20th December 2009-12-21
Reading:
Luke 1.26-38
The Birth of Jesus Foretold
26 In the sixth month, God sent the angel Gabriel to Nazareth, a town in Galilee, 27 to a virgin pledged to be married to a man named Joseph, a descendant of David. The virgin’s name was Mary. 28 The angel went to her and said, “Greetings, you who are highly favoured! The Lord is with you.”
29 Mary was greatly troubled at his words and wondered what kind of greeting this might be. 30 But the angel said to her, “Do not be afraid, Mary, you have found favour with God. 31 You will be with child and give birth to a son, and you are to give him the name Jesus. 32 He will be great and will be called the Son of the Most High. The Lord God will give him the throne of his father David, 33 and he will reign over the house of Jacob for ever; his kingdom will never end.”

34 “How will this be,” Mary asked the angel, “since I am a virgin?”

35 The angel answered, “The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you. So the holy one to be born will be called the Son of God. 36 Even Elizabeth your relative is going to have a child in her old age, and she who was said to be barren is in her sixth month. 37 For nothing is impossible with God.”38 “I am the Lord’s servant,” Mary answered. “May it be to me as you have said.” Then the angel left her.

SERMON
This week you will be decorating your Christmas tree, if you haven’t done it already it, 

Probably putting an angel on the top, you have probably had a few Christmas cards with angels on 
And this morning ….and tonight at the carol service, we will sing about angels.
But do we really believe in angels?  
A few years ago there was a survey done about belief and one of the more cynical newspapers ran a story about how gullible people are.  Belief in angels was listed alongside belief in UFO’s, the tooth fairy, the earth being flat ….and (of course!) Elvis being alive and well. 

When I started wondering what to say about this reading I thought well… perhaps I am putting myself on the lunatic-fringe by talking about angels.  But the more I read and thought about it the more I realised how main-stream angels are!
In fact angels are mentioned in 34 of the 66 books of the Bible, so their existence is one of the “givens” of our faith.  In biblical commentaries and glossaries there is very little mention or explanation of angels because everyone knows what they are already!  They are mentioned in so many prayers and hymns, and depicted so often in art, …and yet somehow we are embarrassed to talk about them.

According to the Bible, Angels are immortal spiritual beings who usually act as messengers of hope or anticipation; as protectors or rescuers or comforters.  In biblical times they are usually reported as having been sent by God to 
give direction or help in times of difficulty.  They appear mysteriously either alone or in groups, they are seen, they speak, and sometimes they sing.  
Their appearance is often described as awesome, frightening to begin with.  
In the reading Mary was “greatly troubled” and the Angel said, “Don’t be afraid”, 
And so often in scripture the first thing an angel says is “Do not be afraid.”

Then, their job done, Angels disappear as mysteriously as they have arrived….

… at the end of our reading it just says ...”The angel left her”, 
The Bible says angels are an entirely different species from human beings.  
And it emphatically tells us not to worship them. 
No matter how thrilling an angelic appearance may be, angels are only messengers of God, and our praise should only be for Him.  
Among the nearly 300 Biblical references to angels some stand out as being really dramatic: 
When Daniel was thrown into the lions den, God sent an Angel to close the mouths of the hungry lions.
At different times, both Elijah and Jesus were starving in the desert  and angels came and fed them. 
And St Paul saw an Angel before he was shipwrecked who told him that he would survive.

Perhaps people think that although we needed protector or messenger angels in Biblical times, no-one sees angels these days.  But a vicar’s wife called Hope Price, who used to live in Ipswich was called to write a book about angels when her own son told her all about his own sighting.  
She didn’t expect a huge response, but she put an ad in various Christian magazines to see what would happen.
Next, a local newspaper … and then 3 radio stations picked up on the story so she had literally hundreds of letters, and not just from Christians but from non-church-goers as well.  

she did scores of interviews.  

There were many common factors in the accounts, these were obviously sane, down-to-earth ordinary people;  they described their experience with a mixture of awe and reticence, but in almost all cases they felt there was no doubt in their mind that what they had seen and heard was absolutely real.  
The respondents said that their experience had affected them in a deep and lasting way, and they could describe what had happened with absolute clarity years later.
And for nearly everyone it was a “once-in-a-lifetime” experience.  These were not hyper-sensitive, over-spiritual people, who were always looking for the sensational or extraordinary.  
Most of them had never told anyone else about what had happened, 

but they had decided to speak out after many years of silence. 
One of the loveliest and best known accounts, was of a vicar’s wife going for a walk 
at Lee Abbey in Devon and she saw a whole hillside of angels….   She said, “it was absolutely lovely. But interestingly, like the shepherds in the Christmas story, I was a bit afraid to begin with.”   

She and her family had been going through a particularly difficult time so they were tremendously encouraged, hearing that she had witnessed this sight of so many angels praising God.
But most angels are just there, guarding, protecting, re-assuring. 
I have only spoken to four people who have seen angels and they said that their angel just appeared for a time and then disappeared without any words being spoken, but each person said that there was a wonderful sense of calm and peace, that they have never forgotten about what they saw and felt but have very rarely (or never) spoken about their experience.  
I had a vision myself as a child and I would say the same thing: ”I never told anyone, because it seemed too amazing and unbelievable; so I just put it to the back of my mind”.

Hope Price says that when she gives talks, she reckons that for every 100 people she speaks to at least three will tell her about their own sighting.  (So the chances are that a couple of you today will tell me a story about your own experience... please do!... I would love to hear).
Over the last couple of weeks I have asked several people what they think about angels, people in their right mind, and not necessarily churchy people either, so I have been expecting a “don’t be daft” look; but so many have said, “Well I don’t know much about it really…  but I know I have got a guardian angel myself, I have just never seen him.”
Also I have noticed how often we use the word angel in ordinary everyday speech, 
we sometimes tell people, “you are an angel” when they have been particularly kind; 
and we talk of “a little devil on one shoulder, and a little angel on the other”.
Mary’s visit from the Angel Gabriel was rather amazing, the news was momentous and life changing in the most extreme way possible.  And although every young girl dreamt of becoming the mother of the Messiah, that news coming from just a voice in your head might not have convinced her, and she would have begun to doubt herself afterwards.  

But a visit from an angel is so unforgettable and so compelling, she was left in no doubt. 
It seems that usually angels are very obviously angels, 9 or 10 feet tall, usually fair haired, wearing dazzling white or gold clothes, sometimes obviously male but sometimes neither male nor female it seems, often carrying a double-edged sword and so on.
Occasionally wings are mentioned, usually not (incidentally, the Bible never mentions wings).
But sometimes they are just ordinary looking.  Caroline Cox (Baroness Cox), has spent many years of her life rescuing people from slavery and starvation in Ethiopia.  One day about 10 years ago the old Citroen car she was travelling in, with fellow Christians, broke down in the desert.  One of the party, who knew about cars, said the problem was the bearings in a wheel, they were completely seized, there was nothing to be done!  

Caroline never takes no for an answer, and she and the others prayed.  Within minutes a boy appeared, an Ethiopian, about 12 years old, walking along the road with a sack in his hand.  He handed them the sack and walked on.  In it were some replacement bearings just right for that model of Citroen.  How do you explain a story like that?  In Caroline’s mind the boy was without doubt an angel.

It is possible that we have all seen an angel at sometime in our lives;  after all St Paul tells the Hebrews: “Do not forget to entertain strangers, for by so doing some people have entertained angels without knowing.”  What a lovely thought!
We shall all see angels at some time, most of us, I suspect only when we reach heaven. 
But those who have seen angels in this life are really fortunate, because they have seen evidence that God is active in the world today. 
A woman called Philippa said, “Whatever doubts I had as a girl, whatever doubts I sometimes have now, I know there is a God, that meeting with an angel convinced me for ever that God exists and he loves me.”

God must want to communicate his re-assurance to us at times, he must want to intervene at times, save us from ourselves or from accident, and sometimes, not always, an angel is His way of doing just that. 

But if we have not yet seen an angel, it’s nothing to do with our level of faith, devotion or understanding.  I asked our clergy team here if any of them had seen an angel and they all said “No”, and that includes me.
Mary’s response to the angel Gabriel was immediate, obedient and humble, there was no humming and ha-ing, no doubt in her mind, that what she was experiencing was the real thing.  “I am the Lord’s servant girl,” she answered, “Let it be as you have said.”

So if ever you have had doubts about the existence of angels, think again.  You may have entertained angels unawares, you may have seen an angel without knowing.  

Or you may have to wait until heaven to see angels… 
But I wish you a wonderful Christmas time and a heightened sense that the world that we see and experience most days is only one layer of what is really happening in the world around us.
Remember, nothing is impossible with God and his angels are with you all the time.
MC
