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“Lo, the day is coming, blazing like an oven, when all the proud and all evildoers will be stubble,

and the day that is coming will set them on fire, leaving them neither root nor branch,

says the LORD of hosts. But for you who fear my name, there will arise the sun of justice with its healing rays”. (Malachi 3:19-20 – this weekend’s first reading)
One of the finest medieval Latin poems, the Dies Irae ("Day of Wrath"), meditates upon this Scriptural “Day of the Lord.”  It was written by Thomas de Celano (d.1260) or an anonymous Franciscan contemporary. 

In the extraordinary form (Tridentine) of the Requiem Mass and All Souls’ Day, it is sung in plainchant as the Sequence, before the Gospel. The best known settings of the text to orchestral music are found in the Mozart, the Fauré and most dramatically the Verdi Requiem. 
Composers as diverse as Berlioz, Liszt, Rachmaninov, and Saint-Saëns have used the Dies irae plainchant melody. Given its power to inspire musicians and poets – famously Sir Walter Scott – the 1970 decision to drop it from regular liturgical use was very questionable.
The English translation which best combines accuracy with poetry is that of 1849 by an Anglican clergyman, William Josiah Irons. 

1. Day of wrath and doom impending,
David's word with Sibyl's blending!
Heaven and earth in ashes ending! 

2. O what fear man's bosom rendeth,
When from heaven the Judge descendeth,
On whose sentence all dependeth! 

The Day of the Lord (Hebrew “yom Yahweh”) will dissolve the age in ashes. These verses are based upon Zep 1:15-16, depicting the final judgment: “A day of wrath, that day, a day of distress and agony, a day of ruin and of devastation, a day of darkness and gloom, a day of cloud and blackness, a day of trumpet blast and battle cry against fortified town and high corner-tower.”
The mention of David and the Sibyl  recalls that both Biblical and pagan prophecies concur in predicting a “dies irae.”  Our destiny on that day depends not upon human prevarication and excuses, but upon Divine Justice.  
3. Wondrous sound the trumpet flingeth,
Through earth's sepulchres it ringeth,
All before the throne it bringeth.
 “Tuba mirum spargens sonum” – the angelic trumpets sound to raise the dead from their graves, driving them before the throne of God for judgment.
4. Death is struck, and nature quaking,
All creation is awaking,
To its Judge an answer making. 

“Mors stupebit et natura” : both death and nature stand astonished that the natural order is overthrown, as God comes to judge the earth.
5. Lo! the book exactly worded,
Wherein all hath been recorded;
Thence shall judgement be awarded. 
Liber scriptus proferetur – the book recording all human deeds will be brought forward. This refers to Rev 20.12/15: “I saw the dead, both great and small, standing in front of his throne, while the book of life was opened, and other books opened which were the record of what they had done in their lives, by which the dead were judged. ……and anybody whose name could not be found written in the book of life was thrown into the burning lake.”

6.  When the Judge his seat attaineth,
And each hidden deed arraigneth,
Nothing unavenged remaineth. 

Christ takes his seat upon the throne of Judgement. Quidquid latet apparebit – whatever is hidden will be laid open. All secret sins and transgressions will become public, to demonstrate the Divine Righteousness. Nothing is hidden from the omnipotent God.
Faced with this terrifying prospect, the singer turns to address Christ the Saviour and to beg for mercy:
7. What shall I, frail man, be pleading?
Who for me be interceding,
When the just are mercy needing? 

Quid sum miser tunc dicturus? What shall I, a poor wretch, plead, when even the just man is scarcely safe? – cum vix justus sit securus. 

8. King of majesty tremendous,
Who dost free salvation send us!
Fount of pity, then befriend us! 
O Jesus, you are both “Rex tremendae majestatis” and “fons pietatis”, fountain of virtue. God is the one who freely bestows salvation upon those who are to be saved “Qui salvandos salvas gratis.” Salvation is a gift which cannot be earned by our unaided efforts, although it can be lost.
9. Think, kind Jesus! - my salvation
Caused thy wondrous incarnation;
Leave me not to reprobation. 

10. Faint and weary thou hast sought me,
On the Cross of suffering bought me;
Shall such grace be vainly brought me? 


Recordare, Jesu pie, Quod sum causa tuae viae, Ne me perdas illa die. O sweet Jesus, remember that I am the cause of your journey – your missionary labours, and above all, the road to Golgotha - to save my soul,

“Quarens me sedisti lassus” – Seeking me you sat down weary. This identifies with the Samaritan woman by Jacob’s well at Sychar, whom Jesus asked for a drink in the noonday heat, and then offered her “living water.” (John 4:5)

Christ has exhausted himself for the soul's salvation. “Redemisti crucem passus” – by suffering the Cross You have redeemed me. Let not so great a labour be in vain.
11. Righteous Judge! for sin's pollution
Grant thy gift of absolution,
Ere that day of retribution. 

The text begs for divine forgiveness before the day of reckoning - ante diem rationis. Better receive Divine Mercy while here on earth, than Divine Justice hereafter.
12. Guilty, now I pour my moaning,
All my shame with anguish owning;
Spare, O God, thy suppliant groaning! 

Ingemisco tamquam reus – I groan like a guilty defendant. My face blushes with guilt: culpa rubet vultus meus. Again the sinner takes refuge in this plaintive appeal to the Divine Mercy:
13. Through the sinful woman shriven,
Through the dying thief forgiven,
Thou to me a hope hast given. 

Qui Mariam absolvisti, Et latronem exaudisti, Mihi quoque spem dedisti. You who absolved Mary Magdalene – supposedly once a prostitute possessed by devils - and heard the prayer of the thief Dismas, crucified beside Christ, to me too you have given hope.
14. Worthless are my prayers and sighing,
Yet, good Lord, in grace complying,
Rescue me from flames undying. 

Preces meae non sunt dignae, Sed tu bonus fac benigne, Ne perenni cremer igne. My prayers are unworthy, but You who are good, act kindly, lest I burn in the eternal fire. No nonsense here. Whatever you do, make sure of one thing in life and in death: lose everything else if necessary, but avoid Hell.
15. With thy sheep a place provide me,
From the goats afar divide me,
To thy right hand do thou guide me. 
The reference here is to Matthew 25:32, Jesus’ prophecy of the Last Judgment:  “All the nations will be assembled before him and he will separate men one from another as the shepherd separates sheep from goats. He will place the sheep on his right hand and the goats on his left.”

16. When the wicked are confounded,
Doomed to shame and woe unbounded,
Call me, with thy Saints surrounded. 
Confutatis maledictis, Flammis acribus addictis – When the wicked are rebuked and the corrosive flames summoned up, Jesus will say to those on his left hand, "Go away from me, with your curse upon you, to the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels.” (Matt 25:41)

At this moment of everlasting separation, the singer begs to be counted among the blessed - Voca me cum benedictis!  To these Christ proclaims: "Come, you blessed of my Father, take for your heritage the kingdom prepared for you since the foundation of the world.” 
17. Low I kneel, with heart's submission;
See, like ashes my contrition!
Help me in my last condition! 
Cor contritum quasi cinis -  This carries echoes of Ash Wednesday. The soul ends in humble petition, the heart humbled like ashes, its attachments to the passing world dissolved. There is a final breath of resignation to the loving hand of Christ: Gere curam mei finis: Take care of my end, for Jesus has care for the soul of Everyman. 
18. Ah! that day of tears and mourning!
From the dust of earth returning,
Man for judgement must prepare him;
Spare, O God, in mercy spare him! 
Sweet Jesus Lord, grant them rest. Amen
The hymn, nearing its conclusion, recalls the initial “dies irae, dies illa” image, but the metre changes. Lachrymosa dies illa, qua resurget ex favilla,  judicandus homo reus. Fearful is that day when guilty man shall rise from the ashes to be judged. 

Huic ergo parce, Deus: Pie Jesu Domine, dona eis requiem. Amen.  These final lines switch from the meditation on the day of judgment, into the priest’s prayer for the departed Christian. Therefore O God, have mercy upon this man (whose body lies here in the coffin). 
The entire hymn is a powerful remedy against complacency and presumption.  It reminds us that God is God, and we have no claim upon Him except in the mercy of Christ. 

