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NOTA BENE: NOTES FROM THE PASTOR 

 

FROM THE WORD I 
 

Water, Blood, and Spirit Crying: A Good Friday meditation on Genesis 1–2, John 18–29, and I John 5:5–8. 
 

n the beginning God created the heaven and the earth” (Gen 1:1).  God created out of 
nothing, for He is God and He does not need any raw materials.  God created by the 
simple power of His Word, saying, “Let there be light,” and there was light and 
darkness, the earth and the sea, and all that dwell therein.  And on the sixth day of 
creation, a Friday, God the Father took His creative powers to new heights.  He 
scooped up the dust of His virgin earth to make a man in His own image.  This is the 
crown of His creation, for man was created in God’s image, i.e., as God’s son.  But as 
God surveyed the creation He had made out of nothing and by the power of His Word, 
He realized that it was not good for man to be alone.  So He put Adam into a deep 
sleep, took one his ribs from his 
side, “And the rib, which the 

Lord God had taken from man, made He a woman, and 
brought her unto the man” (Gen 2:22).  As Adam surveyed 
the woman made in God’s image and from his own side, 
he said, “This is now bone of my bones, and flesh of my 
flesh: she shall be called Woman, because she was taken 
out of Man” (Gen 2:23).  
 

“In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with 
God, and the Word was God” (Jn 1:1).  St. John echoes the 
opening words of Genesis because he is rewriting Genesis 
according to its fulfillment in Christ.  In Christ, God still 
creates out of nothing.  Christ was conceived by the Holy 
Spirit, without earthly father.  And God still creates by the 
power of His Word, for the Word who created all things in 
the beginning set out to make all things new in Christ.  
See, dearly beloved, the parallels between Genesis 1–2 and 
John 18–19 in the account just read!  Jesus’s passion 
begins and ends in a garden, recalling the Garden of Eden.  
The Passion culminates on a Friday, the sixth day of the 
week, recalling God’s creation of  

 

(Continued on page 3) 
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NOTA BENE: NOTES FROM THE PASTOR  

 

FROM THE WORD I (continued from page 1) 

 

The New Adam must leave his earthly family to be united to his baptismal family.  And tonight we especially 
want to highlight the spirit, water, and blood flowing from the side of the New Adam.  After Jesus handed His 
spirit over into death, water and blood flowed from His pierced side, from which He will make a bride for 
Himself. 
 

“That which was from the beginning, which we have heard, which we have seen with our eyes, which we have 
looked upon, and our hands have handled ... we declare to you” (I Jn. 1:1,3).  The First Epistle of John echoes 
Genesis and the Gospel of John by dropping the life-giving Word, the One Who was in the beginning, into our 
laps.  In the church today, God is still creating out of nothing.  We poor sinners are the image of fallen Adam.  
We have nothing to offer to God but sin and death, rebellion and bloodshed.  “If we say that we have not 
sinned, we make [God] a liar, and His word is not in us” (I Jn. 1:10).  But by the simple power of His Word, 
God still creates a bride for Himself and makes all things new in Christ.  “This is He who came by water and 
blood––Jesus Christ. ... And it is the Sprit who bears witness, because the Spirit is truth” (I Jn 5:6).  The three 
elements of creation that flowed from the side of the crucified One are the stuff of salvation, for God uses the 
Spirit, water, and blood to re-create us in Christ.  “There are three that bear witness on earth: The Spirit, the 
water, and the blood; and these three agree as one” (I Jn 5:8).  The Holy Spirit is present in the preached Word, 
to forgive our sins by the simple power of His Word, and cleanses us from all unrighteousness.  The water that 
flowed from Jesus side has pooled in baptismal fonts, that we may die to sin and live a new life in Christ.  And 
the blood that flowed from Jesus’ pierced side has flowed into the common cup, that we may drink of His 
blood, be purified from all sin, and walk as Adam and Eve in perfect fellowship with God, our heavenly Father.  
Spirit, water, and blood – three witnesses on earth that are as sure and certain as the three witnesses in heaven, 
the Father, the Word (Son), and the Holy Spirit.  As one hymn writer puts it: “Water, blood, and Spirit crying, 
by their witness testifying to the One whose death-defying life has come with life for all” (LSB 597.1). 
 
FROM THE WORD II 

An Easter sermon excerpt on the three-fold acclamation of Christ: Christ has died!  Christ has risen!  Christ 
will come again! 
 

hrist has died.  The resurrection looks back at the cross, indeed, the resurrection proclaims the good news 
of the cross.  Think about it––of what value is Easter Sunday without Good Friday?  Jesus’ death paid the 
price for our sins, and His resurrection publishes the word of  the cross to the world.  That’s why there’s 

an angel or messenger, the faithful women, the apostles, and many more – so they can go and tell everyone 
what Jesus has done once for all by His death.  We must distinguish the Christian view of Jesus’ death from the 
Roman Catholic idea that Christ must be sacrificed again and again.  Perhaps you’ve heard your Roman 
Catholic friends talk about the “sacrifice of the mass,” a language that grows out of their false teaching that we 
gather for the Lord’s Supper to re-sacrifice Christ as an ongoing atonement for our sins.  But the original 
language of the New Testament makes it clear that Christ’s death is a one-time, calendar day event that cannot 
and should not be repeated.  St. Paul says, “Christ died but once to put away sin” and “Christ rising again from 
the dead, now dieth not.”  So the cross as a one-time, past event need not be repeated, but only proclaimed.  So 
today, as we begin the fifty great days of the church year from Easter Sunday to Pentecost, we do not breathe a 
sigh of relief that the Lenten season of repentance is over and try to forget about the cross.  Rather, repent!  
Christ died for your sins that you, too, should die to sin through daily repentance; to daily mortify everything in 
you that is not of Christ, and that a new man daily arise to live before God in righteousness and purity forever.   
 

Christ is risen.  This is the meaning of the resurrection right here, right now:  Christ is risen!  And even now He 
reigns as the risen, ascended, and exalted Lord.  So where the New Testament proclaims His death as a one-
time, past event, it proclaims His resurrection as an event that started that first Easter with implications to the 
present day.  The risen One is in heaven now; He is exalted now; He is sacramentally present now.  That’s why 
St. Mark begins his gospel with the words, “The beginning of the gospel of Jesus Christ, the Son of God” (1:1). 

C 
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NOTA BENE: NOTES FROM THE PASTOR  

 

FROM THE WORD II (continued from page 3) 

 

The gospel begins with St. Mark’s account of Jesus’ life, especially His death and resurrection.  And the gospel 
has no end!  The gospel continues for you this very day, for as Jesus’s death calls you to crucify your sin 
through daily repentance, so His life calls you to live as Christ lives––living unto God, glorifying God the 
Father, and daily receiving and believing in our new life of full and free forgiveness in Christ.  His resurrection 

calls you to be baptized and to live in the daily implications of 
baptism; to be absolved and daily live in the joy of full and free 
forgiveness; to be fed His true body and blood and daily live in the joy 
and strength of this Easter feast. 
 

Christ will come again!  This is the meaning of Jesus’ resurrection for 
our future.  We have our part in Jesus’s death by crucifying our sin.  
We have our part in His resurrection by living a new life in Christ.  
And we have our part in Jesus’ second coming as we look forward to 
the final resurrection of the body and the life everlasting.  St. Paul says 
that Christ, who died once, rose as “the first fruits of them that sleep.”  
Note well the distinction, dearly beloved––Christ died.  The believers 
merely sleep, a subtle promise that those who sleep in Christ will also 
rise from the dead.  And Christ is the “first fruit,” sort of the first 
tomato to ripen on the vine in the spring.  Where one fruit sprouts to 
life, many more will follow.  So it is for us in Christ!  Think of the 
good news this means for these dying bodies.  That loved one whose 
deadly disease keeps returning; that friend at whose grave you recently 
wept; that dying and diseased body of yours in which you are trapped 
every day – these will all be fully restored to life on the last day!  “For 
as in Adam all men do die, so by Christ all men shall be restored to 
life.”  When Christ comes again to judge the living and the dead, He 
will bring with Him the last Easter gifts:  the resurrection of the very 

body in which you are living, and your life everlasting in Christ, where pain and suffering are no more and 
Christ will be your all in all; and it’s certain because Christ has died, Christ is risen, and Christ will come again. 
 

FROM THE CATECHISM / ON THE DIVINE LITURGY 
Reflections on the Order of the Confessional Service, The Lutheran Hymnal, pp. 46–49. 
 

uring Holy Week 2010, we will reintroduce the “Order of the Confessional Service” from TLH.  This will 
serve as our service for Wednesday of Holy Week, giving us a complete octave of eight services from 
Palm Sunday to Easter Sunday.  The following reflections on this order of corporate confession and 

absolution will help us pray this service with understanding. 
 

The service begins with the invocation (p. 46), which might be preceded by a hymn of repentance.  The 
invocation is baptismal.  It recalls that we were once baptized into the name of the Holy Trinity, that we live 
every day in His name, and that our life is permeated by daily repentance and faith.  The versicles continue as in 
matins or vespers, but then the vocabulary shifts to Psalm 51: “The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit / A 
broken and contrite heart, O God, Thou wilt not despise.”  Psalm 51 is a penitential psalm, i.e., a psalm that 
gives us the words to confess our sins.  Its inclusion here is fitting since the point of the confessional service is 
to confess our sins and receive God’s forgiveness. 
 

After the “Glory be to the Father,” a scripture lesson may follow.  Since we will be praying this order of service 
on Wednesday of Holy Week, it will be fitting to read the appointed lessons for this day.  It is also appropriate 
to read portions of scripture that deal with repentant sinners being restored to God’s flock.  After the scripture 
lesson may follow the Confessional Address and/or the Exhortation.  The former is a fancy way of saying a 
sermon on repentance and faith.  The latter is printed in TLH (pp. 47–48) and draws us from baptism to 
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confession to the Lord’s Supper.  The printed exhortation is particularly appropriate for Wednesday of Holy 
Week since the following day is Maundy Thursday, with its special focus on the Lord’s Supper.   
 

The absolution also has two formulas (p. 48), the traditional absolution and a question-and-answer form.  The 
former is familiar from the Common Service (“Page 15”).  The latter, however, is lesser known and, I fear, 
rarely used today.  Somewhat reminiscent of Martin Luther’s Questions and Answers in the Small Catechism, 
this series of five questions invites us to ponder the depth of our sins and the magnitude of God’s grace.  “Do 
you sincerely confess that you have sinned against God and deserved His wrath and punishment?  I do confess, 
etc.”  This series of questions and answers leads to the absolution: “I forgive you all your sins, etc.”  The 
conclusion of the service (p. 49) follows a similar pattern to matins and vespers: collect(s), benediction, and 
silent prayer.   
 

But the faithful still ask, why? Why conduct the Order of the Confessional Service when we already have 
corporate and individual confession and absolution in our church?  Two reasons come to mind.  First, the order 
of corporate confession and absolution (TLH pp. 15–16), while a perfectly legitimate service, is essentially 
emergency roadside service.  In other words, it is a bare-bones service intended for those who do not make 
regular use of individual confession and absolution.  The Order of the Confessional Service is a much fuller and 
more complete service, with more extensive focus on the depth of our sin (Law) and the power of forgiveness 
(Gospel).  Second, the corporate nature of the Order of the Confessional Service contains certain theological 
gems that are not present in individual confession and absolution: the versicles, the exhortation, corporate hymn 
singing, and the collects, just to name a few.  In short, the Order of the Confessional Service is a meet, right, 
and salutary return to the waters of baptism and preparation for the Lord’s Supper, especially fitting for 
Wednesday of Holy Week. 

 

 When I urge you to go to confession, I am simply urging you to be a Christian. 
       ––Martin Luther, Large Catechism 
 

FROM THE HYMNAL 
Our mid-week Lenten services and daily devotions this year are shaped by the hymn, “O Sacred Head, Now 
Wounded” (TLH 172).  Here follows some background on this timeless Lenten treasure.  
 

his hymn is based on the seventh and final poem of a series of medieval poems addressed to various 
members of the body of the crucified Christ: His feet, knees, hands, side, breast, heart, and face.  Here is 
the seventh poem, along with an introductory psalm verse, in its entirety: 

 

Make thy face to shine upon thy servant: Save me for thy mercy’s sake [Psalm 31:17]. 

Hail, blood-stained head, all crowned with thorns, beaten, wounded, struck with a reed,  
 Thy face spat upon. 

Since I must die, be then not far from me, in the terrible hour of death come, Jesu,  
 without delay, protect and set me free. 

When you bid me go, dear Jesu, then appear, O lover, to be embraced, show then thyself  
 on the cross of salvation.  Amen. 

 

One can especially see the similarity between these poetic verses and stanzas 1, 9, and 10 in TLH.  Consider 
especially stanza 10, often used as a deathbed prayer by Lutherans: 

 

 Be Thou my Consolation, my Shield when I must die; 
 Remind me of Thy Passion when my last hour draws nigh. 
 Mine eyes shall then behold Thee, upon Thy cross shall dwell, 
 My heart by faith enfold Thee. Who dieth thus dies well. 

 

The hymn as we know it in TLH is attributed to medieval theologian, Bernard of Clairvaux, but his authorship is 
uncertain.  It is also associated with the Lutheran hymn writer, Paul Gerhardt, who translated it into German.  
We are especially thankful that TLH retains ten stanzas, while most hymnals since TLH have shortened this core 
Lutheran hymn to a fraction of its original size.   
 

The tune, often known as the “Passion Chorale,” was composed by Hans Leo Hassler in a secular context and 
first appeared in 1601.  It was first wedded to this text by Johann Crüger in 1656 and later popularized (if not 
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NOTA BENE: NOTES FROM THE PASTOR  

 

FROM THE HYMNAL (continued) 
immortalized) by J. S. Bach in his St. Matthew Passion.  It is a perfect marriage between text and tune, as 
happily wedded as are the text and tune of “Wake, Awake, for Night is Flying” and “How Lovely Shines the 
Morning Star,” the King and Queen of chorales, respectively. 
 

But most profound, of course, is the theology of this hymn.  Here the believer encounters the crucified One not 
in the abstract, but as Christ for me.  The bleeding head is gory, beaten, and bloody, but it is a joy for the 
believer to claim Christ’s head by faith (stanzas 1–3).  Christ suffered not for Himself, but for me (stanza 4), 
that He might receive me as His own sheep (stanza 5) who will never leave the Good Shepherd, but abide in His 
flock forever (stanza 6).  God’s true glory is in the cross (stanza 7), whose joy is beyond all telling (stanza 8).  
And even in the hour of death, His presence cheers us (stanza 9) and enfolds us in His own death (stanza 10).   
In short, “O Sacred Head, Now Wounded” is a perfect summary of our Lenten journey through Good Friday to 
the glories of Easter Sunday.  It bids us not to take a detour around the cross, but rather to go through the cross 
and discover yet again how God bids us to take up our cross and follow Him through death to life eternal. 
 
PASTORAL NEWS & NOTES 
 

● I am available for individual confession and absolution by appointment.  If you cannot reach me at church, 
please try my cell, 718-791-3490. 
 

● Adult Bible Study meets every Sunday at 9:30 A.M.  The class is currently studying the book of Leviticus.  
By the time this issue of the Epistle appears in print, however, the class will probably have moved on to the 
book of Hebrews.  This will easily occupy our time together through the end of June.  Come and learn about 
how Christ is our Great High Priest in human flesh. 
 

● Reminder: there will be no Bible Study or Sunday School on Palm Sunday (March 28) and Easter (April 4). 
 

● Please remember to make use of the laminated church calendar on the wall of the church office.  If you 
schedule a meeting or any other event, please write it on the church calendar with your own hand.  The 
secretary will then include it in the bulletin, the printed church calendar, and on the Redeemer website.   
 

           
 

NEW MEMBER 
 
 

edeemer welcomes Gail Edwards and her son Corum Carter, who recently moved to the Bayside from 
Wisconsin.  Gail became a member of Redeemer by profession of faith/transfer from Christ Memorial 
Lutheran Church, Madison, during the Divine Service on Quinquagesima Sunday, February 14.  Please 

take at least a moment to greet them in the peace of the Lord and welcome them to the congregation. 
 
 
 

           

 

MEMORIALS 
 

 Donations in memory of EIVOR MCCUTCHEON were given by: 
 

Helga Morell                            Joan Firmery  

 

Anneliese Schaefer 
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SERVICES for LENT & HOLY WEEK  

 

         

 
 

REDEEMER  LUTHERAN  CHURCH 
Lutheran Church – Missouri Synod 

36-01 Bell Boulevard, Bayside, NY 11361 
718-229-5770 

Rev. Brian J. Hamer, Pastor

Feb. 24  through  March 24 
Wednesday Lenten Vespers 
7:30 p.m. 
The theme will be the hymn “O Sacred Head, 
Now Wounded.” 
 
March 28  Palm Sunday  
Divine Service 10:30 a.m. 
Pancake Brunch follows service 
No Sunday School or Bible Study today. 
 
March 29 Monday of Holy Week 
Matins 10:50 a.m. 
With the students of LSF&B. 
 
March 30 Tuesday of Holy Week 
Matins 10:50 a.m. 
With the students of LSF&B. 
 

March 31  Wednesday of 
Holy Week  Order of 

the Confessional Service  
7:30 p.m. 

 

April 1  Maundy Thursday  
Holy Communion  

7:30 p.m. 

 

April 2  Good Friday 
Tenebrae Service 7:30 p.m. 

 

April 3  Holy Saturday 
Vespers 1:00 p.m.  

Immediately preceding the  
Easter-egg hunt. 

 

April 4  Easter Sunday 
Divine Service 10:30 a.m. 

No Sunday School or Bible Study today. 
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Church Cleaning Volunteers STILL Needed!!! 
 

edeemer is saving a great deal of badly needed money by using an all-volunteer cleaning crew, yet despite 
the many people who thought this was a great idea, the number of volunteers coming forward to help has 

been underwhelming.  The good people who are doing the work every week could use a hand so that the 
responsibility does not become too burdensome.  The time to volunteer and put your elbow grease where your 
mouth is, so to speak, NOW.  There are simple chores such as dusting and vacuuming that must be done 
weekly.  The more people that volunteer, the easier the job will be.  If you would like to help, please contact 
(and thank) Anneliese Schaefer or Annette Leroux, who are coordinating the efforts.   
 
 
 

                
 

Church Work Day/Living Nativity 
 

he February workday, scheduled for Saturday, February 27, had to be cancelled because of the great 
snowstorm that week, and will be rescheduled to a Saturday in March.  We really need to take down the 
Living Nativity sets, preferably before Easter!  Please think positively about volunteering for the 

upcoming workday the date of which will be announced shortly. 

 
 
 
 
 

                 
 
 

A PASTORAL REVIEW 
 

The 1529 Holy Week and Easter Sermons of Dr. Martin Luther, edited and translated by Irving L. Sandberg, 
Concordia, St. Louis, MO, 1999. 
 

 hesitate to mention that I have rarely seen a layman toting around a collection 
of sermons by the blessed Dr. Luther.  Nevertheless, I have seen folks carrying 
heterodox books, such as The Purpose-Driven Life or Your Best Life Now, 

works of convoluted and distorted theology that cry out for Luther’s sermons in 
English!   

 

The most popular collection of Luther’s sermons in English is probably the three-
volume Luther’s House Postils, edited by the late LCMS theologian, Eugene F. 
Klug.  This handsome collection includes several dozen sermons preached in the 
Luther house, usually on Sunday afternoon and always following the historic 
lection that we know from the Lutheran Hymnal.  Most folks probably will not 
spring for three hardback volumes, however. 

 

Enter the The 1529 Holy Week and Easter Sermons of Dr. Martin Luther.  These 
Sunday morning sermons are arranged chronologically and follow the liturgical 
ebb and flow of Holy Week.  The single-volume paperback is affordable, Luther’s 
vocabulary is accessible, and, above all, the application of law and gospel is 
timeless yet timely. 

 

Indeed, the definitive volume on Luther as a preacher still begs to be written in English, and this newsletter is 
not the place to even attempt such a massive tome.  Nevertheless, I think there are three aspects of Luther’s 
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sermons that deserve our attention and, therefore, will hopefully encourage the reader to buy, read, and digest 
this volume of Luther’s sermons. 

 

First, Luther’s vocabulary under the first article of the 
Creed is simple and clear.  I suspect that one barrier to 
buying and reading Luther’s sermons for the average 
Redeemerite is the thought that a volume of Luther’s 
sermons will also require an unabridged dictionary to help 
one comprehend the greatest mind since St. Augustine.  
Fear not!  Luther can enter the academic stratosphere, but 
he simply did not attempt such heights in his sermons.  It is 
as if Luther read E. B. White’s The Elements of Style, a 
manual on writing which instructs the writer to employ 
plainness, simplicity, orderliness, and sincerity.  In 
addition to his accessible language, Luther the pastor also 
tends to favor the concrete over the abstract.  There are no 
journeys into Aristotelian philosophy or the tenets of 

medieval scholasticism, even though Luther knew both of these academic endeavors from his childhood.  In 
Luther’s sermons, as in his hymns and his Small Catechism, there is God vs. devil, good vs. evil, man vs. Satan, 
death vs. life; there is law and gospel, grace and sacraments, church and ministry, forgiveness and eternal life––
all for you and for your salvation. 

 

Second, Luther’s Christology under the second article of the Creed is rich in grace.  The task of the Lutheran 
sermon is to preach Christ crucified.  All theology revolves around Christ and his forgiveness, so that every 
article of the faith (God, sin, justification, sanctification, etc.) is understood as it relates to the crucified One.  
Following Luther through Holy Week is like standing before a long line of stained glasses windows.  On Palm 
Sunday, Luther presents Christ as the One who enters our churchly Jerusalem in His word and sacraments.  We, 
in turn, welcome Him with shouts of “Hosanna!  Hosanna!  Hosanna!”  On Maundy Thursday, Luther preaches 
Christ as the One who washes our feet with the word of forgiveness, who commands us to wash one another’s 
feet, and who offers the greatest gift of all in His true body and blood.  On Good Friday, Luther presents Him in 
the context of the great mystery and most profound reality that ever occurred in this world of ours: God dropped 
dead on a cross.  And on Easter Sunday (the lion’s share of these sermons), Luther presents Christ as the victor 
over sin and eternal death, the One who reclaimed His life on the third day as the down payment on the final 
resurrection of our bodies on the last day.  From first to last, Luther’s task is always to hold Christ before the 
flock as the sum and substance of the Christian faith and as the only way to eternal life. 

 

Third, Luther’s doctrine of the church is thoroughly and unabashedly catholic (literally “according to the 
whole”) and evangelical (literally “of the gospel”).  On the catholic side, Luther stands squarely within the 
church year, preaching on the same historic gospels and epistles that we are privileged to retain in the Lutheran 
Hymnal.  Luther typically preached on the gospels on Sunday mornings and on the epistles on Sunday 
afternoon.  This reminds us that the reason for existence of the Reformation was not to depart from the good 
traditions of the catholic church, but to retain all good customs, that is, those that supported and highlighted the 
gospel.  On the evangelical side, Luther is ever cognizant of the fact that the reason for existence of the 
Christian church is to make Christ present in the means of grace.  For Luther, those who are baptized in the 
church have ultimately been baptized not just by their pastor, but by the hand of Christ.  Those who have heard 
the preached gospel have heard not just their pastor, but the voice of Christ.  Those who have communed at the 
altar have received Jesus’ true body and blood not just from their pastor, but ultimately from Christ Himself.   

 

By now it should be evident why this book recommendation also doubles as our pastoral review for this issue.  
Faithful laymen must know what to expect from a good sermon, as sure as the Greek-speaking Jews sent the 
following message to Jesus: “Sir, we would see Jesus.”  Most of what passes for good preaching today is 
shameful when held against the bright light of Luther’s sermons.  A venture into The 1529 Holy Week and 
Easter Sermons of Dr. Martin Luther will beckon us all back to the rock from which we were hewn and deepen 
our understanding of the apostolic preaching of the cross. 
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DIES IRAE, DIES ILLA 
 

n the section containing hymns about “Judgment,” The Lutheran Hymnal includes the most important hymn 
ever written on this subject: “Day of Wrath, O Day of Mourning” (TLH 607). It is a direct translation of the 
13th-century Latin hymn Dies irae, dies illa.  This 19-verse, 57-line text is most commonly attributed to 

Thomas of Celano (d. ca. 1250), a fellow friar and biographer of St. Francis of Assisi, although other authors 
have been suggested. Its poetic form is that of a sequence, a hymn-like structure, cast in rhymed trochaic meter. 
Musically, sequences were set syllabically, that is, each syllable of text had one note, unlike other liturgical 
chants, which often involved several or even many notes per syllable of text. Because of these traits, the 
sequence works well as a congregational hymn.  
 

The opening verses of Dies irae derive from the prophet Zephaniah, whose book deals with the coming day of 
judgment on Israel: “That day is a day of wrath, a day of trouble and distress, a day of wasteness and desolation, 
a day of darkness and gloominess, a day of clouds and thick darkness. A day of the trumpet and alarm against 
the fenced cities, and against the high towers” (1:15–16). The opening verses of TLH 607 make reference to the 
prophet (without naming Zephaniah), and to the day of wrath and the trumpet sound mentioned by him: (1) Day 
of wrath, O day of mourning! See fulfilled the Prophet’s warning, Heaven and earth in ashes burning. (3) 
Wondrous sound the trumpet flingeth, Through earth’s sepulchers it ringeth, All before the throne it bringeth. 
The “all” in verse 3 is, of course, all people, as we know from II Corinthians 5:10: “For we must all appear 
before the judgment seat of Christ.”  
 

In the Catholic liturgy, the Dies irae formerly belonged to the requiem mass (mass for the dead), which is sung 
annually on All Souls’ Day (2 November) in memory of the faithful departed. It is the liturgy for funeral masses 
and was also traditionally celebrated on the 3rd, 7th, and 30th day after a death or burial. A great number of 
musical settings of the requiem mass have been written, most of which include the Dies irae. The earliest 
polyphonic requiem is believed to be the Missa pro defunctis by Guillaume Dufay (ca. 1400–1474), and for the 
next 500 years most composers who worked for the church or in a princely court were called on to write at least 
one requiem mass, usually in connection with the death of an important patron. Well known today are the 
requiems by Mozart (1791, unfortunately left incomplete), Berlioz (1837), Verdi (1874), and Dvorak (1890).  

I 
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The Dies irae has probably received more translations into different languages than any other hymn of the 
church, with over 230 versions in English alone. Reckoning back one hundred years from ca. 1950, virtually 
every English-language hymnal included it. The English translation in TLH is by William J. Irons (1812–1883), 
an Anglican clergyman who himself penned many hymns and compiled hymnbooks. His translation of Dies 
irae (1848) is masterful in that it adheres closely to the original Latin text and preserves much of its vivid 
imagery, without sacrificing the integrity of idiomatic, poetic English.  
 

Indeed, vivid imagery occurs in almost every verse of the Dies irae. The first six verses paint a frightening 
picture of the Last Judgment, the day when “the earth will dissolve in ashes” and “whatever is hidden will 
reveal itself; nothing will remain unavenged.” The remaining thirteen verses contain the words of the suppliant, 
pleading for mercy. Over and over he confesses his guilt and accuses himself: “what shall I say, miserable 
wretch that I am;” “I groan like a guilty man;” “My prayers are not worthy.” In the midst of his admitted burden 
of sin, he can only beg for mercy: “Save me, O fount of goodness;” “Spare a suppliant, O God;” “Call me with 
the blessed.”  
 

Such intense and colorful poetry typically inspired composers to write in a highly dramatic style, in which the 
music paints the words in sound. Powerful harmonies and dissonances evoke the scenes of death and 
destruction and the agonies of the lost, while lyrical and gentle melodies imitate the blessed state of the saved. 
For most composers, more than any other text of the mass, the words and music of the Dies irae are inseparable. 
Not only is the entire movement cast in a “pathetic style,” but also individual sections of text and even single 
words are literally “translated” into music. A classic example is the phrase “Tuba mirum spargens sonum per 
sepulchra regionum” (A trumpet, spreading a wondrous sound through all the graves of the land). At this point 
in the text, the “tuba” (meaning trumpet or other loud brass instrument) is heard, and we may recall the end that 
St. Paul promised: “The trumpet shall sound, and the dead shall be raised incorruptible, and we shall be 
changed” (I Cor. 15).  Another word that easily works as a musical motiv is “tremor,” which means trembling 
and/or fear, or an object that causes those reactions. In music, “tremor” comes over as a “tremolo,” a rapid 
reiteration of the same tone or of two different tones, usually by a stringed instrument. This technique gives a 
shuddering effect, heightening the sense of fright in the listener. Again, we think of St. Paul’s warning: “Work 
out your salvation with fear and trembling.” (Phil. 2:12) The translator of TLH 607 renders “tremor” as the 
“fear” that will beset a man when the Judge descends to give sentence.  
 

In conclusion, the Dies irae hymn in its original form and in translation summarizes the Last Judgment better 
than any other hymn on that subject. It paints a sobering picture of what awaits every human being at the end.  
As Lutherans, we do not pray the Dies irae for the dead at funerals. Nevertheless, this great hymn serves well to 
remind us that we will all face judgment, and we will do well to pray and sing “Day of Wrath, O Day of 
Mourning” to keep in mind that future event. Given this reality, it is unfortunate that the Dies irae hymn has 
been dropped from most recent Lutheran hymnals, as well as those of other denominations. It does not appear in 
the Lutheran Book of Worship, Lutheran Worship, or the new Lutheran Service Book. The elimination of TLH 
607 from subsequent Lutheran hymnals probably reflects editorial policies governing those books. In their zeal 
to stress “upbeat” worship in content and style and to reduce the impact of somber topics like sin, guilt, 
punishment, and hell, the editors cut many hymns on those themes. Perhaps TLH 607 was defined as a 
“downer,” a term used by a Lutheran pastor I once knew to refer to the powerful Good Friday hymn “O Darkest 
Woe” (TLH 167) and on that basis to disallow its use once a year in a Tenebrae service. On the contrary, in this 
time of rampant evil we need more than ever to be aware of the impending Last Judgment. No hymn helps us do 
that better than Dies irae.    

 

Jane Schatkin Hettrick, 
Director of Parish Music 

     
Easter Lily Memorial Forms  

are available in the Narthex 
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SUPPER CLUB 

 

Redeemer Night Out  

Westchester Broadway Dinner Theater 
Sunday, May 2, 2010 

 
See “SUGAR,” the musical based on the movie “Some Like it Hot,” 

& enjoy a wonderful dinner 

 

Tickets $67.oo each 
(includes show, dinner, tax, & tip) 

See Ellie Kehoe for reservations  
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 Jesus blest, 
My Help and Rest, 

With tears I now entreat Thee: 
Make me love Thee to the last, 
Till in heaven I greet Thee. 
(O Darkest Woe, v. 7, TLH 167, 
Johann Rist, 1641)  

O 


