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“Then 1 heard a loud voice in heaven, proclaining,
Now have come the salvation and the power and the kingdom of onr God,
and the anthority of bis Messiab. ..."”
Revelation:12:10a

y first catechism book was called Jesus and I. On
Mthe front cover of the little blue book was a full

color picture of a couple of adorable children
crossing a little bridge in a beautiful garden. Behind them,
hovering hugely and protectively, with a wing-span that
would do a Boeing jet proud, was their guardian angel.
One of the first lessons that I remember from catechism
class was that all of us had both a guardian angel, and an
evil angel—the devil—that always accompanied us, and in
life, our challenge would be to listen to our good angel and
to pay no attention to our bad angel. When we listened to
our bad angel, that was when we sinned. Thus, for me, the
first lesson that I received in ethics in the context of
Christian religious education in church, was a lesson that
was focused on angels. Whether I did good or evil was the
response I paid to the two angels that would accompany
me each day of the rest of my life.

Angels are found throughout scripture. We all have our
favorite angel story. Mine is Jacob wrestling with the angel
in the wilderness throughout the night. Jacob is getting the
best of the angel, and exacts a promise from the angel
before Jacob will let him ago. The angel gives Jacob a
blessing and a new identity—Israe/—but then, Jacob is
lamed for life because of the violent encounter with God’s
warring messenger.

Guatinto d’Arpo, (active 1338-1368 in Padua),
“Angel,” tempera on panel, Museo Civico, Padua

! Michael and All Angels: Daniel 10:10-14, 12:1-3; Psalm 103:1-5, 20-22; Revelation 12:7-12; Luke 10:17-20.



From the very first book of the Bible, in Genesis, we find many angels. We find them throughout
the last book of the Bible, in Revelation, in which the angel hosts are virtually uncountable. In terms
of Jesus’” own life, his conception is announced by an angel, angel choirs herald his birth first to the
shepherds, and then throughout all of the heavens; angels come to take care of him after his sojourn
and torment in the wilderness; and after his resurrection, when Jesus’ followers peer into the tomb,
they do not find Jesus’ body, but they see two luminous figures, attending the cave that so recently
was the resting place of the Son of God.

Today, we have transferred the feast of St. Michael and All Angels to this morning’s Sunday’s
services. Based on scripture, we conclude about Michael the Archangel that he was given by God
several sacred duties: to fight against Satan, to rescue the souls of the faithful from the power of the
enemy, especially at the hour of death; to be the champion of God’s people, the Jews in the Old
Law, and Christians in the New Testament; and to bring our souls to judgment.”> Michael is
frequently pictured wearing a suit of armor and carrying a sword. He is a warrior angel, working at
God’s behest to defeat evil on earth and beyond.

I chose to transfer this feast day to this particular Sunday because I wanted all of us to spend some
time thinking about angels and what the existence of angels might mean in our lives as Christians,
because for the singular reason, angels prefigure so prominently in scripture. I want to start out with
a frank admission: I don’t know what to think of angels. I am not willing, even in the face of my
own modernistic, strong secular point of view, to say that angels are merely an artifact of ancient
mythical scriptural storytelling, and therefore have no real existence other than as poetic metaphor.
However, on the other hand, I am not much interested in our romantic images of angels in which
male angels are like buff surfer dudes with hearts of gold. Similarly, I do not think that female angels
are all like a young, blond Catherine Deneuve, the radiant French actress, with an ingenue’s ethereal,
timeless beauty. Truly, most syrupy Christmas card angels make me cringe.

This past week, anticipating this morning’s sermon, I’ve been asking people, “So, what do yox think
of angels?” When people understand that my question is sincere (that I'm not being sarcastic and I
won’t make fun of their answers), they have answered me. None of the people I asked has said that
they simply do not believe in angels.” In fact, some people have told me stories in which they
attribute some bit of unanticipated fortune or sense of transcendent “presence” or an “awareness”
to angelic power. Because the word ange/ means “messenger” or more precisely, “one sent by God,”
the answers I have received actually seem to me to be theologically sound, rather than suspect.

With regard to angels, here are some of the limbs I’'m willing to shimmy out on. But the truth is, 'm
left with more questions than answers.

I put God in the center of the cosmos. You should by now all know that about me. If I believe that
God, the Creator, made human beings, I have to leave open the possibility that God created other
sentient beings who exist beyond human boundaries. I can’t prove the existence of angels, but I
certainly can ask the question, “As a creative project, why would God stop with having created

2 The Catholic encyclopedia online: www.newadvent.org/cathen/10275b.htm; most of this passage is a direct quote.

3 However, | didn’t bother asking people | knew who were unchurched or worldly unbelievers.
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human beings only?” I think it would be a nice boost for human humility to believe that there are
“powers and principalities” that are beyond human ken.

Moreover, I believe both that God has a “voice” and there are important things that God wants us
humans to “hear.” I would not limit the means that God uses to enable us to hear what God wants
to say to us. Scripture accords to angels one aspect of being the “voice of God.” Interestingly and
importantly, both Hebrew scripture and our New Testament invest human beings with the
responsibility to be God’s voice, as well.

I believe also that God infuses human lives with grace. I would not limit God’s ability to bathe us in
grace. We believe that as sacraments, both baptism and Holy Communion are the means to God’s
grace. We all learned that in those catechism classes I've already averred to. As I said here last week
in my sermon, human beings “swim” in God’s grace just as fish swim in water. Might angels be one
more conduit of God’s grace? That is an interesting and powerful question.

Finally, God has a vested interest in human well-being. God knows that humans suffer and that we
live with the potential for great harm, misery, and injury. I believe that God’s means us no harm, and
God suffers alongside us. Might angels help God protect us—both from physical harm, as well as
the harm of sin and evil? Again, these are interesting and powerful questions.

I have to admit to you that little that I have spoken about this morning can be found in mainstream
Lutheran theology. Martin Luther had little patience for mysticism, romanticism, and personal
revelation, and it’s difficult to think about angels outside of the realms of human imagination and
feeling. So, in some respect, this may be among the least “Lutheran” sermon I've ever given.

As a word of caution, whatever we think of angels—and I’ve been doing a lot of thinking about
them lately and have come down on the side of personally believing in angels—we must not confuse
them with God. They are not objects of prayer or worship. If there be angels, they exist not outside,
but rather perfectly within the kingdom of God. Shakespeare’s Hamlet wondered aloud about the
shape of angels. I've often wondered what angels look like, too, and the fact that in our scriptures,
that angels usually start out by telling us to “fear not,” makes me suspect that angels look non-
human and surprising to our eyes. Yes, Hamlet wondered about the shape of angels, but he did not
question speaking to them or about them. “And the angel said unto them, ‘Fear not: for, behold, I
bring you good tidings of great joy, which shall be to all people.”” Remember that the message from
all angels is about God’s commitment to our salvation.
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