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CREDO BY FR FRANCIS MARSDEN

 

 “When You went down to death, O Life Immortal, You struck Hades dead with the blazing radiance of Your divinity. When You raised the dead from the nether world, all the powers of heaven cried out: “O Giver of life, Christ our God, glory be to You!”

 
Every Sunday is a weekly celebration of the Resurrection, but each year on Easter Sunday we focus in a special way upon this greatest event of world history.

The four Gospels show us the apostles struggling to come to terms with the experience of the empty tomb and the Risen Lord. It required Pentecost and several more decades for a full understanding of the Resurrection to develop. 

In the Sunday tropars (similar to our Collects) of the Eastern-rite liturgy one discovers a sharper focus upon Jesus’ harrowing of hell. The Lord plundered Hades and raised not only Himself, but the just of all ages, to eternal life. In this sense Holy Saturday and Easter Sunday fit together as one event: 

“You, My Saviour, descended to Hades, and as the Almighty, You shattered its gates. As the Creator, O Lover of mankind, You raised the dead and tore out the sting of death. You delivered Adam from the curse, and so we all cry out to You, “Save us O Lord.”

Prominent too is this theme of the liberation of our first parents from the curse of death:   

“All humanity acclaims You as God, and death has vanished. Adam exults, O Master, and Eve, redeemed from bondage now, cries out for joy: You are the One, O Christ, Who offer resurrection to all.”


When we consider that Adam and Eve can be interpreted as collective personalities, as symbols for the entire human race capitulated in its first parents, as well as individuals, these prayers take on a universal and personal import:
“You rose from the tomb, O almighty Saviour; and Hades, seeing this wonder, was stricken with fear; and the dead arose. Creation saw and rejoices with You, and Adam exults. And the world, my Saviour, sings Your praises forever.”
 Eastern Catholics and Orthodox – although their Easter does not come until 5th May this year - will exult many times in their Resurrection chant: “Christ is risen from the dead, by death destroying death, and on those in the tombs bestowing life.”

 In the western Easter Sequence, the verse sung before the Gospel, we find the same paradox: “Death and life contended: combat strangely ended. Life’s own champion slain: yet lives to reign.”  

Death swallowed up Life, but was itself destroyed by it. Hell took the bait of Christ, and found itself invaded by God Himself. The keys of authority over death were snatched from Satan’s grasp. The Enemy was vanquished and the human race set free from slavery to death.

The message goes forth to the whole world:  

“By Your cross You destroyed death; You opened Paradise to the thief; You changed the lamentation of the myrrh-bearers to joy, and charged the apostles to proclaim that You are risen, O Christ our God, offering great mercy to the world.”

 Every now and then it does us good to look at the explosion of Resurrection life in the world. Here are the 1998 statistics published for World Mission Day 2000. At a time when parts of the BBC and ITV revel in their anti-Catholic propaganda, highlighting scandals and alleging cruelties, it is worth setting the record straight:

 There are 1.056 billion Catholics out of 2 billion Christians and a world population of 6.055 billion. 75% of Catholics live in the Third World.

The Catholic Church is the largest single provider of healthcare and education in the world.  Here is the Church’s commitment to healthcare in over 230 countries:

 5,215 Hospitals

16,428 Dispensaries

823 Leper Centres

12,605 Homes for the Elderly or the Handicapped

8,147 Orphanages

10,666 Infant Clinics

 Here similarly is the Catholic Church’s commitment to the education and well-being of young people:

 In kindergartens 5.22 million children

58274 Primary schools with 25.47 million pupils

88930 Secondary Schools with 14.04 million pupils

35569 High schools with 1.59 million pupils

Colleges and Universities with 2.11 million students

This makes a total of 48.46 million young people in Catholic institutions

 

These statistics do not include training and Vocational colleges, nor institutions run by Catholics in voluntary organisations but not officially under the Catholic name, nor the work of lay Catholics in the secular sphere.

We should not imagine that the Church’s labours are exclusively for the benefit of Catholics. An institution like the Catholic University of Bethlehem has 90% Muslim students. In many Third World countries not only does the Church provide some of the best schools, even the backbone of the education system, but She educates pupils of all faiths. 

1.05 billion Catholics make up at least 52% of world Christianity, but if one adds in the work of  denominational Christians - the 4% of Anglicans, 11% Orthodox, 17% Protestant (Methodist, Presbyterian, Baptist, Lutheran, Reformed), 10% ethnic Evangelical and Pentecostal groups and 6% unaffiliated – in total there exist over 24,000 sects outside the Catholic Church -  we gain some idea of the massive Christian contribution worldwide to healthcare and education.  

The British NHS and Department of Education are small fry when compared to the Catholic Church’s global involvement in education and healthcare. Perhaps it is they who should be asking our experience about healthcare and education, not imposing their ever more onerous bureaucracy and petty regulations upon our schools, hospitals and nursing homes.

The 600 Catholic hospitals in the USA alone deal with about 77 million patients per year.

Moreover, Church religious orders and agencies have been involved in education since the earliest centuries. From the fifth and sixth centuries we have the earliest Christian involvement in nursing and medicine, especially by the monasteries - earlier if we count St Luke and SS Cosmas and Damian. Even in Britain many of our Catholic schools pre-date the Education Act of 1870 when the State started to involve itself in education.

England’s ancient universities of Oxford and Cambridge were Catholic foundations for the training of the clergy. Not to mention the oldest Universities of Europe: the Sorbonne (Paris), Bologna, Salerno, Padua, Prague, Cologne and Salamanca. 


Scottish readers can perhaps enlighten us about the Catholic origins of St Andrews, Edinburgh, Glasgow and Aberdeen universities.

The Catholic Church built many of the finest and most beautiful edifices in our nation: Canterbury cathedral, York Minster, Lincoln and Durham, Westminster Abbey and Salisbury, Tintern and Fountains Abbeys.

Until about 1530 the Catholic Church effectively provided the welfare state in these islands - through its parish, monastic and cathedral schools, monastic hospitals and almshouses. The Crown’s closure and destruction of the monasteries left hundreds of thousands of the poor, the sick and the aged with nowhere to turn for help.  

The Crown grabbed the Church’s lands and wealth for its own enrichment and to buy the allegiance of its rich collaborators. We know today that the Royal Family – the wealthiest in the country - is still fond of taxpayers’ money. From 1530 to 1946 the British poor and sick were robbed of welfare provision by the established State and by liberal capitalist economics.

For all that the armchair atheists and TV producers are obsessed with attacking Christianity, one searches long and hard to find a single hospital, hospice, charitable organisation, school or university founded by atheists for the betterment of the human race: University College London, possibly, or the Moscow State University? 

What have tedious egotistical atheists produced in terms of beautiful architecture, or art or music, come to that? Show me the atheist to rival Palestrina or Mozart, Caravaggio or Rubens. The atheist is full of carping criticism: let him match our record of charitable and artistic endeavour before he spouts forth.

When human beings try to build a society without God they build hell on earth: Albania under Enver Hoxha, Stalin’s USSR, Mao’s China, present-day North Korea and Vietnam. It is difficult to comprehend why the godless ones of the chattering classes are so intent upon repeating these failed experiments. Is it just that they would do anything rather than bow down and obey a Supreme Being greater than themselves, however benevolent He might be?

“You must believe Me when I say that I am in the Father and the Father is in Me; believe it on the evidence of this work, if for no other reason,” Jesus urged his listeners. “Whoever believes in Me will perform the same works as I do Myself, indeed, he will perform even greater works . . “ (John 14:11-12) We, the Mystical Body of Christ, can repeat the Lord’s words today. 

The Empire of the Roman Caesars has fallen into the dust. The rule of Byzantium, the Emperors of China, the Moghuls of India, the Arab kaliphate and the Tsars of Muscovy have all disintegrated. It is the supernatural life of the Resurrection which for two millennia has sustained the Catholic Church. 

