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In the Name of the Father, and of the +Son, and of the Holy Spirit.
a     a     a

A few years ago we did a video study of Bishop NT Wright’s book
Surprised by Hope. It’s all about what we think heaven may be like
and what the Bible really says about it. Here’s a spoiler: Bp Wright
says we won’t go to heaven and become angels when we die, like
so many of us were taught as kids. Instead, God has a wonderful
plan involving a new heaven and a new earth that will be populated
by resurrected, glorified humans who will live and worship
alongside the holy angels. So to use an HGTV term, God’s going
to flip our planet! 

Well, last Saturday I got the chance to meet Bp Wright, and get
him to sign a book for me. And I took the opportunity to thank him
for the way he gets readers to look at Scripture through fresh eyes,
and not through our biased denominational lenses. In particular, I
pointed out Surprised by Hope, and how our little study group
found it to be such an eye-opener. He said that he keeps a few of
his books on hand to give away, and that that one is the most
popular because it dispels all those myths and misreadings of
Scripture that most of us have grown up with. So here’s my
shameless commercial plug: If you think you’d like to read some
NT Wright, but don’t know where to start, I recommend Surprised
by Hope, available in paperback from Amazon for $16.03. I’ll be
happy to order it for you because I get free shipping. Now back to
our regular program. 

Since we’re celebrating our patronal festival today, I’m going to
talk about our patron saint, Michael the archangel, and all the
angels. That word, angel, is used in a couple of different ways. It
comes from the Greek word áããåëïò (angelos) = messenger. So

when you see references in Scripture to “the angel of the Lord,”
you have to pay close attention to whether the passage is speaking
about a messenger of God, who might be a human prophet, or a
preacher, or one of those distinct creatures we call angels, like
Michael or Gabriel, or even God himself. For example, Psalm 34
says “The angel of the Lord encamps around those who fear him,
and delivers them” (v.7), by which it means the heavenly creatures
who protect God’s people. But when God spoke through the
prophet Malachi and said, “Behold, I send my messenger, and he
will prepare the way before me” (3.1), he’s talking about St John the
Baptist, who would come about 400 years after Malachi to prepare
the way for Jesus. So that passage could just as accurately be
translated as, “Behold, I send my (human) angel, to prepare the
way.” 

The prophets are all messengers of God in that sense, because they
are sent to deliver God’s evangel. In the middle of evangelist is its
root word angel. The evangel is the message; the angel is the
messenger; and evangelical has to do with proclaiming the
message. So every person who proclaims the Word of the Lord–
lectors, layreaders, preachers, confessors, spiritual directors and
ordinary people who are moved to apply biblical teaching to a
particular situation, is an angel, a messenger of God, an evangelist.
The Church uses that word in reference to human proclaimers of
God’s message, like Matthew, Mark, Luke and John, so as not to
confuse them with the heavenly messengers like Gabriel. 

Those are the ones we’re celebrating today– Michael our patron
saint, and Gabriel and all the creatures like them, and all those
heavenly creatures who may not be like him at all. We call them
angels because that’s how they usually relate to us. It’s like the
mailman. He’s got a name and a family and a life that probably
most of us know nothing about. We only know him because of how
he relates to us– he’s the mailman. (He’s a kind of angel too, by the
way, because he’s always bringing us messages of one kind or
another– kind offers to raise your credit card limit, or how to make



extra money working from home– messages we all love to
receive.) The tradition of the Church teaches that the realm of
angels is somewhat complicated. There are actually nine orders of
angels. One of the favorite hymns in the Anglican world names all
those orders in the first verse:

Ye watchers and ye holy ones,
bright seraphs, cherubim and thrones,1 2 3

raise the glad strain, Alleluia!
Cry out, dominions, princedoms, powers,4 5 6

virtues, archangels, angels choirs... Hymnal 1982, #6187 8 9

Some may ask, “Where’s that in the Bible?” Well, it’s not in any
one verse, but pieced together from all over the Bible (e.g. Eph 1.21;

Col 1.16). And after all, why would we assume that the spiritual
realm, that part of the creation that is invisible to us yet far bigger
than what we can see, is populated by only one kind of intelligent
creature? That would be like an alien visitor reporting that there’s
only one kind of mammal on earth. Who knows what kind of
creatures, and how many different ones, make up the host of
heaven, beyond what God has revealed in his word?

The prophet Isaiah gives a vivid description of the seraphim he saw
in his vision (-im= plural; singular= seraph). They’re thought to be
the highest order of angels because they stand closest to the throne
of God. The name literally means ‘burning ones’– they burn with
the brightness of God’s glory because they stand so close to him,
sort of like how Moses’ face was so bright after spending time with
God that the people couldn’t look at him (Ex 34:35). Isaiah says the
seraphim stood above God’s throne.

Each had six wings: with two he covered his face, and with two
he covered his feet, and with two he flew. And one called to
another and said: “Holy, holy, holy is the Lord of hosts; the whole
earth is full of his glory!” And the foundations of the thresholds
shook at the voice of him who called, and the house was filled
with smoke. (Isa 6.2-4)

St John saw lots of angels too, but he doesn’t describe them in any

detail in the book of Revelation, except to say at one point, when
one of them came down from heaven, “the earth was made bright
with his glory” (Rev 18.1). Whether that’s because he’s a seraph, or
because all the angels are bright with God’s glory, we don’t know.
I’m sure they all are. But we do know that they must be terrifying
creatures, because just about every time a human encounters an
angel in Scripture, the first thing the angel says is, “Fear not /
Don’t be afraid.” When the angel appeared to John the Baptist’s
father in the temple to tell him of the birth his son, he said, “Don’t
be afraid, Zechariah, for your prayer has been heard” (Lk 1.13).
When the archangel Gabriel visited Mary to tell her she was about
to become the Mother of God, he said, “Don’t be afraid, Mary, for
you have found favor with God” (Lk 1.30). And when the angels
appeared to the shepherds outside Bethlehem to announce the birth
of Jesus, they said, “Fear not, for behold, I bring you good news of
great joy that will be for all the people” (Lk 2.10). 

That’s about all we’ve got for descriptions of what they look like–
and please bear in mind that Jacob and Mary and John and all the
other people who actually saw them were doing their best to
describe in terms that humans could comprehend purely spiritual
creatures that are really indescribable. Also bear in mind that the war
in heaven that St John describes in today’s second reading is not an
end-time event, as the highly paid misinterpreters on TV claim. That
war happened as a result of the very first sin in all God’s creation–
not the sin of Adam and Eve doing what God warned them not to
do, but the sin of Lucifer, the light bearer, which is what his original
name means, the one who bore the light of God’s glory, who tried
to make himself equal to God (=the sin of pride, the first and the
worst sin), the same thing he tempted Adam and Eve to try to do. He
rose up against God with the other rebel angels, and Michael and his
angels fought back and defeated them. “The great dragon,” as John
describes him, and his legion were thrown down, and he’s been
known ever since as the Devil and Satan, both of which mean
accuser and slanderer, because that’s the kind of work he’s been
doing in the world ever since.



Rather than asking what angels look like, the more important 
question is, What do they do? Well, today’s collect nicely sums up
the biblical teaching on that. They “always serve and worship [God]
in heaven” and they always “help and defend us here on earth.”
Always doing this here, and always doing that there– they have two
simultaneous jobs, which are really one job. Helping and defending
us is as much an act of worship as when they’re standing before
God’s throne. The thing is, they’re doing both at the same time.

We have funny, narrow ideas about worship. Some think it’s strictly
that hour we spend here on Sunday mornings, or those points in the
service when the pastor says, “OK, let’s just worship now,” and the
band strikes up. But the fact is that all service to God, and all service
to others in God’s Name are acts of worship, whether done by
humans or angels. And the goal of the Christian life– every
Christian, not just monks and nuns and the Pope– is that our whole
life should become one continuous act of worship wherever we are,
whatever we’re doing: “I ever with thee, and thou with me, Lord,”
as the hymn says (Be Thou My Vision, Hymnal 1982, #488). That’s God’s
intended goal for us, whether any of us realizes it or not, but it’s the
reality the angels have always lived in.

Eastern Orthodox Christians practice what they call hesychastic
prayer, which is praying constantly no matter what else is going on.
Lots of Christians do that, especially monks and nuns. In the
Eastern Orthodox tradition the goal is to pray the Jesus Prayer
repeatedly– “Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me, a
sinner.” They say it’s hard to do at first because it demands a lot of
conscious effort. But after while it becomes a habit, like breathing.
No matter what else you’re doing, the prayer is going through the
back of your mind, like the sound of frogs and cicadas in summer,
and continually being offered up to God. You may be busy at work,
and no matter what your work is, the prayer continues, “Lord Jesus
Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me a sinner...” over and over
thousands of times a day, and eventually even in your sleep. And
whoever you’re interacting with, wherever you are, you
automatically bring those people into your prayer– you include

them: “Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on them too...”
Eventually everything becomes an act of worship, no matter what
it is. And as a consequence, holiness grows, and our inclination to
sin diminishes, because we’re less apt to commit sin while we’re
praying.

That’s what the holy angels do. They always serve and worship
God in heaven, and they always help and defend us on earth.
They’re always doing both of those things at the same time,
continually going up and down Jacob’s ladder from God to us and
back again. Everything is an act of worship, because everything is
done in service to God, and in the Name of God. And that’s our
vocation too. That’s what God calls all his servants and all his
children to do– to serve and worship him all the time. Caring for
the sick, building houses, flying planes, serving customers,
representing people in Congress– it’s all worship because it’s all
done for the love of our neighbor; and we love our neighbor
because we love the God who loves both ourselves and our
neighbor, and who wants us all to be his children, all one in Christ
Jesus his Son.

And of course at the center of all this is Jesus. The angels
announced his coming; they attended his birth; they ministered to
him after his ordeal in the wilderness. Icons, another gift of the
Eastern Church, depict angels surrounding the cross worshipping
Jesus as he hung there dying for the life of the world. They rolled
away the stone from the empty tomb on Easter morning and said to
the women, “Fear not. You seek Jesus who was crucified. He is not
here, for he has risen, as he said” (Mt 28.5-6). And they attended his
ascension into heaven, telling the disciples that he would come
again in the same way that he went (Acts 1.11). 

And always, they lead us in worship. The eucharistic prayer we’re
using today, which dates back to the early fourth century, says,

Countless throngs of angels stand before you to serve you night
and day; and beholding the glory of your presence, they offer you
unceasing praise. Joining with them, and giving voice to every



creature under heaven, we acclaim you and glorify your Name...”
(BCP 373) 

And then we join the angels in singing the hymn they never stop
singing, as attested by both Isaiah and John: “Holy, holy, holy...”
(Isa 6:3, Rev 48). All their worship and all their lives have Jesus at the
center, and they lead us toward that center as well. They encourage
us by their example to make every work, every action, every
moment of life an act of worship and praise. And wherever we are,
says Bp Wright in Surprised by Hope, we’re standing in the house
of God. The whole creation is the house of God– Bethel, as Jacob
named it–  which is why Jacob could stand outside in the middle of
nowhere and say, “How awesome is this place! This is none other
than the house of God, and this is the gate of heaven.”  In the Name
of...

a.m.d.g.
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