ENTERING ANGEL’S AGE!
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It’s time to talk about angels. I’m starting with one of my favourite poets, Malcolm Guite, who
wrote a series of sonnets on George Herbert’s poem, ‘Prayer’. Herbert’s poem begins with the
words:

Prayer the Church’s banquet, angel’s age,’

“Angel’s age” is not a query about whether angels grow old; presumably they don’t. In his
commentary on the poem, Guite says that, in the term, “Angel’s age”, Herbert

was suggesting that when we pray we are in some sense lifted out of our own ‘age’ or ‘seculum’,
the time of our earthly pilgrimage, and participate, if only for a moment in the ‘angel’s age’,
lifted from our earthly life to their heavenly life, given for a moment a glimpse of the heavenly
perspective.’

Keep that in mind until I return to Guite’s poem at the end of this sermon.

Tobit, our first reading, is an anonymous work of religious fiction, probably written in Aramaic,
but we know it largely through Greek translations. Amy-Jill Levine says:

Combining ethical exhortation and prayers with broad humour, a rollicking plot, and vivid
characters, the book Tobit is both entertaining and edifying.*

Its message,

illustrated through ordinary faithful lives, is that God is indeed both just and free. Suffering is
not a punishment but a test. God does, in the long run, reward the just and punish the wicked.
The believer is called upon to trust God and to mirror in daily life the justice, mercy and freedom
of God.?

! Readings: Psalm 34, 150; Tobit 12:6-22; Acts 12:1-11

2 Prayer the Churches banquet, Angels age,

Gods breath in man returning to his birth,

The soul in paraphrase, heart in pilgrimage,

The Christian plummet sounding heav'n and earth;

Engine against th' Almightie, sinners towre,

Reversed thunder, Christ-side-piercing spear,

The six-daies world transposing in an houre,

A kinde of tune, which all things heare and fear;

Softnesse, and peace, and joy, and love, and blisse,

Exalted Manna, gladnesse of the best,

Heaven in ordinarie, man well drest,

The milkie way, the bird of Paradise,

Church-bels beyond the starres heard, the souls bloud,

The land of spices; something understood.

'Prayer (I)'
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Tobit is part of the Apocrypha, Jewish literature written between the end of the exile and the
start of the New Testament. Its date is reckoned to be between 200-180 BCE.® Article 6 of the
39 Articles of the 1662 Book of Common Prayer says that

the Church doth read [those books] for example of life and instruction of manners; but yet doth
it not apply them to establish any doctrine;’

This use is entirely appropriate to the nature and purpose of Tobit, where the journeys and
adventures of the characters are supported by the angel Raphael, who appears in no other book,
canonical or apocryphal. Blind Tobit in Ninevah sends his son, Tobias, on a journey to recover
some money. He meets and marries Sarah, whose earlier husbands have all died, killed by a
demon. With Raphael’s help, the demon is exorcised, the money recovered and Tobit’s sight
restored.’

The reading from Acts is not fiction, yet it has a mysterious quality. It is part of the history of
the early church. It records the persecution of the church, the death of our patron, James, and
the arrest of Peter, all at the hands of King Herod Agrippa 1.° In prison, an angel visited Peter
in a bright light, telling him to get up and leave. At first, Peter thought that he was dreaming,
but, when he found himself outside, without the angel, he “came to himself” and recognised
what had happened. In a sense, this may be an example of “Angel’s age”.

Commenting on this passage, theologian Jaroslav Pelikan said:

In keeping with the form of the many other private revelations and visions in the account of the
book of Acts, the involvement of the angels, as described in some detail here in chapter 12, was
not uniformly obvious or publicly verifiable.

But the principal mission and ministry of the angels here in Acts, as in the Gospel of Luke and
the rest of the New Testament, was to act as bearers of divine revelations and of divine
commands.

Peter’s ecstatic experience is noted by Pelikan:

This description of Peter’s having “c[o]me to himself,” which seems to find a Lukan parallel in
the description of how the prodigal son “came to himself” (Luke 15:17), adds a small clinical
detail to the description of the divinely induced “trance” (¢kot0o1g) as a phenomenon by which,
in Chrysostom’s words, “the soul, so to say, was caused to be out of the body (§éotn).”!?

What can we make of this: Raphael, a literary figure, and angels appearing in an apparent
trance? First, we should note that, in both readings, angels have the same role, which is to
convey a message from, or to act for, God. That’s the easy bit.

The second, and more difficult issue is, in the second reading, to determine what happened. In
2007, Rowan Williams published Tokens of Trust, in which he discussed Christian beliefs
through the medium of the creeds, Apostles’ and Nicene. In his discussion of the words “maker
of heaven and earth”, he talked about the importance of angels in Christian teaching. He said:
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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.!!

Williams notes that, in the Bible, angels are not the sentimental and trivialised beings that we
sometimes imagine. He says that they are, on occasion “flying serpents burning with flames
carrying the chariot of God, filling the temple in Jerusalem with the bellows of adoration,
echoing to one another like whales in the ocean.”

He concludes:

Now whether or not you feel inclined to believe literally in angels—and a lot of modern
Christians have a few problems with them—it’s worth thinking of them as at the very least a
sort of shorthand description of everything that is ‘round the corner’ of our perception and
understanding in the universe—including the universal song of praise that surrounds us always.
If we try and rationalise all this away, we miss out on something vital to do with the exuberance
and extravagance of the work of God who has made this universe not just as a theatre for you
and me to develop our agenda but as an overwhelming abundance of variety and strangeness.

This is a call for us to acknowledge our ignorance and stand in awe of God’s creation.
Now we can return to Malcolm Guite’s sonnet:

How might my prayer partake the angels’ age?
Theirs is no age at all, but all in one;

My moments pass, as steps in pilgrimage,

But they begin where my dark journey’s done.
They see all things at once: each point in time

For them is radiant with eternity.

Mine are the twists and turns, the long road home,
Theirs is the over-view, and flying free

They brush me with their feathers, with the rumour
Of their flight, and something in me sings

Into their passing light, till my prayer-murmur,
Circled in the slipstream of their wings,

Is lifted up in grace to join with theirs,

Who sing a Sanctus into all our prayers.
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