Sermon Family Christmas Service 11th December 2011 

Subjects: Angels
Luke 2, 8-20

Glory in the Highest

   

8 Now there were in the same country shepherds living out in the fields, keeping watch over their flock by night. 9 And behold,[b] an angel of the Lord stood before them, and the glory of the Lord shone around them, and they were greatly afraid. 10 Then the angel said to them, “Do not be afraid, for behold, I bring you good tidings of great joy which will be to all people. 11 For there is born to you this day in the city of David a Savior, who is Christ the Lord. 12 And this will be the sign to you: You will find a Babe wrapped in swaddling cloths, lying in a manger.” 

13 And suddenly there was with the angel a multitude of the heavenly host praising God and saying: 

       14 “ Glory to God in the highest, 

      And on earth peace, goodwill toward men!”[c]
15 So it was, when the angels had gone away from them into heaven, that the shepherds said to one another, “Let us now go to Bethlehem and see this thing that has come to pass, which the Lord has made known to us.” 16 And they came with haste and found Mary and Joseph, and the Babe lying in a manger. 17 Now when they had seen Him, they made widely[d] known the saying which was told them concerning this Child. 18 And all those who heard it marveled at those things which were told them by the shepherds. 19 But Mary kept all these things and pondered them in her heart. 20 Then the shepherds returned, glorifying and praising God for all the things that they had heard and seen, as it was told them.
Dear Parishioners, dear friends of the Swiss Church, dear Children

Children, have you listened carefully to the Christmas story? Would you be able to tell me what happened? And can you remember the main characters of the story? Mary and Joseph and the little baby Jesus of course and also the shepherds in the fields. You can see all of those figures on display here as the nativity figures. Most of them are very familiar to us, but have you also noticed that angels, and in particular one angel, plays a major role in this story? 

When I was a child I did not question this for a second. It seemed completely normal that angels have their part in the Christmas story and that they therefore also play a role in this world.  It was only later during my studies of theology that I started to think about angels again and I began to wonder where the idea of angels comes from. And I asked myself whether I still believed in angels, and if yes, what I thought they would be like. I then found out that a survey has shown that in Germany more people believe in angels than in God. For me, coming from the Reformed tradition, this comes as a big surprise. I cannot imagine how anyone would believe in angels but not believe in God. But then one reason might be that God is maybe too abstract for some people whereas angels are easier to grasp.

To understand the roots of our Christian idea of angels we have to go back and consider Jewish beliefs regarding angels. The literal translation of the Hebrew word for angels: “Malach” means “Messenger of God” and this is in their tradition the main function of angels: They allow God to have a direct contact with us human beings and to intervene in our everyday lives. Angels are therefore God’s intermediaries and they are also seen as part of God’s creation. As they were created before human beings, they are superior to us. According to various texts in the Torah their nature is something between a human being and God. Often in the Old Testament texts they appear as normal human beings and they interact with people as such. It is usually only later that the person who had the encounter with the angel realises that this must have been an angel. In Judaism the idea that angels have wings did not emerge until the beginning of Early Christianity. It is only then that images of cute little angels who resemble well nourished babies with wings started to become very popular.

And today – what are our images of angels? I think many people believe in guardian angels. Especially when you have children, the thought that a guardian angel is watching over them, and that they are never alone can be very reassuring. Some people also believe that when a child dies it is transformed into an angel, and so becomes a guardian angel to another child on this earth. 

Thinking about these different images of angels we realize that these [heavenly?] beings have been the source of great inspiration over many years and have been a comfort to people in their lives. And if we think for example of the Sistine Chapel in Florence, or the cute angels by the famous painter Raphael, we can see how much angels have also inspired art.

Reflecting on this, I realised that I personally really appreciate the idea of angels as messengers of God. But even though I like the idea of angels with wings, this is not an image that is important for my faith. In this respect my Reformed identity is probably coming through very strongly. But I like the original Jewish idea that angels appear to us in the form of ordinary human beings. We must all have experienced moments when we strongly felt that we had to do something, and then it turned out to have been just the right thing at the right time? Or on the other hand we meet a person who helps us when we desperately need it. Or sometimes a friend or partner says exactly the right thing at the right moment and things can change or situations be turned around. These can be moments that we experience as interactions with angels. And even though it is with other human beings – there still remains something mysterious about it. 

Amen

