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Fr Francis Marsden

To Mr Kevin Flaherty, Editor, Catholic Times

Last Friday, one hopes that paratroopers and the police were celebrating their heavenly patron, St Michael the Archangel, who thrust our diabolical enemy down into the eternal prison of hell fire. One prays they might discern the good from the wicked as sharply as Michael can. 

Communications workers – post office staff, telecoms and internet service providers? – had their annual opportunity to honour St Gabriel, their patron, who shares the Archangels’ feast. 

Meanwhile the Archangel Raphael is reckoned as patron of the blind, of happy meetings, of nurses, doctors and travellers. It is harder to see why St Michael should be traditionally invoked by grocers too – perhaps when they are faced with awkward customers and shoplifters?
Michaelmas Day, September 29th, marks the approach of autumn. As the days shorten, St Michael is seen as a protector against the advancing power of night and darkness. Michaelmas has come to name the autumn university term at St Andrew’s, Durham, Oxford, and Cambridge, and at the Inns of Court.

The old superstition had it that one should not pick blackberries after Michaelmas Day. For when St Michael threw the devil down out of heaven, he fell to earth and landed amidst a pile of brambles. He spat upon them, stamped on them, scorched them with his foul breath and cursed them, and allegedly returns every year to the same. Whatever the reason, blackberries are certainly past their best after Michaelmas!

Blackberries or not, the existence of the angels is a defined truth of the Catholic faith. The Catechism (330) tells us that they are purely spiritual creatures who have intelligence and will. They are personal spirits and they are immortal, “surpassing in perfection all visible creatures, as the splendour of their glory bears witness.” Evidently we have much to be amazed at in the world to come.
The word “angel” means “messenger” and so describes their work rather than their nature. ”From infancy to death humans are surrounded by their watchful care and intercession.” The Memorial of the Guardian Angels on October 2nd follows quickly upon the wings of the Archangels’ feast on 29th Sept..
Contrary to some misunderstandings, the doctrine of angels properly understood does not distract from the centrality and uniqueness of Christ. The last word on angels can be consulted in Aquinas’ Summa Theologica I qq 50-64 and 103-114 (on the divine governance). 

The angels belong to Christ. He is at the centre of the angelic world. They reflect His glory. They were created through Him and for Him. He has made them messengers of His plan of salvation: "Are they not all ministering spirits sent forth to serve, for the sake of those who are to obtain salvation?" (Heb.1:14) 


In the ancient rites of the Church’s Liturgy, undiluted by “liturgical renewal”, the priest invokes the angels at the very beginning of the Eucharistic Prayer e.g. in the Cherubic Hymn of the Byzantine Rite, chanted before the Great Entrance when the bread and wine are carried to the altar. 


“Let us who mystically represent the cherubim and sing the Thrice-holy Hymn to the life-giving Trinity now lay aside all cares of life. That we may receive the King of all, escorted invisibly by ranks of angels. Alleluia, alleluia,alleluia.” 
In the Preface we call upon the angels – along with the rest of creation - to join us for the moment of perfect sacrifice, when Jesus Christ will become present upon the altar. We ask them to unite with us in adoration of Our Lord and Ruler. The 1973 Missal frequently reduced them to a single mention of “all the choirs of heaven” but the ancient Liturgies afford them much more space.
Here is a sublime example from the Liturgy of St James – the ancient Syriac liturgy of Jerusalem, also celebrated in parts of Greece: 

“Truly it is right and fitting, proper and necessary, to praise you, to hymn you, to bless you, to worship you, to glorify you, to give thanks to you, Fashioner of every creature, visible and invisible, the Treasury of the eternal good things, the Source of life and immortality, the God and Master of all, whose praise is sung by the heavens and the heavens of heavens and all their powers, the sun and the moon and the whole choir of stars, earth, sea and all that they contain; the heavenly Jerusalem, festival of the chosen, church of the first-born, who are inscribed in heaven; spirits of the Just and of Prophets, souls of Martyrs and Apostles; Angels, Archangels, Thrones, Dominions, Principalities, Authorities and dread Powers, the many-eyed Cherubim and the six-winged Seraphim, that with two wings cover their faces, with two their feet and with two they fly, as they cry out to one another with unceasing voices and with never silent hymns of glory, with radiant voices singing the triumphant hymn of your majestic glory, shouting, glorifying, crying aloud and saying. Holy, holy, holy, Lord….”
….leading into the familiar song of the seraphim from Isaiah 6, which we echo at every Mass. 
Later in the Mass, at the Fraction or Breaking of the consecrated bread, we have another example from the Coptic Liturgy of the Egyptian Christians.The priest recites:

“O Master, Lord our God, the great and the eternal, who are wondrous in glory; who keeps his covenant and his mercy unto them who love him with all their heart; who has given to us redemption from sins through his only-begotten son, Jesus Christ, our Lord, the life of everyone, the help of those who flee to him, the hope of those who cry unto him. Before whom stand thousands of thousands and ten thousand times ten thousands of holy angels and archangels, the Cherubim and the Seraphim and all the innumerable host of the heavenly powers…….

All these ancient prayers exude an aura of the divine majesty which is sadly attenuated in the modern English Liturgy. How the elimination of references to the angelic hierarchies gives more glory to Christ, I simply do not understand.

To underline the angels’ focus on Christ, let us consider how they surrounded Him and aided Him in His earthly life. They announced his birth above the Shepherds’ Fields near Bethlehem, singing “Glory to God in the highest.” They protected Him in childhood, and ministered to Him in the desert. At any point He could have summoned the legions of angels to defend Him. He promised Nathanael  “You will see heaven opened and the angels of God ascending and descending upon the Son of Man.” (John 1:51)
It was an angel who strengthened Jesus during His agony in Gethsemane, and they were also the first to proclaim His Resurrection to the myrrh-bearing women on Easter morning: “He is not here, He is risen.”  When the Son of Man returns in glory upon the clouds of heaven, it will be “with all His angels.”

The Scriptures do not fully explain who the angels are. They simply take them for granted as ministering spirits and heavenly messengers.



The Catechism reminds us that “the whole life of the Church benefits from the mysterious and powerful help of angels.” 

Children of older generations were often taught the prayer: 

“O angel of God, my guardian dear

to whom God’s love commits me here.

Ever this night (day) be at my side

to light, to guard, to rule and guide. Amen.”


As the Christian nears death the priest can recite that beautiful ancient prayer, Proficiscere, anima Christiana:

Go forth upon thy journey, Christian soul!

Go from this world! Go, in the name of God

The omnipotent Father, Who created thee!

Go, in the name of Jesus Christ, our Lord,

Son of the living God, Who bled for thee!

Go, in the name of the Holy Spirit, Who

Hath been poured out on thee! Go, in the name

Of Angels and Archangels; in the name

Of Thrones and Dominations; in the name

Of Princedoms and of Powers; and in the name

Of Cherubim and Seraphim, go forth!....

Later, in the Funeral Liturgy we invoke the angels in the parting chant: In paradisum deducant te angeli, still often sung at priests’ funerals.

“May the angels lead you into paradise; may the martyrs come to welcome you, and take you to the Holy City, the new and eternal Jesusalem. May the choirs of angels welcome you and lead you to Abraham's side; where Lazarus is poor no longer may you find eternal rest. Amen.”
Might it not be a dull and abstract heaven without the millions of angels gathered for the festival?
