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Political inquiry dominates discourse surrounding the book of Revelation, yet as Ryan 
Leif Hansen demonstrates, the discussion is far from exhausted. Silence and Praise 
engages the imperial investigation by offering cosmology as the necessary entry point. 
According to Hansen, the writer of Revelation perceives the Roman world as “marred and 
disfigured” by the cosmic (and idolatrous) claims of the imperial cult (2). In Revelation, 
John responds with a rhetorical strategy that envisions cosmological deracination (Rev 
11:15), compelling Christians to a “two-fold vocation”: silence (nonparticipation) and 
praise (participation). 

Rhetorical cosmology, Hansen suggests, discursively constructs a present space that 
enables participation “in the cosmos so inhabited or governed” (3). Thus John’s 
Apocalypse provides Christian subjects of an empire (Rev 2–3) a cosmological 
reorientation that is both in “continuity and discontinuity” (7) with the present Roman 
world. The monograph’s first chapter traces Revelation’s tripartite genre with special 
emphasis on the rhetorical creation of “an experience” (20) for the audience in which 
“Christ and John are present with the hearing communities” (24). The cosmological 
elements in the text, however, do not invent a new world for the reader; rather, Revelation 
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refashions Roman space and time so that Christians may “experience the activity of God 
and the Lamb in their midst” (47). 

Chapter 2 examines the spread of Roman cosmology through numismatics and religio-
political practices. Hansen argues that the Roman imperial cult “defined the experience of 
space and time for the everyday Roman citizen,” thereby pervading and sustaining 
Roman society through an imperial cosmology in which “Rome would always reign 
because Rome had brought the world into existence” (52). Roman society (e.g., calendars, 
economy, festivals) was immersed in a world conjoined to the gods and mediated by the 
emperor, a relationship that “originated and was maintained by the imperial cult” (8). 
The images of worldwide dissolution in the Apocalypse, then, envision judgment on 
“Caesar’s world” and the cancellation of “the pact the Roman public has with their gods” 
(66). Thus, Christian nonparticipation (or silence) in the Roman imperial cult and 
economy breaks “the contract between the Roman people and their gods” (67). 

As Hansen argues in chapter 3, John recapitulates this anti-imperial message in the seals, 
trumpets, and bowls with global destruction as the denouement of each heptad (see 108). 
Each cycle of seven (seals, trumpets, bowls), then, is given individual attention in chapters 
4, 5, and 6, respectively. These three chapters articulate John’s dual challenge of silence 
and praise central to his rhetorical cosmology. 

The dominant image in chapter 4 is heaven’s “half-hour of silence” at the sunder of the 
seventh seal (Rev 8:1). According to Hansen, the first four seals (Rev 6:1–8), 
corresponding to the four horsemen, “represent John’s vision of the situation of his 
community and of his world” (89). The Roman world is trampled under the hooves of 
violence, economic disparity, and death (horse riders two through four), yet Christ (the 
first horse rider) has emerged as an agent of both “the unmaking and remaking of the 
world” (89). The fifth seal ominously presents the result of Christian nonparticipation in 
the Roman imperial system through the plea for retribution from the faithful martyrs in 
heaven (Rev 6:9–10). The comprehensive judgment of the sixth seal (Rev 6:12–17) 
inaugurates the message of new creation elucidated by the image of silence in the seventh 
seal (Rev 8:1–5). Hansen traces the image of silence through Jewish literature and the 
Apocalypse itself to demonstrate its metaphorical connection to cosmic dissolution and 
renewal. Silence thus serves as both an image of “judgment and new creation” (103) as 
well as “the specific vocation that John seeks to persuade his audience to take up” (84), for 
nonparticipation in the Roman system (silence) is an “instrument of judgment and 
dismantling” through which John, and by extension faithful Christians, challenge “the 
cosmic construction of Rome” with Revelation’s “rhetorical cosmology” (84). 
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The global destruction of the seven trumpets climaxes with songs of praise that 
pronounce what Hansen elsewhere describes as “the pinnacle of John’s vision” (1): “the 
kingdom of the world has become the kingdom of our Lord and His Messiah” (Rev 
11:15a). This cosmological shift begins in the first six trumpet judgments, which 
specifically target “a certain group of people that worship a certain way,” indicating, 
according to Hansen, “that the gods that were thought to sustain the world were no 
longer in charge,” and therefore “they were no longer worthy of worship” (110–11). In 
these images Roman cosmology collides with John’s cosmology, and Rome is left in ruin. 
The interlude between the sixth and seventh trumpet (Rev 10:1–11:19) then demonstrates 
the vocation and power of Christ’s faithful followers who embrace the same work and 
witness exemplified by Jesus (Rev 1:5) and Antipas (Rev 2:13). Praise erupts in the 
seventh trumpet only following the true worship of the two witnesses, which allows 
John’s audience “to make the intimate connection between their own work and the work 
of God and the Lamb to unmake and make new the world” (126). 

Chapter 6 traces the contours of silence (nonparticipation in beastly worship) and praise 
(participation in the true worship of God) through Rev 16:1–21 and 18:1–19:8. Hansen 
emphasizes God’s sovereignty juxtaposed to the futility of the Roman imperial system. As 
in the previous cycles of judgment, the first five bowls highlight the impotence of the 
Roman gods to preserve their followers when confronted with “the God of creation [who] 
is cleansing that creation to make it habitable for the holy” (138). The faux battle of the 
sixth bowl (Rev 16:12–16) and the dissolution of existence in the seventh bowl (145) 
accentuate God’s sovereign power to replace the idolatrous Roman cosmological reality 
with his own. Thus Rev 18:1–19:8 begins with a call for nonparticipation (silence) in 18:4 
and ends with a creation-wide eruption of praise for the sovereign God (Rev 19:1–8). 
These two vocations surround God’s judgment on the Roman economy (Rev 18:9–24) 
and, by extension, the entire Roman cosmological system. As Hansen notes, “The 
judgment and defeat of Rome requires that the world that sustains and makes Rome 
possible must be dismantled—the world of idolatry must be unmade” (154). 

In chapter 7 Hansen wrestles with the ecclesiological implications of Revelation’s 
rhetorical cosmology. He briefly suggests that, while Revelation habitually envisions the 
dissolution of the idolatrous and disfigured imperial world, the call is not “for the 
church’s violent take-over of the world” (166). Instead, the verbal/aural experience guides 
the community to witness, in that “the dismantling of the cosmos strikingly comes in the 
reading and performance of the text in the context of gathered worship, not with sword 
or coup” (166). 

While much is to be commended in Hansen’s work, his treatment of the imperial cult and 
Revelation’s interaction with the Roman Empire requires further consideration. First, 
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Hansen fails to offer a definition for the imperial cult, treating it as a monolithic, clearly 
defined institution. As Karl Galinsky and Steven J. Friesen, among others, have argued, 
emperor worship progresses from Augustus through the first century CE—presumably 
matching the relevant time frame for Hansen’s project, although he dismisses the 
relevance for a date of Revelation (1 n. 3)—from location to location and from emperor to 
emperor with variegated results, emphases, manifestations, rejections, and approvals. 
Hansen, however, presents the imperial cult as a rigid rhetoric that “shaped meaningful 
space and time throughout the Greco-Roman world” (56; see also 8, 40, 52, 54–55, 69), 
disregarding the emperor, the location, and even the placement of emperor worship in 
the broader mythic tradition of the Roman religio-political context—as seen in the 
provincial temples dedicated to, for example, Augustus and Rome (29 BCE) in 
contradistinction to the aborted temple in Miletus (ca. 40 CE) for Caligula alone. This 
critique is not to suggest a divorce of emperor worship from discussions of Roman 
cosmology but an appreciation of the evolution and complexities of imperial rhetoric that 
includes, but is not contained in, the imperial cult. Greater definition of this central 
grammar in Hansen’s project would offer greater clarity to his valuable claims. 

Second, Hansen exaggerates the Roman Empire’s significance in Revelation’s rhetorical 
cosmology. According to Hansen, Revelation’s cosmological “unmaking and remaking” is 
contingent upon the defeat of Rome, not, as the imagery of Revelation seems to indicate, 
the defeat of Satan. So Hansen summarizes, “John’s imagery of the dismantling of the 
cosmos is intended for exactly this purpose, to warn of God’s impending judgment on the 
world system of Rome” (9); accordingly, John calls for the church “to wait expectantly for 
the divine word of judgment that will spell the end of the Roman constructed cosmos,” an 
action that will “usher in God’s new creation” (105). However, in Rev 17—a chapter that 
Hansen inexplicably ignores in his analysis of 15:1–16:21 and 18:1–19:8 (81, 135)—the 
“great harlot” (i.e., Rome; Rev 17:9, 18) appears astride a “scarlet beast” (17:3) entrusted 
with the power, throne, and great authority of the dragon (13:2). In what follows John 
highlights the defeat of the prostitute/Babylon as an extension of the Lamb’s victory over 
the dragon (i.e., Satan; Rev 12:9; 20:2) in Rev 12:1–12 (esp. vv. 10–12) and 16:12–21. 
Indeed, it is not Rome’s obliteration (Rev 17:1–19:8) that ushers in God’s edenic creation 
(Rev 21:1–22:5) but the dragon’s annihilation (Rev 20:1–10). To be sure, the redefinition 
of Rome’s source of power and the displacement of Rome as the primary enemy in 
Revelation is a world-altering cosmological statement, but it is one that avoids 
exaggerating Rome’s significance in Revelation’s rhetorical cosmology. 

Hansen demonstrates, then, that cosmology is a valuable entry point for imperial inquiry 
in the Apocalypse. However, the politics of Rome and John cannot be divorced from their 
larger mythic contexts, both of which render the other too small a target for their 
cosmological goals. 


