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FROM FR FRANCIS MARSDEN 

 
Any visitor to Krakow in Poland is curious to hear the warning signal of the hejnał, played to the four winds every hour by a trumpeter from the high tower of St Mary’s Church (Kosciol Mariacki) (note for ed. accurately  Kościół), which dominates the city’s central market place. The hejnal is a simple melody, based on only five notes, a warning call from the middle ages. It breaks off abruptly in mid-bar – a reminder of the day when the watchman spotted the Tatar invasion, and was shot in the throat by an arrow whilst raising the alarm.


Polish radio broadcasts the hejnal every day at noon. It has become Kraków’s musical symbol, a national warning of the need for vigilance against enemies.


This weekend in the Book of Ezechiel we read how the prophet is appointed as a sentry to the House of Israel. When the land is invaded, the people designate a watchman: “If anyone hears the trumpet but does not take warning, and the sword comes and takes his life, his blood will be on his own head, since he heard the sound of the trumpet but did not take warning. . .”  In other words, he has nobody to blame but himself.


“But if the watchman sees the word coming and does not blow the trumpet to warn the people, and the sword comes and takes away the life of one of them, that man will be taken away because of his sin, but I will hold the watchman accountable for his blood.”    The sentinel who fails to perform his duty becomes guilty for the loss of life incurred.


In the New Covenant, the entire people of God is a prophetic people. We were all anointed at baptism on the crown of the head with sacred chrism, to share Christ’s mission as “prophet, priest and king”. 

The bishops and priests however have a specific prophetic responsibility. They have a duty as watchmen, set high on the city wall, to warn the populace of the approaching diabolical enemies, and to reprove the evildoer.


The Gospel teaches us how to perform this “Christian ministry of reproof and correction.” To speak firstly in private with the wrongdoer, then with two or three witnesses. If there is still no result, report it to the community, the Church.  Jesus then instructs his apostles with regard to the person who refuses to listen to the Church: “treat him as a pagan or a tax collector.” He has forfeited his Christian heritage. He is excommunicated and put under the anathema. These sanctions follow from the very words of Jesus. 


When God tells the prophet to warn a wicked man: “O wicked man, you will surely die”, and you do not speak out to dissuade him from his wicked ways, that wicked man will die for his sin, and I will hold you accountable for his blood. But if you do warn the wicked man to turn from his ways and he does not do so, he will die for his sin, but you will have saved yourself.”


In modern Britain, no-one – except the tabloid press – likes the odium of reproving others. And they only like it because scandal sells more newspapers.

Nevertheless the mission of reproof is on the page of scripture as part and parcel of our Christian responsibility. It may be some crumb of comfort to the laity, that their scrutiny will be less severe that God’s most searching judgement upon bishops and priests. Have we carried out faithfully our duty as “sentries of the House of Israel?”


In an age which expects the vicar and the priest to be “nice to everyone” and never to comment upon personal morals, the revealed Word of God in Ezekiel provides a much needed corrective. Neither the Old nor the New Testament says much about sensitivity sessions. Life is too short, and eternity too long, to beat about the bush. The overwhelming majority of our contemporaries – and perhaps we ourselves - are living by standards which will bring neither them or us safely to the Kingdom of Heaven.


Nothing is more fatal to this priestly mission than the craving for popularity and worldly esteem. The prophet who seeks approval from his listeners will become a false prophet. We must seek approval only from God. If people do not like what the prophet says, that is their problem. Let them argue it out with the Lord, now or at the Last Judgement.


For example, the revealed Word of God does not say that “there is a hell but we are not certain if anyone goes there.” This may be technically correct, but it gives a dangerously misleading impression. When eternity is at stake, we need to play safe. The New Testament takes a disturbingly urgent stance: vast numbers are already set upon the broad and easy road which leads to perdition. According to the words of Jesus, the unquenchable fire, the worm which never dies, the everlasting darkness and the weeping and grinding of teeth, are a real possibility for any one of us who allows him/herself to be led astray by Satan. There is no easy reassurance in the Scriptures, no cheap grace, only the urgent clarion call to repentance. The western Church seems to have made a virtue out of watering down this aspect of Divine Revelation.


A neighbouring parish priest told me about a 21-year old unmarried girl, who came along asking to have her third baby baptised. He treated her kindly, but he did ask: You went through the Catholic High School in this town. Were you never told that sex outside of marriage is very sinful – mortal sin? Her answer was revealing. “Yes, once or twice they did, but you could tell the teachers didn’t really believe it themselves. The message we got was that it was OK to have sex but you should take precautions not to get pregnant.” 


As to modern discos and nightclubs. I begin to think that the Cure of Ars was right after all: “When a Christian goes in to dance at the cabaret, he leaves his guardian angel at the door, and the devil goes in to dance with him.”


The secular idea of tolerance has led us astray. The only remaining mortal sin is to be “intolerant” i.e. to say that somebody else’s behaviour is sinful and offensive to Almighty God. Everything goes, except making an objective moral judgement.


The Christian is called to be patient, but God does not expect him to be tolerant of evil, in this secular sense. It is the spiritually blind who feel no need to reprove what is sinful. It is the unloving person, who cares more for his own reputation than for his neighbour’s eternal destiny, who remains dumb in the face of vice, and tailors the Gospel to suit contemporary mores. We need to rehabilitate the ministry of the loving reproof. Souls in our society urgently need prophetic watchmen, even if often they do not want them. 

