chance to catch our breath by looking at the Apostles’  Creed in its Trinitarian structure decorated 
with twelve Marian mysteries. The second half, chapters 8-13, deals with the Christian life of 
prayer, and specifically looks at the Christian practice of the Lord’s  Prayer,  the  Rosary, and the 
Stations of the Cross.  Caldecott’s  own  description  of  the  hinge  between  the  two  halves  begins  by  
speaking   about   our   participation   in   the  Church’s   sacramental   life,   being   incorporated   into   the  
death of Christ and ultimately resurrected by him.  
 

All of this will emerge with greater clarity as we journey through the Book of Revelation. That 
will occupy the first half of the present book, bringing us to a chapter on the Creed or Profession 



of Faith. Having been received and initiated into the Church, the Christian is at the end of one 
journey but only at the beginning of another. For Jesus is the Way, the Way to God, and to be 
with him and in him is to be on a journey. After we have explored the Apocalypse and what it is 
trying to teach us, the second half of this book is therefore concerned with the life of prayer. . . . 
(p.6). 

 
 I must say that I have read no other commentaries on the Rosary and Way of the Cross 
that are more profound. Here we do not merely acquire information; we hear echoes of the 
wisdom accumulated within the author. Layer upon layer is built up from biblical and traditional 
Christian   material.   “Simeon   and   Anna   would   not   have   recognised   Jesus   unless   they   have  
maintained  great  purity   in   their  heart,  which   is   the  organ  of   interior   sight”   (p.141).   “The  Lord  
waters the ground with his sweat and blood, so that the seed he plants in the Earth, in the 
sleeping  disciples,  will  grow  in  the  Church”  (p.148).  “All  that  we  have  done  wrong,  all  that  we  
might be wrong, is stamped into the wood and fixed there. The interior of sin is revealed for 
those who can bear to look. Jesus has made himself a mirror. This is what we are doing to 
ourselves  .  .  .”  (p.150).  “The  tree  of  the  knowledge  of  good  and  evil  is  the  tree  we  know  too  well:  
the one that has brought us death, which is its only fruit. . . . What if one should take the same 
fruit  in  obedience?  Then  the  tree  would  be  transformed  into  the  tree  of  life”  (158).  “The  face  of  
God. In the old days, one might not look on it and live. Now one looks in order to live. Jesus 
came to imprint  his  face  upon  the  world”  (pp.162-163).  “What  goes  into  the  tomb  with  Christ  is  
everything we have lost, or which is taken away from us by time, illness, and death. . . . All of 
these things pour like an endless stream into the grave, and all of them are kept safe by Jesus, 
and  all  of  them  will  rise  with  him  in  the  morning”  (p.171). 
 
 Woven into the vision narratives of the Book of Revelation is a journey of the human 
person toward fullness and perfection—what the Greek Fathers called theosis. It is our 
teleological end, but it is a gift. The beatific vision is not our natural state to be regained by 
gnostic meditation; it is something new, for which we must be transformed by the power of God. 
This   is   a   concern   of   the   Apocalypse   because   “the   ultimate   purpose   of   Christ’s   union   with  
humanity  is  to  present  his  people  to  the  Father”  (p.98).  And  the  woman  of  Revelation—who is 
the Church, who is Sophia, who is Mary—is humanity being perfected. Mary is this redemptive 
economy perfected in a single person. She is  our  model  for  being  conformed  to  Christ.  “The  goal  
of our earthly existence is to become in the end, as the Blessed Virgin Mary was from the 
beginning,  ‘like  him’,  not  by  nature  but  by  grace.  .  .  .  Mary  is,  in  fact,  in  her  earthly  life  already  
Church (and the embodiment of Wisdom) that the rest of us are summoned to become through 
repentance  and  purification”  (p.101). 
 
 Yes, imagine reading the Book of Revelation as a spiritual exercise, as a companion text 
to our sacramental life in the mysteries, as both vision of and instruction manual for our final 
end,  which  is  shared  with  Mary  the  obedient  one.  Caldecott’s  unique  approach  to  this  last  book  
of the Bible makes the unexpected possible. 
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