REVELATION 22

In the end, Philip Larkin wrote, all that is left of us is love. All that has ever been spoken from this pulpit and in this church, whatever the message, however nonsensical it seemed or worthless or pointless or boring, is about love. When the wind blows over the smallness of each of our lives and we are no more, what is left is love.

The Book of the Revelation to St John is not an easy read. It has many of the characteristics of a painting by Hieronymous Bosch, the stuff of nightmares, one looks at it with the view that it’s great, but we are not sure we like it very much. One of the ways to deal with Revelation is to look at themes and ideas and not worry too much about the text.

It is tempting to say that it speaks to a different time and a different way of thinking, when Roman authorities ordered criminals to die in the arena by mauling from wild beasts before screaming crowds and it was believed that the future could be discerned from examining the entrails of animals. For the first couple of centuries of the emperors, the city authorities in Rome yearly commemorated an occasion when the city dogs had failed to bark and warn of an approaching army by rounding up strays and crucifying them on the Capitol. But two thousand years is not very long even to humans and certainly nothing at all to God and I am not sure that really, we are so different from the Romans in some of the worst and sillier manifestations of our lives.
When St John says, blessed are those who wash their robes, he means, wash them in blood, the blood of the lamb, who was sacrificed for us. Only those who do so have the right to the tree of life. Yet St John records Jesus, the lamb, saying that God has loved him before the foundation of the world.
The characteristic of God is love therefore if we think about love, we think about God, the simplest thing in the universe and also the most complex, the least definable in explanation, the most natural thing in the world. 
The painter Titian also lived in a violent age, during the Renaissance, that explosion of thought, art, music and literature that marks the beginning of the modern age and was due in part to the freeing of the shackles of medieval thought and literal representations of heaven and hell that today are clung to only by the weirder fundamentalists and those living in bunkers sustained only by a copy of revelation, an automatic rifle and freeze-dried ration packs.

What Titian did not know about light was not worth knowing, but because he knew about light, he also knew about darkness.  When people say they like Titian, who is an extraordinary, marvellous painter, they have to take the dark with the light.

One of his paintings is called the flaying of Marsias. The God Apollo entered into a singing competition with an over ambitious faun called Marsias, who said he could sing better. Marsias lost. Apollo in punishment for his presumption flayed him alive. I knew about the existence of this painting for many years before I saw a copy. It had always fascinated me because of the story of Eustace in the Voyage of the Dawn Treader, which is possibly the book I would take to a desert island after the Bible and Shakespeare. In the story, Eustace, an unpleasant little boy, partly because of his upbringing (which reminds me of another Larkin poem, which is well known and I shall not repeat) is turned into a dragon. When he has learned repentance, Aslan turns him back into a boy again, by ripping off the dragon skin with his claws. When Titian’s painting was exhibited in London, a leader was written in the Times describing it and discussing the action of the god in terms of the removal, the stripping away of our earthly nature, the faun, suspended upside down, amazed, stupefied, showing no obvious pain, becoming god-like in the removal of his shaggy, animal, goat skin. I cut out the leader and put it in my copy of the book. 
I eventually saw the painting when I was on retreat in St Beunos in Wales and knew exactly what it was, even though it did not look at all like what I had imagined. It caused some mild consternation to my retreat director who was working with me on images of God holding us as a child holds a bird using a rather lovely picture by Picasso. I produced Titian and said with regret that this was really where I was at.
What I had not known is that together with the violence and blood of the subject matter, there sits an elderly figure, pensively observing, deeply pondering what is happening. This is a self portrait of the artist, who thus becomes explicitly as well as implicitly part of the scene and in his presence, consents to it. 

We are invited by God to enter fully into his love, that perfect love, enacted out in the Trinity of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. Jesus himself has prayed this for us, that the love with which God loves the son, may be in us. We also consent to God we say, come Lord Jesus, be with us in the bread and the wine.
On the altar before us, (and what is an altar but a place where sacrifices are carried out), there will shortly be a re-enactment, not a mimicking, not a copy, of the sacrifice of the lamb, the body broken and the blood poured out. The barriers are down; our earthly nature is stripped away as we become one.  Time and eternity meet and we literally take God into ourselves. 
But you can’t have the light without staring into the darkness. God is the alpha and the omega, wholly us and wholly other. God invites us to the banquet and as we say, maranatha, come Lord Jesus, God says, surely I am coming soon. God in his grace has granted that we should become one with him and with each other. God does not need us, God is perfect in Godself, but in the beginning God loved us and at the end, all that will be left of us is love.
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