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The Day of the King

At a Requiem Mass in the old days, the choir used to sing the Latin plainchant hymn, the Dies Irae, about the end of the world and the Last Judgement, the theme of today’s Gospel for Christ the King. The most dramatic setting of this hymn probably comes from the Verdi Requiem which terrifyingly evokes the Last Day.

Sudden fortissimo chords on full orchestra burst in to announce the arrival of the “Day of wrath, that day which will dissolve the world in ashes.. .“ The string sections surge up then cascade down as if the entire structure of creation is being turned upside down into chaos. A few bars in, a massive drum starts up at full force, syncopated, as if to shake the world to pieces. The shock and the sheer volume of sound are enough to make anyone start saying Acts of Contrition.

Further on comes the unforgettable “Tuba mirum spargens sonum” Trumpeters are placed around the auditorium. At the beginning they sound muted and very distant, and gradually approach, growing louder on either side and echoing each other, as if the angels are converging from the four corners of the earth to summon the dead back to life again. As they converge to a climax, all the brass and the choir burst in too with the words: “The wondrous trumpet, scattering sound through the sepulchral realms, compels all before the throne (of God).

Death itself and Nature look on in amazement, as the bodies of the dead rise from their graves. This scene recalls to mind Michelangelo’s masterpiece on the end wall of the Sistine Chapel:

Christ, as it were, in wrath, gathers the just into paradise, while demons drag the wicked down to hell. “Liber scriptus proferetur”:

“The written book is carried forward, in which all in contained, whence the world will be judged.”

Verdi himself claimed to be agnostic. Even so, a Catholic upbringing had obviously had its effect. His Requiem was too operatic ever to be performed in the Sacred Liturgy itself. Nevertheless, he brilliantly counterposes the awesomeness of Divine Judgement with humanity’s pleas for mercy. The full orchestra frightens us with “Rex tremendae majestatis” - “King of fearsome majesty,” while the cry “Salva me, fons pietatis!” “Save me, O fountain of mercy!” rises up more and more strongly, gaining in confidence and at last prevailing.

We come next to the most gentle and touching lines of the whole text: “Remember, 0 sweet Jesus, that I am the cause of your (earthly) journey, do not lose me on that Day. Seeking me, you sat down weary; having suffered the Cross, you redeemed me. Let not so great a labour have been in vain. You who absolved Mary Magdalene and heard the prayer of the dying thief, to me too you have given hope .. . Place me among the sheep, standing at your right hand, and separate me from the goats.. . Call me with the blessed.”

Among the most powerful lines of Scripture are those final words to Christ to the blessed and to the damned. “Come, ye blessed of my Father, and inherit the Kingdom prepared for you since the foundation of the world.” What happiness to hear one day those words and be forever safe. On the other hand, “Depart from me, ye cursed, into the everlasting hell fire prepared for the devil and his angels.” Those lines made a powerful impression, longing for the former, fearing the latter, when first I heard them at Primary School.

Of course, such thoughts are apparently now very unfashionable in modern catechetical circles. Teachers are urged by their catechetical gurus to tell the nice bits and omit the nasty threats, even if the Minister of Education suggests otherwise. This brings us to a more profound question. As well as loving God, and realizing His love for us, should we also fear Him? Surely perfect love drives out fear? Yet again, one of the seven gifts of the Holy Spirit is “fear of the Lord,” although the new Confirmation rite has changed it to “a spirit of reverence and awe” in God’s presence.

Sociologists and criminologists have told us for decades that deterrents do not work. Are they correct? When a parent smacks an infant who repeatedly stretches out his hand to touch the electric fire, despite verbal warnings, is that not a deterrent? Perhaps God too uses deterrents, merciful warnings so that as few as possible may be lost in the end.

One can love and respect a parent or teacher immensely, yet still be afraid of them, in the sense of being afraid of the consequences of offending them. “The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom,” Proverbs tells us. It means a healthy respect and devotion to God, not servile, cringing fear. Heavenly messengers coming to touch human lives in the Bible often begin “Do not be afraid,” as does the Risen Christ.

Our society has proved very well that when this respect and fear of the Lord has all but disappeared, and blasphemy and irreligion abound, respect for one’s fellow man is the next casualty.

The thought of being ultimately called to account can be a brake on sinful passions. The late Canon Drinkwater, a great catechist of Birmingham Archdiocese, expressed it thus. It is as if there are two lighthouses on the shore of eternity. One gives a green light, the attractive light of God’s love. The other casts forth a red beam, warning of danger and punishment. In our little coracles upon the seas of life we usually navigate by the green light and struggle towards the safe haven it promises. However, on occasions a thick fog of sinful passion descends upon us and blots out the green light. At such times, the red beam still pierces the turbid gloom, a deterrent warning us away from sinful self-destruction.

The New Catechism tells us that on the Last Day “The attitude in relation to one’s neighbour will reveal the acceptance or the refusal of grace and divine love. . .The Son did not come to judge, but to save, and to give his life. It is by the refusal of grace in this life that each person already judges himself, receives according to his works, and can even damn himself for eternity by refusing the Spirit of love.”

The message of the Last Judgement calls us to conversion while time remains, it also prods us to action: nourish the hungry and thirsty, clothe the naked, visit the sick and imprisoned, welcome the stranger. The poor are Christ’s commissioners. What we do for them will be stored up in our favour in heaven. The Catechism continues - the Last Judgment “inspires a holy fear of God and announces the blessed hope of the return of the Lord, who will come to be glorified by his saints and adored by all who have believed in Him.” (CCC 1041)

