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Sept. 26, 2021     ST. MICHAEL & All Angels     St. Andrew’s 

John E. Privett 

Gen. 28:10-17;  Ps 103:19-22; Rev 12:7-22; John 1:47-51 

 It has been quite a week in Canada, with a federal election and the stunning release of Meng 

Wanzhou and the return home of Michael Kovrig and Michael Spavor.  Although the election did 

not change a great deal in the makeup of Parliament, it did bring to our media and to our 

conversations some of the great challenges we face – climate change, management of the 

pandemic, housing affordability, child care and reconciliation with Indigenous Peoples. 

Worldwide we have seen the anguish of those who supported our country who are still in 

Afghanistan and the desperation at the Texas border with Haitian refugees. As we look ahead we 

will be marking St. Michael and All Angels on Wednesday and then pausing to reflect on the 

National Day for Truth and Reconciliation on Thursday.  It can be overwhelming as we try to 

comprehend all that we are facing as a nation and as individuals.  It is fitting that we observe the 

important Holy Day of St. Michael and All Angels today rather than on Wednesday as it raises our 

eyes to the heavens and invites us to consider all our challenges with a spiritual perspective. 

We don’t often think about Michael and all the angels very much.  Some dismiss the 

presence of angels all together and others relegate them to the realm of greeting cards and garden 

gnomes.  So let me start our reflection today with a question.  How many angels can dance on the 

head of a pin?  How many angels can dance on the head of a pin?  It is a question which seems 

extraordinarily irrelevant to our ears, although most of us will likely have heard it asked 

rhetorically at one time or another.  But that question was a serious philosophical question in the 

Middle Ages, because at issue was the question of whether angels occupied space as material 

bodies do.  The medieval scholastics were divided on the issue.  If angels did not occupy space, 

then an infinite number could dance on the head of a pin, but if they did occupy space then it was 

a whole different calculation!  Well such questions seem to have lost their usefulness these days.  

Most theologians have relegated angels to the footnotes of theology.  The tradition of rationalizing 

these powerful symbols came to a peak after the Second World War with the work of the New 

Testament theologian Rudolph Bultmann.  He pioneered an approach to New Testament 

interpretation called “demythologizing” and said that references to angels were merely literary 

devices that highlight the importance of the story.  When I was in seminary a fellow student wrote 

a parody of a Christmas carol that went something like “Hark the Herald Angels sing, Bultmann 

shot us on the wing!” 

 And yet, and yet - angels have not disappeared at all.  Despite of all the efforts to banish 

them, the idea of angels still persists.  Media has reported that the majority of North Americans 

believe in angels although for the most part they have been domesticated.  They have become a 

commodity for greeting cards and other items in gift stores.  They are cute and sometimes touch 

our need for something spiritual, but they are more often than not seen as something which serves 

us rather than God.  Even the classic art work that is reproduced on cards and posters seems to 

have the religious bits conveniently removed. 

 Neither banning the angels from our rational view of the world, nor reducing them to a 

commodity will do justice to them. Angels remind us, as people of faith, that the universe God 

created is greater and more mysterious than we can imagine. As we say in the Nicene creed, “ I 

believe in God, the maker of heaven and earth, and in all things visible and invisible (or in its 

contemporary version “seen and unseen)…” Archbishop Rowan Williams in his wonderful little 

book “Tokens of Trusts” writes this:   
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 Odd as it may sound, thinking about these mysterious agents of God’s purpose, who belong 

to a different order of being, can be at least a powerful symbol for all those dimensions of the 

universe about which we have no real idea.  Round the corner of our vision things are going on in 

the universe, glorious and wonderful things, of which we know nothing.  We’re so used to 

trivializing angels – they are often reduced to Christmas decorations…But in the Bible angels are 

often rather terrifying beings occasionally sweeping across the field of our vision…” (p. 51) 

 

Rowan Williams writes that whether we think of angels literally or as powerful symbols, it is 

important to consider what these strange creatures bring into our awareness.  The Bible teaches us 

that angels have three main functions – they are signs, messengers and guardians. 

 Whenever angels appear in the scriptures we are meant to pay attention. They are signs that 

something is occurring which we may otherwise miss. Their presence cries out, “Hey take notice 

of what is happening in this story for God is at work.”  And so in our first reading today after Jacob 

has been journeying from what is now Israel toward Haran in modern Syria, he stops at sundown 

to rest for the night.  As he sleeps he has a dream of a great stairway leading to heaven and he sees 

angels ascending and descending upon it.  And God speaks to Jacob, renewing the covenant 

promise that he made to Abraham and Isaac.  Jacob awoke a changed man, for he knows himself 

to be not only the child of Isaac, but a child of God.  His eyes are opened, and he says, “Surely 

God is in this place and I did not know it!” He is afraid and says, “How awesome is this place! 

…this is the gate of heaven.” The angels have heralded this moment.  Perhaps the most memorable 

instance of the angelic sign is the presence of the angels at the birth of Jesus.  “Suddenly”, writes 

St. Luke, “there was a multitude of the heavenly host praising God and saying, ‘Glory to God in 

the highest and peace to God’s people on earth.”  And we who hear this song are meant to see that 

God’s covenant promise is being fulfilled. First Nations leaders sometimes speak of “two eyed 

seeing”i.  Could we see the world in western terms as well as in aboriginal ways of seeing the 

world?  As we mark our National Day of Truth and Reconciliation you may wish to view the 

Youtube video at the end of this sermon. To see in different ways is a challenge in our secular 

world. Might we cultivate the eyes to see the world not only in its material form, but also in spiritual 

terms?  The episcopal priest and scholar, John Westerhoff has written that when we see someone 

coming toward us we should imagine that they are surrounded by a cloud of angels who proclaim 

“Make way for the image of God!”  If we could do that, how might that affect how we see others? 

 Angels are also messengers. That is what the Greek word angelos literally means – 

messenger.  And so these divine beings frequently appear in scripture with a message.  As they 

break into human awareness, their appearance can be startling or even terrifying.  It is why they 

often precede their message with the words, “Be not afraid!”  I remember speaking with a young 

woman who had her first awareness of the reality of God.  Her first reaction was one of comfort 

and affirmation and then one of real fear.  She said, “I knew that this would change my whole life”. 

The messages that come to us may come on winged messengers, and sometimes they come to us 

with clarity in the small still voice within. To a young Mary, at the beginning of the gospels, the 

visitation of the angel changed her life and also the life of the whole world. Consider those 

moments we sometimes call “Aha moments” – moments when you had a sudden insight, a deeper 

understanding of someone or something, or were able to see a situation in a whole new light.  In 

those moments could you detect the rustle or the roar of feathers? 

 Angels also act as guardians.  It is the image of the Archangel Michael engaging in battle 

with the dragon in the Book of Revelation that gives rise to the notion of angels as guardians.  With 

that story, we enter into a unique realm of Biblical writing known as apocalyptic.  It was never 
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meant to be taken literally, but was written to reveal the spiritual struggles we face in the world 

and in our daily lives. This literature declares that we are part of something much bigger than 

ourselves.  And these amazing writings have a single message – no matter how bad things seem in 

our lives and in our world, God is victorious – for Christ is risen from the dead and so, as St. Paul 

writes to the Romans, there is nothing in all creation that can separate us from the love of God in 

Jesus Christ.  The images of St. Michael defeating the evil one remind us of that eternal truth. Evil 

will never have the final word. Good will prevail, God will prevail. Over the centuries, Michael 

has been identified as the helper of Christian soldiers, the protector of individual Christians against 

evil, and he is frequently portrayed as the one who guides the souls of those who have died safely 

to heaven. 

 Signs, messengers and guardians - What are we to make of it all? 

 The clue I think likes in today’s gospel.  Jesus is in Galilee where he meets Philip who tells 

Nathanael that he has found the messiah.  Nathanael goes to see.  As Jesus sees him coming toward 

him he says “Here is an Israelite in whom there is no deceit!” And Nathanael is astonished that 

Jesus knows him, “Where did you get to know me?” he asks.  And Jesus simply replies, “I saw 

you under the fig tree.”  Nathanael is amazed that Jesus seems to see into his very soul, and 

exclaims, “Truly you are the Messiah, the Son of God!”  It is a confession of faith, but notice again, 

what Jesus said to him.  “Do you believe because I saw you under the fig tree?  You will see greater 

things than these – you will see heaven opened and the angels ascending and  descending  upon 

the Son of Man.”  The allusion is of course to the story of Jacob and the renewal of God’s promises, 

and points to Jesus as the very gate of heaven. Jesus may well have said, “Nathanael, you haven’t 

seen anything yet if you have eyes to see!” 

 In the 21st Century we tend to hear people say “I won’t believe until I see for myself!”, but 

the truth of the life of the spirit is that we will never see until we believe, until we begin to trust, 

to have faith.  St. Anselm articulated that in his famous phrase, “I believe in order to understand.” 

 How many angels can dance on a head of a pin?  Perhaps more than we can ever ask or 

imagine! 

 As we celebrate this holy day, let  us pray that we may see further, and may our worship 

today blend with Michael and all the angels and with that of the whole creation,  and with their 

help, may we too become signs of faith, messengers of hope and guardians of those who need our 

care.  AMEN. 

i See online article “Two Eyed Seeing”, Faculty of Science, University of Manitoba: 
https://sci.umanitoba.ca/wawatay/two-eyed-seeing/ And here is an excellent Youtube video with Elder Dr. Albert 
Marshall: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pJcjf1nUckc  I have focused on “Two Eyed Seeing” in this week of 
Truth and Reconciliation.  It is also worth noting the work of Northrop Frye on Biblical Interpretation in “The 
Double Vision: (1991 ) where he builds on the insights of William Blake. 
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