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Being Angels 

John 1.45-51 
 
On Wednesday we had the sad event here of the funeral of a 20 year old young man – who had died 
suddenly and unexpectedly. As is often the case when a young person dies there was a huge crowd 
the church was packed to overflowing. The death of such a young person always causes one to stop, 
to reflect on the fragility of life and so its preciousness. To think about one’s own loved ones and 
the way one lives one’s life – whether one is making time for the things, the people that really 
matter. Today I’d like to share some of my reflections sparked off by the fact that Friday was the 
feast of St Michael and all Angels. In a previous age it was one of the more popular festivals but has 
fallen somewhat out of favour in more recent times - after all, most people would say “surely you 
don’t believe in such beings as angels?” They don’t really fit into an understanding of reality in the 
scientific technological world of the early 21st  Century.  God? - Yes, maybe, but angels? Winged 
creatures? That’s a bit like believing in ghosts. Really, it’s all a bit much! 
 
Well, I don’t know about you but I believe in Angels, and there are three thoughts I’d like to share 
with you: 
 
1. “The difference from a person and an angel is easy. Most of an angel is in the inside and most of 

the person is on the outside”.  These are the words of six year old Anna, the central character of 
that most wonderful of books Mr God This is Anna.  

 
2. “What are the angels then? They are those who serve God and are sent by God to help those who 

are to receive salvation” Hebrews 1: 
 
3. The one prayer I remember from my childhood is a prayer my mother taught me to help me 

overcome my fear of the dark at bedtime.  “Kind guardian angel, keep me well and strong and 
good and look after me all night. Amen”. 

 
Three different, and for me, helpful thoughts about angels.  Firstly to return to Anna.  “If you want 
to know the difference from a person and an angel I will tell you.  An angel is easy to get inside of 
and a person is not.  Every bit of an angel is inside and every bit of a person is not.  And most of a 
person is outside.”  And then in a related piece” Fin say, If you look at a house on the outside it is a 
house. But if you look at a house on the inside it is not a house, it is a home.  And that is like 
people. If you look at one on the outside it is a person, but if you look at one on the inside then it 
has got a real name…and Fin say sometime this is hard to learn – to see inside a thing (or person) 
but you can only tell (what something really is) from the inside and that is what to be alive is”.   
 
To know and be known for the inside is what it is to be alive – It is an angelic way of being. It 
speaks to me of integrity, openness, and authenticity.  To see and know the real person means 
knowing them on the inside.  Fin says that Anna was his first angel. She demanded to be known on 
her own terms, from the inside first.  
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One of the great tragedies is that so often we fail to insist to be known in that way. That is 
especially true of those who suffer from depression or other psychiatric illnesses partly because of 
the stigma associated with any form of emotional or mental illness. So often those who are closest 
to a person have no inkling of the despair and inner pain that they are feeling and the person 
becomes more isolated at the very time when they need support, connectedness – understanding and 
acceptance of what they are feeling - permission to just be not pressure to pull themselves together. 
We need to do much, much more to communicate that depression is an illness like any other and so 
create an environment in which it can be talked about openly without any sense of shame or 
thinking less of the person. 
 
Each one of us needs to demand to be known, warts and all, from the inside out, rather than with the 
superficial veneer of the masks we so often hide our real selves behind and so prevent real intimacy, 
closeness, real connectedness.  That so often is the problem with the those who are different to us – 
such as Muslims, asylum seekers, gays. We fail to see them from the inside as persons, flesh and 
blood like us, with a name.  This failure to identify with them as individuals means that it is easy 
stereotype and marginalise. So for example as long as we see asylum seekers as 'illegals' or 'queue 
jumpers', it’s easy to keep them at a distance. It becomes a different matter once one tries putting 
oneself in their shoes.  To see them as a person with a name, to imagine what its like to be forced to 
flee home, country and family.  I remember being struck some time ago by the comment of Susie 
Annus reported in the Herald  “Unless you know the individual circumstances of these people and 
what drives them, you cannot make a judgement about how desperate their circumstances are.  I 
don’t know what horrors they are escaping.  How am I to judge whether or not they should queue 
jump?  If we were overtaken by the Taliban and got onto a boat to make sure our children were 
safe, how would we respond if we were rejected at the end of the journey?” 
 
When we stereotype and keep others at a distance we miss out on being and acting angelically on 
another front. Being the messenger or agent of God’s love and grace. An angel, Hebrews reminds 
us, is a messenger.  Not necessarily and ethereal winged creature but maybe another person who 
comes and touches our life with the love and grace of God. Even with as small a gesture as a cup of 
cold water, as Jesus reminds us in today’s Gospel passage. We need to be open to the angels who 
come to us and to being angels for others. This is more likely if we allow ourselves to be known 
from the inside and communicate truth, compassion, love and support. 
 
Finally, this brings me to my Mother’s prayer, conveying as it does the sense that God’s messengers 
watch over us to guard and to guide us. Maybe it is really the Spirit of God, rather than a separate 
spiritual entity.  I’m happy to remain agnostic about that. So, can I encourage you to be more 
angelic?  By that I don’t mean “good”, “precious”, or “holy” but rather be more real and demand to 
know others as angels too from the inside.  Then we are more likely to be communicators of reality, 
truth and love. We are more likely to pick up the signs when some-one is hurting, or feeling alone 
or just plain weary and able to reach out with a smile, a touch - the offer of friendship and 
understanding. In a word to love. And where love is, God is (as St John reminds us in his first letter) 
and so we will be communicators of God which is to be an Angel. 
 
May your and my guardian angel watch over us, guide and inspire us that we each one may be kept 
well and strong and good in the fullest sense of that word. 
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