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living and inanimate things. Deuterono-
mistic iconoclasm is a kind of “strategic 
violence” directed inward, ideally engen-
dering group cohesion around the aniconic 
central royal cult. In this way iconoclastic 
practice helps to distinguish royal Judean 
religion from its iconic surroundings.

Drawing from the work of religion 
anthropologists, Susan Niditch discusses 
the Hebrew Bible’s use (I would describe 
it as “abuse”) of women as “mediating, 
culture-forming exchange items trans-
ferred by men to other men” (p. 115). 
Working primarily through the lens of 
a 1975 article by Gayle Rubin, Niditch 
briefly analyzes three groups of texts: the 
rapes of Dinah in Genesis 34 and the 
Levite’s concubine in Judges 19; women 
as spoils of war in Deuteronomy 21, 
Numbers 31, and Judges 21; and the sac-
rifice of Jephthah’s daughter in Judges 11. 

 Saul Olyan surveys the display of sev-
ered heads and mutilated corpses in 1 and 
2 Samuel and in 2 Kings 10. These dis-
plays publicize the death of the deceased, 
and, in the case of a king, the loss of his 
kingdom’s political influence. Yet lessen-
ing the severity of expected ritual violence 
can lead to new alliances, as in the case of 
David and Eshbaal in 2 Samuel 4.

Drawing from archaeological and 
iconic data from the Iron II period, 
 Rüdiger Schmitt describes the area be-
fore the city gate as a place of public ritu-
al for war preparation. These rituals are 
particularly important when royal legiti-
macy is in danger, so that loyalty displays 
become essential.

Jacob L. Wright writes about “urbi-
cide,” the destruction of cities for more than 
purely tactical reasons. Working with royal 
annals, iconography, and various genres of 
the Hebrew Bible, Wright explains that 
ancient civilizations exerted effort to oblit-

erate architecture in order to project power 
and to erase cultural memory. Ritual urbi-
cide symbolically reverses normal processes 
of city life, as with, for example, the burial 
of Ai’s king under a heap of stones at the 
gate, and the prophesied animal habitation 
of the ruins of Nineveh.

This diverse collection is loosely uni-
fied only in that all have something to say 
about ritual violence as described at the 
top. The articles use a range of methods, 
and lean toward narrative texts. All are 
well written, and everything here will ap-
peal to someone. Ritual Violence is a nice 
book to have around. 

John W. Herbst
Regent University

Virginia Beach, VA 23464 

Silence and Praise: Rhetorical Cosmology 
and Theology in the Book of Revela-
tion. By Ryan Leif Hansen. Emerg-
ing Scholars. Minneapolis, MN: 
Fortress Press, 2014. Pp. vii + 184. 
Paper, $39.00.

This study is a largely unrevised ver-
sion of Hansen’s doctoral dissertation 
submitted in 2012 at Garrett-Evangelical 
Theological Seminary in the field of The-
ology and Ethics, under the supervision 
of K. K. Yeo. It is an innovative, inter-
disciplinary study that applies the tools of 
literary criticism, spatial study, liturgics, 
political theology, speech-act theory, and 
rhetorical theory (namely socio-rhetorical 
investigation (SRI) pioneered by Vernon 
K. Robbins. It covers a large territory in 
a surprisingly few pages that nevertheless 
present a cogent and persuasive argument 
about the rhetorical strategies and endur-
ing theological relevance of the Apoca-
lypse. Hansen succeeds through clear, 
logical, and elegant prose in having the 

main text carry the argument forward. It 
is an enjoyable read accessible at a vari-
ety of levels (seminary, graduate, edu-
cated non-specialist, clergy, lay, etc.). The 
monograph is largely free of the scholarly 
apparatus one typically finds in scholarly 
presses reproducing dissertations (Mohr 
Siebeck; de Gruyter; Peeters; Brill; etc.), 
such as recitations of scholarly debate and 
supporting bibliography. The absence of 
an index of biblical and ancient citations 
as well as a slim bibliography dedicated 
almost exclusively to English language 
studies makes this a regrettably weak re-
search tool. 

The monograph’s thesis is that John 
furnished first century Christ believers 
with a “rhetorical cosmology” intended 
“to pit his own cosmological discourse 
in opposition to [the Roman imperial 
cosmological discourse] concerning the 
world. . . . In portraying the dismantling 
of the Roman cosmos, John clears the 
way to bear witness to God’s creative 
work in making ‘all things new’ (21.5)” 
(p. 8). Hansen reads Revelation in light 
of the political discourse of the Empire, 
specifically the cult of the emperor, to 
show the way the Apocalypse deploys an 
“apocalyptic technique” to engage impe-
rial language/ideology with a counter-
narrative of testimony to the slain lamb. 
“Rhetorical cosmology” refers to the way 
“an individual’s or a group’s experience of 
the world is constructed discursively” (p. 
7) through symbols, narratives, practices, 
and so on.  In Revelation, two rhetori-
cal cosmologies square off, one centered 
on the emperor and the imperial religio-
political order and the other on the dis-
ruptive cosmology centered in the worship 
of the slain lamb. Hansen argues that 
Revelation does not construct a thorough 
alternative cosmology (one looks in vain 
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for a systematic construction of a symbolic 
universe [against Schüssler Fiorenza] or 
guide to the heavens [against Malina] 
in Revelation). Its rhetorical cosmology 
seeks to disrupt the Empire’s cosmological 
discourse without presenting or assuming 
a systematic counterproposal. 

Following the introduction, the study 
proceeds through seven (!) chapters. The 
first describes John’s “apocalyptic tech-
nique, ” namely his combination of generic 
elements of apocalypse, prophecy, and 
letter, as well as what Robbins calls “the 
apocalyptic rheterolect” with its corre-
sponding topoi. Through it, “the space of 
the audience is reconfigured by the apoca-
lyptic performance” of Revelation (p. 36). 
Hansen insightfully deploys the resources 
of spatial study to observe the way John 
creates a “fractal space” or the creation of 
a spacetime discourse that contrasts with 
that of the empire’s subjects (pp. 32–33).  
The chapter covers enormous territory in a 
short space and is consequently somewhat 
superficial. Chapter two uses the playful 
phrase “the war of worldcraft” to describe 
John’s battle with the Empire over cosmic 
imagination and practice centered in ritual 
sacrifice to and worship of the emperor. 
Hansen claims an omnipresent salience 
for the imperial cult, a notion that accords 
well with John’s alternative cosmological 
rhetoric. However, like other New Testa-
ment “Empire” studies, Hansen overde-
termines the role and importance of the 
imperial cult in the governance of the east-
ern Mediterranean Empire, an important 
but not solely determining element of ur-
ban cosmologies and ritualistic mythmak-
ing of urban populations. That John has 
convinced us emperor worship was so de-
terminative attests to the enduring power 
of his rhetorical construction. 

Chapters three to six are the heart of 

the study. Hansen dedicates a chapter to 
each of the cycle of seven calamities con-
stituted by 6.1—8.5 (seven seals), 8.2, 
6—11.19 (trumpets), and 15.1—19.8 
(bowls). He argues these are not a linear 
chronological progression but a recurring 
cycle the audience is to engage with the 
prior one in mind so as to gain a kaleido-
scopic view of John’s picture of the cosmos. 
Each cycle ends with its own specific sev-
enth climactic element. Hansen exegetes 
each item in the three sevenfold cycles 
largely with attention to Hebrew Bible 
and Intertestamental parallels/analogous 
with each separate item of the threefold 
set of sevens and usually with reference 
to four commentators (Aune, Bauckham, 
Beale, Blount). The first, at 8.1, is a half 
hour of deafening silence following the 
cacophonous soundscapes of the preced-
ing calamities. This is for the Hansen “a 
primeval silence” which chiefly signifies 
the faithful waiting silence of those who 
refuse the emperor’s rhetorical cosmol-
ogy. The second, 11.15–19, praise, is the 
antiphonal partner to silence. “John does 
not envision sheer negation in response 
to Rome. . . .  Instead, refusal opens space 
for reception. The deconstructive work 
of God is but a prelude to the new cre-
ative work of God…” (p. 132). Finally, 
18.21–24 marks “silence and praise”: 
silent, destroyed Babylon contrasts with 
the praise of the great heavenly multitude 
of 19.1–8. Silence and praise are “litur-
gical, political, and cosmological” activi-
ties. “Through silence and praise John 
builds his own vision of rhetorical cos-
mology, over against the imperial cultic 
cosmological discourse” (p. 154). The 
case that John is promoting an alterna-
tive rhetorical cosmology is convincing, 
and the author is theologically astute. 
However, the silence, praise, silence and 

praise progression is overly inventive be-
cause too much is invested in the myste-
rious half hour of silence in 8.1 to make 
the triptych a compelling picture of the 
rhetorical intention of thee cycles. 

The final, seventh chapter explores 
Revelation as “an apocalyptic politi-
cal theology.” The author returns to the 
 refrain of silence and praise to argue that a 
political theology resourced by the Apoc-
alypse must not be pure critique of the 
political order (silence) nor a triumphalist 
agenda for social transformation (praise), 
but silence and praise—a humble and pa-
tient  affirmation about and the practice of 
God’s work in the world. Revelation pro-
motes an activist church without offering 
a utopian blueprint for the secular order. 
“The focus of John’s vision of the heav-
enly city is not on the saints’ overpowering 
of the kings of the earth, but rather their 
practical witness embodied in silence and 
praise” (p. 165). This is a noticeably Au-
gustinian desideratum indebted largely to 
Oliver O’Donovan, but it should be re-
membered that whenever the church has 
had its hands near the levers of secular 
government, it has been far more inter-
ested in “praising” than keeping “silent.” 

Hansen has written an elegant and 
theologically astute book. Silence and 
Praise is a valuable contribution and will 
become a lasting resource for gaining an 
understanding of Revelation’s rhetorical 
strategies in shaping the witness of an-
cient Christ religion and their enduring 
relevance for the contemporary church. 
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