
New Testament—10th Bible

Unit 6: Revelation

Lesson 2: Interpreting the Book of Revelation

Materials: 
-student worksheets and teacher resources


-summary pages of terms and timelines of differing interpretations.

(2 sessions)

Bible Reference

Selected references from Revelation, especially chapters 12 and 20

Daniel 7 - 8, 10 - 12

Ezekiel 38, 39

Matthew 24, 25

1 Thessalonians 4:13-18

Objectives 

• 
To become familiar with some terminology associated with Revelation.

• 
To investigate the four major approaches to interpreting Revelation.

• 
To examine the various theories concerning the millennium and the rapture, and to ponder our own viewpoint.

• 
To explore some of the Old Testament symbolism dealing with the end of times.

• 
To discover what Jesus says about the end of the age.

• 
To research the symbolism connected with the use of numbers in Revelation.

• 
To identify ways in which to read the "signs of the times."

• 
To not be afraid of the return of Jesus Christ, but to be confident and comforted by God's grace through Christ.

I. Background
A. There is a lot of symbolism and unique terminology connected to the book of Revelation. 

B. People speak of 

1. the millennium, 
2. the rapture, 
3. tribulation, 
4. dispensations and 

5. signs of the times. 
6. Note: 
a) the words rapture and dispensation are not used in the Bible,

b) the term millennium appears only in Revelation 20 

C. The book of Revelation is often interpreted according to 
1. one's understanding of the historical context of the events in the book, and 
2. the character of the thousand-year period described in chapter 20, 
a) i.e., the millennium.
II. Political Interpretations
A. Almost all interpretations of Revelation assume it talks about a political threat during the end times, the threat of a world empire, which is either Rome or some other political empire. 
B. Among those who make this assumption there are four major approaches: 
1. the preterist, 
2. historicist, 
3. futurist and 
4. idealist.
C. Preterist View
1. According to this view, all the events in the book were fulfilled during the time of the Roman Empire. 
2. Accordingly, the book of Revelation describes 
a) the persecution Christians were to endure by the Romans, 
b) and what was to happen to vindicate the Christians when Jesus Christ would return. 
3. Because the Roman Empire has fallen and Christ has still not returned, the preterist view has become similar to the idealist view.
D. Historicist View (Mr. Busch is somewhat in this camp)

1. Historicists believe that the book of Revelation narrates the history of the church from the apostolic age until the return of Christ using symbolism.

2. Interpretation of symbols in this view can vary widely. For example:

a) The breaking of the seals represents the fall of the Roman Empire, 
b) The locusts from the bottomless pit represent the Mohammedan invaders and the spread of Islam, 
c) The beast is the Catholic papacy, etc. 
d) However, there is considerable difference among historicists as to the interpretation of the various symbols. 
(1) e.g. Mr. Busch interprets them much more generally than necessarily linked to specific events.

3. Historicists either hold to the postmillennial view, or the amillennial one.
4. Progressive Parallelism

a) The following information is quoted from Anthony Hoekema’s website on amillennialism 

(1) http://www.the-highway.com/amila_Hoekema.html 
b) “Progressive Parallelism is an idea from William Hendriksen in More Than Conquerors, his commentary on Revelation.

c) The book of Revelation consists of seven sections which run parallel to each other, 

(1) each section depicts the church and the world from the time of Christ’s first coming to the time of his second coming.

d) The first of these seven sections is found in chapters 1-3. 

(1) John sees the risen and glorified Christ walking in the midst of seven golden lampstands. In obedience to Christ’s command John now proceeds to write letters to each of the seven churches of Asia Minor. 

(2) The vision of the glorified Christ together with the letters to the seven churches obviously form a unit. As we read these letters we are impressed with two things. 

(a) First, there are references to events, people and places of the time when the book of Revelation was written. 

(b) Second, the principles, commendations and warnings contained in these letters have value for the church of all time. 

(3) These two observations, in fact, provide a clue for the interpretation of the entire book. 

(a) Since the book of Revelation was addressed to the church of the first century A.D., its message had reference to events occurring at that time and was therefore meaningful for the Christians of that day. 

(b) But since the book was also intended for the church through the ages, its message is still relevant for us today.

e) The second of these seven sections is found in chapters 4-7. 

(1) the vision of the seven seals

(2) John is caught up to heaven and sees God sitting on his radiant throne. He then sees the Lamb that had been slain taking the scroll sealed with seven seals from the hand of the one who was sitting on the throne. The various seals are broken, and various divine judgments on the world are described. 

(3) In this vision we see the church suffering trial and persecution against the background of the victory of Christ.

f) The third section, found in chapters 8-11, 

(1) describes the seven trumpets of judgment. 

(2) In this vision we see the church avenged, protected and victorious.

g) The fourth section, chapters 12-14, 

(1) begins with the vision of the woman giving birth to a son while the dragon waits to devour him as soon as he is born—

(a) a reference to the birth of Christ. 

(2) The rest of the section describes the continued opposition of the dragon (who stands for Satan) to the church. This section also introduces us to the two beasts who are the dragon’s helpers: the beast out of the sea and the beast out of the earth.

h) The fifth section is found in chapters 15-16. 

(1) It describes the seven bowls of wrath, thus depicting in a very graphic way the final visitation of God’s wrath on those who remain impenitent.

i) The sixth section, chapters 17-19, 

(1) describes the fall of Babylon and of the beasts. 

(2) Babylon stands for the worldly city — the forces of secularism and godlessness which are in opposition to the kingdom of God. 

(3) The end of chapter 19 depicts the fall and final punishment of the dragon’s two helpers: the beast out of the sea, and the false prophet, who appears to be identified with the beast out of the earth (see 16:13).

j) The seventh section, chapters 20-22, 

(1) narrates the doom of the dragon, thus completing the description of the overthrow of the enemies of Christ. 

(2) In addition, it describes the final judgment, the final triumph of Christ and his church, and the renewed universe, here called the new heaven and the new earth.

k) Note that though these seven sections are parallel to each other, they also reveal a certain amount of eschatological progress. 

(1) The last section, for example, takes us further into the future than the other sections. 

(2) Although the final judgment has already been announced in 1:7 and has been briefly described in 6:12-17, it is not set forth in full detail until we come to 20:11-15. 

(3) Though the final joy of the redeemed in the life to come has been hinted at in 7:15-17, it is not until we reach chapter 21 that we find a detailed and elaborate description of the blessedness of life on the new earth (21:1-22:5). 

(4) Hence this method of interpretation is called progressive parallelism.

l) There is eschatological progression in these seven sections, not only regarding the individual sections but also regarding the book as a whole. 

m) If we grant that the book of Revelation depicts the struggle between Christ and his church on the one hand and the enemies of Christ and the church on the other, we may say that

(1)  the first half of the book (chapters 1-11) describes the struggle on earth, picturing the church as it is persecuted by the world. 

(2) The second half of the book, however (chapters 12-22), gives us the deeper spiritual background of this struggle, describing the persecution of the church by the dragon (Satan) and his helpers. 

(3) In the light of this analysis we see how the last section of the book (chapters 20-22) falls into place. This last section describes the judgment which falls on Satan, and his final doom. Since Satan is the supreme opponent of Christ, it stands to reason that his doom should be narrated last.”
E. Futurist View
1. According to this view, the book of Revelation describes future events which will accompany and indicate the end of times. 
a) beginning with Chapter 4
2. This chaotic time, also known as the tribulation, will be immediately followed by the return of Christ, the final judgment, and the restoration of the creation. 
3. Most Futurists are premillennialists, 
4. There is disagreement among the futurists concerning the rapture (see below).
F. Idealist View
1. Idealists believe that Revelation does not describe any actual events, but is merely a symbolic picture of the continuous struggle between
a) good and evil, 
b) the church and paganism, 
c) resulting in the final triumph of Christianity.
III. Theories Concerning the Millennium and the Rapture
A. The millennium, a word meaning "thousand years" refers to the thousand-year reign of Christ (20:1-6). 
1. During this time, Satan "is bound," thrown into "the Abyss," "locked and sealed," "to keep him from deceiving the nations any more until the thousand years were ended." 
B. There is considerable disagreement among Christians about the 1000-year reign of Jesus Christ.

1. Some Christians believe this will be an age of blessedness on earth; 
a) premillennialism

2. others believe the millennium is the present church age; 
a) amillennialism

3. still others believe that the millennium is a way of referring to the eternal state.
a) postmillenniallism

C. There are significant variations within these groups. 
1. The classic Reformed position is amillennialism
D. Premillennialism
1. Basic ideas

a) Premillennialists believe that Christ will return before ("pre-") the millennium. 
b) At that time, the first resurrection will occur, and either before or after the tribulation the thousand-year reign of peace and righteousness will commence. 
c) After that, Satan will be unchained and "deceive the nations ... to gather them for battle" (20:8).
d)  But fire from heaven will devour Satan and his followers, 
e) and the believers will be judged according to what they have done, 
f) followed by the eternal reign of God. 
g) Premillennialists usually adopt the Futurist approach to interpreting the book of Revelation. 
2. There are two distinct groups, the dispensationalist and historic.
a) Dispensational premillennialism 
(1) has captured most of the popular attention with its concepts of the rapture and the tribulation. 
(2) The tribulation is a period of seven years when believers will be persecuted. 
(3) The rapture is a belief that all believers will suddenly disappear to meet Jesus and that unbelievers will be left behind. 
(a) There are arguments as to whether the rapture will take place before, during, or after the tribulation.
(i) pre-tribulation or post-tribulation

b) Rapture

(1) The idea of the rapture comes from 1 Thessalonians 4:17: 
(a) "After that, we who are still alive and are left will be caught up together with them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air." 
(2) However, the word rapture comes from the Latin Vulgate translation used for the Greek word ‘apantesis’, ‘to meet’.
(a) It is a technical term for a custom in New Testament times: when people of a city would hear that an important dignitary was coming to visit, they would go out of the city to welcome him as he arrived. 
(b) It is the same word that is used in John 12:13 when the people went out of Jerusalem to meet Jesus, welcoming him and honoring him as the King on Palm Sunday. 
(3) The word describes the meeting of an important dignitary and the escorting of this important person back to town. 
(4) This strongly suggests that when believers "meet" Jesus in the air at his return (1 Thessalonians 4:13-18), they do not leave earth and go with him to heaven for a period of seven years but rather that they escort him back down to earth. 
(5) This return then would mark the beginning of the final eschatological events: 
(a) the bodily resurrection of all people, 
(b) the final judgment, and 
(c) the establishing of the new heaven and earth. 
(6) When taken in context, I find it hard to support a Biblical argument for the rapture (whether pre or post tribulation).
E. Amillennialism
1. This theory states that there will be no literal thousand-year reign of Christ on earth

a) It is a spiritual reign which began at the time of Christ's resurrection. 
2. Support:

a) Peter's words in Acts 2:33-36, which speak of Christ sitting at the right hand of God and ruling the world, are used to support this theory. 
(1) "The present form of God's kingdom will be followed by Christ's return, the general resurrection, the final judgment and Christ's continuing reign over the perfect kingdom on the new earth in the eternal state" (footnote, The NW Study Bible, 20:2). 
b) Most people who hold to the Idealist view of interpretation are amillennialists.
F. Postmillennialism
1. Postmillennialists believe that the millennium is a specific period of peace and prosperity, which "will close with Christ's second coming, the resurrection of the dead, the final judgment and the eternal state" (footnote, The NW Study Bible, 20:3). 
2. Those who adhere to the Historical or Preterist view of Revelation are usually postmillennialists. 
3. This position is not held very widely today.
IV. Symbolism and Biblical References 
A. To interpret the various symbols and events, it is important to know the Old Testament context and the New Testament references.
B.  Much of the symbolism in Revelation finds its roots in the Old Testament prophecies of Daniel 7-8, 10-12, and Ezekiel 38 & 39. 
1. Daniel's visions deal with kingdoms of the world, while the prophecies in Ezekiel concern themselves with the restoration of Israel, or the people of God. 
2. For example, the beast in Revelation 13 can be understood in the light of the beasts in Daniel 7. 
3. And the reference to Gog and Magog (20:7-10) needs to be read with Ezekiel 38 and 39 as background.

C. There are many references to Old Testament events or things in Revelation. 
1. These include references to the temple: lampstand (1:20), altar (6:9), altar of incense (8:3), and the ark of the covenant (11:19); 
2. and references to the ten plagues and the wilderness years (8:7, 8, 12; 9:3; 12:6, 14). 
3. The rider on a white, red or black horse finds his origin in Zechariah 1:8-17; 6:1-8). 
4. And in the Old Testament, dragons were usually used to depict enemies of God's people and of Israel (Revelation 12:3, including notes in The NW Study Bible). 
D. The Old Testament describes the coming of Jesus as "the day of the Lord" (Joel 2:28-32; Zechariah 14:1; Malachi 4). 
1. The return of Christ is a time of judgment and purification. 
2. Those who have been and are faithful will be rewarded with everlasting life; the unfaithful and disobedient will be judged by God and dealt with accordingly. 
3. Malachi 3 and 4 describe the day of the Lord as a "refiner's fire or a launderer's soap," burning "like a furnace" (3:2; 4:1).
V. Signs of the Times
A. The New Testament also has important information concerning the return of Jesus Christ. 
1. In Matthew 24 and 25, we read a number of events and parables depicting the end of the age. People often use the various world events as signs of the times (cf. Matthew 16:3) to suggest that the end is near. 
B. We misunderstand the signs of our times if we think of them:
1. as referring exclusively to the end times;
2. only in terms of abnormal, spectacular, or catastrophic events;
3. as a way of dating the exact time of Christ's return;
4. as a way to construct an exact timetable of future happenings.
C. We can read these signs biblically if we see that they:
1. point first of all not to the future, but to God's work in the past;
2. point forward to the end of history, particularly to the return of Christ;
3. reveal the continuing antithesis in history between the kingdom of God and the powers of evil;
4. call us to a decision;
5. call us to constant watchfulness
D. The use of numbers is also very symbolic. 
1. The number seven especially plays an important role in our understanding of the book of Revelation. 
2. Mentioned 52 times, it symbolizes fullness, completion or perfection. 
3. The Lamb opens seven seals (ch 6-8); 
4. seven trumpets are blown by seven angels (chs. 8-9); 
5. seven bowls of God's wrath are poured out (ch 16). 
6. In addition, there are seven blessings, or beatitudes, describing "the favorable circumstance God has put a person in" (1:3; 14:13; 16:15; 19:9; 20:6; 22:7; 22:14; footnote 1:3, The NW Study Bible). 
7. There are seven churches (1:4, 11), 
8. seven spirits (1:4), 
9. seven golden lamp stands (1:12), 
10. seven stars (1:16), 
11. seven horns and seven eyes (5:6), 
12. seven thunders (10:3), 
13. seven plagues (15:1), 
14. seven hills (17:9), 
15. seven kings (17:10), 
16. and others.

Lesson Activities

1. Setting the stage

-Read the students a story, such as "Number Fifty-Six" by Stephen Leacock (Teacher Resource 1)

-Discuss how people interpret events differently.

2. Disclosure

-Discuss the four major approaches to interpreting the book of Revelation, and the various theories concerning the millennium. 
-During the discussion, define the terms rapture and tribulation.

-Explain Spykman's term promillennialism, both why he coined it and what it means. 

-Use Teacher Resource 2 and Teacher Resource 3 for your information (either for your own use or as student handouts) as well as the information in the Lesson Background.

3. Describe to the students Vanderwaal's covenantal interpretation of Revelation. 
-Give his reasons for this approach, his interpretation of the basic message, and the outline he makes of the book. 
-Discuss the differences between his approach and the usual political interpretations. (A comparison chart on the board would be helpful.)

4. Assign Student Activity 2, questions 1 and 2.

5. Discuss how the Old Testament and the gospel of Matthew describe the return of the Lord. 
-Refer to such passages as:

-Joel 2:28-32; 
-Zechariah J4:1; 
-Malachi 3, 4; 
-Matthew 24,25.

6. Discuss the term sign of the times. 
-Have students give examples of signs of the times. 
-Ask the students how they think Matthew 24 and 25 help us in dealing with the signs of the times.

7. Assign Student Activity 2, questions 3-6. Discuss them together.

Unit 6, Lesson 2

Student Activity 2

Interpreting the Book of Revelation

1. Describe the differences between the covenantal and political approaches to interpreting

Revelation. Which is preferred and why?

2. Briefly define the four major approaches to the interpretation of the book of Revelation:

2.1 preterist

2.2 historicist

2.3 futurist

2.4 idealist

3. Using the handouts "Major Millennial Views" (or "The Biblical Time Line" and "A Glossary for the Last Days") define the following:

3.1 dispensationalism

3.2 millennium

3.3 premillennialism

3.4 rapture

3.5 tribulation

3.6 amillennialism

3.7 postmillennialism

3.8 Do a little research and list the seven time periods of the dispensationalist view.

3.9 Study the diagrams and describe the reformed view of the Biblical time line.

3.10 Explain the term promillennialism: what it means and why it was coined.

4. Read Ezekiel 38, 39, Daniel 7, 8, 10-12, and Zechariah 1:7-21. Briefly relate these visions to the visions of John's Revelation.

5. Read Matthew 24 and 25. These chapters describe what will happen at the end of times or at the end of the age.

5.1 List the signs of the times, as described in Matthew 24.

5.2 How must we anticipate the second coming of Jesus Christ?

5.3 According to 24:36-41, who is left and who will be taken?

6. The only place in the Bible where there is a reference to a rapture is 1 Thessalonians 4:16-17. Interpret this passage in the light of Matthew 24:36-41. Refer to Acts 1:11 and explain possible interpretations of "coming on the clouds of the sky" (Matthew 24:32).

7. The Lord, on the day of his coming, is compared to a refiner's fire or a launderer's soap in Malachi 3:2-4. Draw your own symbol depicting the return of the Lord.
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Teacher Resource 1

Number Fifty-Six

STEPHEN LEACOCK

What I narrate was told me one Winter's evening by my friend

Ah-Yen in the little room behind his laundry. Ah-Yen is a quiet

little celestial with a grave and thoughtful face, and that melancholy

contemplative disposition so often noticed in his countrymen.

Between myself and Ah-Yen there exists a friendship of

some years' standing, and we spend many a long evening in the

dimly lighted room behind his shop, smoking a dreamy pipe together

and plunged in silent meditation. I am chiefly attracted to

my friend by the highly imaginative cast of his mind, which is, I

believe, a trait of the Eastern character and which enables him to

forget to a great extent the sordid cares of his calling in an inner

life of his own creation. Of the keen, analytical side of his mind, I

was in entire ignorance until the evening of which I write.

The room where we sat was small and dingy, with but little

furniture except our chairs and the little table at which we filled

and arranged our pipes, and was lighted only by a tallow candle.

There were a few pictures on the walls, for the most part rude

prints cut from the columns of the daily press and pasted up to

hide the bareness of the room. Only one picture was in any way

noticeable, a portrait admirably executed in pen and ink. The face

was that of a young man, a very beautiful face, but one of infinite

sadness. I had long been aware, although I know not how, that

.Ah-Yen had met with a great sorrow, and had in some way con-

nnected the fact with this portrait. I had always refrained, however,

from asking him about it, and it was not until the evening in

question that I knew its history.
(pg 73)

We had been smoking in silence for some time when Ah-Yen

spoke. My friend is a man of culture and wide reading, and his

English is consequently perfect in its construction; his speech is,

of course, marked by the lingering liquid accent of his country

which I will not attempt to reproduce.

"I see," he said, "that you have been examining the portrait of

my unhappy friend, Fifty-Six. I have never yet told you of my

bereavement, but as to-night is the anniversary of his death, I

would fain speak of him for a while."

Ah-Yen paused; I lighted my pipe afresh, and nodded to him to

show that I was listening.

"I do not know," he went on, "at what precise time Fifty-Six

came into my life. I could indeed find it out by examining my

books, but I have never troubled to do so. Naturally I took no

more interest in him at first than in any other of my customers -

less, perhaps, since he never in the course of our connection

brought his clothes to me himself but always sent them by a boy.

When I presently perceived that he was becoming one of my

regular customers, I allotted to him his number, Fifty-Six, and

began to speculate as to who and what he was. Before long I had

reached several conclusions in regard to my unknown client. The

quality of his linen showed me that, if not rich, he was at any rate

fairly well off. I could see that he was a young man of regular

Christian life, who went out into society to a certain extent; this I

could tell from his sending the same number of articles to the

laundry, from his washing always coming on Saturday night, and

from the fact that he wore a dress shirt about once a week. In

disposition he was a modest, unassuming fellow, for his collars

were only two inches high."

I stared at Ah-Yen in some amazement, the recent publications

of a favourite novelist had rendered me familiar with this process

of analytical reasoning, but I was prepared for no such revelations

from my Eastern friend.

"When I first knew him," Ah-Yen went on, "Fifty-Six was a

student at the university. This, of course, I did not know for some

time. I inferred it, however, in the course of time, from his ab-

sence from town during the four summer months, and from the

fact that during the time of the university examinations the cuffs
(pg 74)

of his shirts came to me covered with dates, formulas, and propositions

in geometry. I followed him with no little interest through

his university career. During the four years which it lasted, I washed

for him every week; my regular connection with him and the

insight which my observation gave me into the lovable character

of the man, deepened my first esteem into a profound affection

and I became most anxious for his success. I helped him at each

succeeding examination, as far as lay in my power, by starching

his shirts half-way to the elbow, so as to leave him as much room

as possible for annotations. My anxiety during the strain of his

final examination I will not attempt to describe. That Fifty-Six

was undergoing the great crisis of his academic career, I could

infer from the state of his handkerchiefs which, in apparent unconsciousness,

he used as pen-wipers during the final test. His

conduct throughout the examination bore witness to the moral

development which had taken place in his character during his

career as an undergraduate; for the notes upon his cuffs which had

been so copious at his earlier examinations were limited now to a

few hints, and these upon topics so intricate as to defy an ordinary

memory. It was with a thrill of joy that I at last received in his

laundry bundle one Saturday early in June, a ruffled dress shirt,

the bosom of which was thickly spattered with the spillings of the

wine-cup, and realised that Fifty-Six had banqueted as a Bachelor

of Arts.

"In the following winter the habit of wiping his pen upon his

handkerchief, which I had remarked during his final examination,

became chronic with him, and I knew that he had entered upon

the study of law. He worked hard during that year, and dress shirts

almost disappeared from his weekly bundle. It was in the following

winter, the second year of his legal studies, that the tragedy of

his life began. I became aware that a change had come over his

laundry; from one, or at most two a week, his dress shirts rose to

four, and silk handkerchiefs began to replace his linen ones. It

dawned upon me that Fifty-Six was abandoning the rigorous

tenor of his student life and was going into society. I presently

perceived something more; Fifty-Six was in love. It was soon

impossible to doubt it. He was wearing seven shirts a week; linen

handkerchiefs disappeared from his laundry; his collars rose from
(pg 75)

two inches to two and a quarter, and finally to two and a half. I

have in my possession one of his laundry lists of that period; a

glance at it will show the scrupulous care which he bestowed upon

his person. Well do I remember the dawning hopes of those days,

alternating with the gloomiest despair. Each Saturday I opened

his bundle with a trembling eagerness to catch the first signs of a

return of his love. I helped my friend in every way that I could. His

shirts and collars were masterpieces of my art, though my hand

often shook with agitation as I applied the starch. She was a brave

noble girl, that I knew; her influence was elevating the whole

nature of Fifty-Six; until now he had had in his possession a

certain number of detached cuffs and false shirt-fronts. These he

discarded now - at first the false shirt-fronts, scorning the very

idea of fraud, and after a time, in his enthusiasm, abandoning even

the cuffs. I cannot look back upon those bright happy days of

courtship without a sigh.

"The happiness of Fifty-Six seemed to enter into and fill my

whole life. I lived but from Saturday to Saturday. The appearance

of false shirt-fronts would cast me to the lowest depths of despair;

their absence raised me to a pinnacle of hope. It was not till winter

softened into spring that Fifty-Six nerved himself to learn his fate.

One Saturday he sent me a new white waistcoat, a garment which

had hitherto been shunned by his modest nature, to prepare for

his use. I bestowed upon it all the resources of my art; I read his

purpose in it. On the Saturday following it was returned to me

and, with tears of joy, I marked where a warm little hand had

rested fondly on the right shoulder, and knew that Fifty-Six was

the accepted lover of his sweetheart. "

Ah-Yen paused and sat for some time silent; his pipe had sputtered

out and lay cold in the hollow of his hand; his eye was fixed

upon the wall where the light and shadows shifted in the dull

flickering of the candle. At last he spoke again:

"I will not dwell upon the happy days that ensued - days of

gaudy summer neckties and white waistcoats, of spotless shirts

and lofty collars worn but a single day by the fastidious lover. Our

happiness seemed complete and I asked no more from fate. Alas!

it was not destined to continue! When the bright days of summer

were fading into autumn, I was grieved to notice an occasional
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quarrel - only four shirts instead of seven, or the reappearance of

the abandoned cuffs and shirt-fronts. Reconciliations followed,

with tears of penitence upon the shoulder of the white waistcoat,

and the seven shirts came back. But the quarrels grew more frequent

and there came at times stormy scenes of passionate emotion

that left a track of broken buttons down the waistcoat. The

shirts went slowly down to three, then fell to two, and the collars

of my unhappy friend subsided to an inch and three-quarters. In

vain I lavished my utmost care upon Fifty-Six. It seemed to my

tortured mind that the gloss upon his shirts and collars would have

melted a heart of stone. Alas! my every effort at reconciliation

seemed to fail. An awful month passed; the false fronts and detached

cuffs were all back again; the unhappy lover seemed to

glory in their perfidy. At last, one gloomy evening, I found on

opening his bundle that he had bought a stock of celluloids, and

my heart told me that she had abandoned him for ever. Of what

my poor friend suffered at this time, I can give you no idea; suffice

it to say that he passed from celluloid to a blue flannel shirt and

from blue to grey. The sight of a red cotton handkerchief in his

wash at length warned me that his disappointed love had unhinged

his mind, and I feared the worst. Then came an agonising interval

of three weeks during which he sent me nothing, and after that

came the last parcel that I ever received from him - an enormous

bundle that seemed to contain all his effects. In this, to my horror,

I discovered one shirt the breast of which was stained a deep

crimson with his blood, and pierced by a ragged hole that showed

where a bullet had singed through into his heart.

"A fortnight before, I remembered having heard the street boys

crying the news of an appalling suicide, and I know now that it

must have been he: After the first shock of my grief had passed, I

sought to keep him in my memory by drawing the portrait which

hangs beside you. I have some skill in the art, and I feel assured

that I have caught the expression of his face. The picture is, of

course, an ideal one, for, as you know, I never saw Fifty-Six."

The bell on the door of the outer shop tinkled at the entrance of

a customer. Ah-Yen rose with that air of quiet resignation that

habitually marked his demeanour, and remained for some time in

the shop. When he returned he seemed in no mood to continue
(pg 77)

speaking of his lost friend. I left him soon after and walked sorrowfully

home to my lodgings. On my way I mused much upon

my little Eastern friend and the sympathetic grasp of his imagination.

But a burden lay heavy on my heart - something I would

fain have told him but which I could not bear to mention. I could

not find it in my heart to shatter the airy castle of his fancy. For

my life has been secluded and lonely and I have known no love

like that of my ideal friend. Yet I have a haunting recollection of a

certain huge bundle of washing that I sent to him about a year ago.

I had been absent from town for three weeks and my laundry was

much larger than usual in consequence. And if I mistake not there

was in the bundle a tattered shirt that had been grievously stained

by the breaking of a bottle of red ink in my portmanteau, and

burnt in one place where an ash fell from my cigar as I made up the

bundle. Of all this I cannot feel absolutely certain, yet I know at

least that until a year ago, when I transferred my custom to a more

modern establishment, my laundry number with Ah-Yen was

Fifty-Six.
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