In religious circles we’re used to hearing about those heroic figures who ‘see the light’ – who leave behind unbelief or sin and have conversions to a life of faith.  But what about those who start well but then lose their faith?  We don’t like being reminded of them.  Perhaps they embarrass us, or even frighten us.  Could this be because the nominal faith many of us profess is kept alive only by a fear to open our hearts to the real Person of God?  We are comforted by the cultural familiarity which protects us from facing the possibilities of doubt and disbelief, and thus the undoing of all that gives us identity and belonging.
There does appear to have been something cultural about Elgar’s cradle-Catholicism, but his choice to set Gerontius was too great a personal risk for him at the time for it to have had no genuine spiritual significance.  He’d just had his first big success with the Enigma Variations and this was his next commission.  To choose to set Cardinal Newman’s poem was seriously provocative and even foolhardy in a deeply Protestant country which still referred to Catholics derisively as ‘Papists’, and called the Roman Church ‘The Whore of Babylon’.  But he went ahead regardless, and declared that he’d written his soul into the work.  ‘This is the best of me’, he wrote on the score, and few have disagreed since.  Indeed, it was this very work which set me on the road towards conversion to Catholicism.
The man, Gerontius, was described by Elgar as an ordinary flesh-and-blood person, not a saint; someone facing death with fear as well as with faith.  But in some ways I think Elgar himself is the better example of an ordinary, representative human being.  Gerontius’ passionate declaration: ‘Firmly I believe and truly, God is Three and God is One’ might not come so easily to many of us in our final moments.  Growing old can find us tired and lethargic, the inconsistencies or contradictions in our faith seeming suddenly to jar more stridently in our final days of human loneliness.  Perhaps we can feel empathy for Elgar’s later disappointments and fragility more than for Gerontius’ eager greeting and questioning of the Angel.
The Dream of Gerontius has remained popular not just for musical reasons but because its dramatic subject-matter of life and death and transcendence echoes afresh in every generation.  Death is still the ultimate puzzle for all of us, and Newman does offer a cleanly etched picture of those mysterious moments on the edge of life and beyond.  Yet, a hundred years later, many Christians find it more helpful to look at the divine Artist’s hand rather than at what we think he might be drawing.  The Old Testament talks of God as a potter moulding clay – not a tidy, clean process; and Christ’s only known writing was his absent-minded finger-tracing in the dust as he forgave the woman caught in adultery and sent the religiously righteous away.  Both these examples show us God’s incredible flexibility, and His willingness to become mixed up in the messiness of human life – Hands shaping with rather than against the elements, creating everything and holding everything in existence out of love. 
The old Victorian catechisms of Elgar’s youth are now out of print; many rules and regulations have been changed or forgotten; and certain religious prejudices are melting away.  Newman was, in many ways, a prophetic figure, and I can’t help but think that Elgar would have been encouraged by a contemporary theology where God’s belief in us is a far more important starting point in the spiritual life than our faltering belief in Him, for it gives us the very reason to have faith in the first place.   
