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September 24, 2000, St. Michael And All Angels and Trinity XIV
St. Michael appears first by name in the Old Testament book of the prophet Daniel. He is described as a prince who appears to be a messenger from God and as someone who stands up for the people of God at the end of time. Later on in the New Testament epistle of St. Jude, Michael rebukes the devil as he fights with him over the body of Moses.
The most sustained amount of information we have about St. Michael is in the morning's epistle, from the Book of Revelation. What this passage describes, in the very last book of the Bible, is something which we might more reasonably expect to appear in the first book of the Bible.
That is the explanation of how evil entered the world -- or, more properly, in terms of the way the story plays out -- how it was that the serpent who beguiled Adam and Eve came to be in the Garden of Eden in the first place.
St. John tells us that there was war in heaven, and that Michael led the heavenly hosts into battle against the dragon. The dragon is the serpent. He is called "the devil" --which means "the one who slanders", and "Satan" -- which means "the adversary" and he deceives the whole world as he first deceived Eve.
So what we have amounts to a civil war among the angels in heaven. Some of them stick with God and have Michael as their general, and some join the dragon's rebellion. We have met the dragon in the preceding verses of chapter 12, in which he chases after a woman who appears in the sky clothed with the sun and who gives birth to a manchild who is snatched up into heaven.
All of that reveals the devil as the persecutor of God's people -- first Israel and then the church. The dragon loses the battle against St. Michael, but instead of being exterminated completely, the serpent and his angels are cast down onto the earth. That is how they got here, and, at least the last time I checked, they are still here and still very active here.
God lets the devil and his junior imps operate here on earth so that the idea that we have the same free will God does can have some actual meaning. If we had no choice, there would be no free will. The devil's presence and his always trying to get us away from God guarantees that we always have a choice.
But the ultimate earthly outcome is guaranteed. The devil is not going to win. He lost out in heaven, and his earthly doom was sealed by Jesus' death on the cross. St. John tells us that the angels say the devil is angry because he knows he has but a short time.
The time will come when God will prevail over him once and for all, so Satan is always in a hurry. The war in heaven continues on in our hearts. We are best advised to try to stick with St. Michael.
In the gospel Jesus tells us about guardian angels. The disciples have come to him to ask who is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven -- hoping, no doubt, that he will point to one of them and say, "Why you are, of course." Instead, he shows them a child and says that they have to change their ways and become like little children or they won't even get into the kingdom of heaven, let alone be the greatest one in it.
He tells them they must humble themselves as little children. It doesn't seem to me that humility as we normally think of it is particularly a characteristic of little children. Little children are usually as pushy and self-centered and whiny as most adults are.
Jesus means that little children have the built-in trust that their parents know what they are doing and that their parents will take care of them. We should cultivate the same level of trust in our father in heaven.
He goes on to talk about the consequences of giving offense to little children who believe in him -- which means trying to get anyone to give up his confidence in Jesus. He says that such a person would be better off having a big rock tied around his neck and then getting thrown into deep water.
After talking about how one has to get rid of anything that draws him away from God, Jesus concludes, "Take heed that ye despise not one of these little ones; for I say unto you, that in heaven their angels do always behold the face of my Father which is in heaven."
Whenever angels appear in the Bible, they are so frightening that the first thing they have to say is "Fear not," or, "Be not afraid." The implication is clear -- if you try to get anyone away from Jesus -- especially a trusting little child -- you are going to have to answer to his angel, and angels are scary.
Even if we never experience angels directly in any other way, we meet up with them every time we celebrate Holy Communion. The song the angels sing in heaven is "Holy, Holy, Holy," and we always sing it "with angels and archangels and with all the company of heaven." The angels are not at war with us unless we provoke them. Let's try not to.
Collect: Almighty and everlasting God, who art always more than ready to hear than we to pray, and art wont to give more than either we desire or deserve; Pour down upon us the abundance of thy mercy; forgiving us those things whereof our conscience is afraid, and giving us those good things which we are not worthy to ask, but through the merits and mediation of Jesus Christ, thy Son, our Lord. Amen. 
Epistle: II Corinthians 3:4 -9
Gospel: St. Mark 7:31 - 37
