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ANGEL OF GOD, my guardian dear,
To whom God’s love commits me here;
Ever this (day, night) be at my side,
To light and guard, to rule and guide.

(Reginald of Canterbury c.1109, found in the works of St Anselm)


This Tuesday (2nd October) we celebrate the Memorial of the Guardian Angels. This feast arrived relatively late on the Church’s calendar, giving added emphasis to the Feast of the Archangel Michael on September 29th.


It was not in the Tridentine breviary of Pius V (1568), but was added shortly afterwards as a local feast in Cordoba, Toledo and Valencia. In 1608 the feast was made universal but optional, until about 1670 Pope Clement X made it obligatory.


Belief in guardian spirits, however, goes back way into antiquity. Menander of Athens (d.291), a comic playwright, mentions them, as does the Greek historian Plutarch (d. 127 AD). The Babylonians and Assyrians depict them in their monuments. 


We can find the seeds of the revealed truth about angels in the Old Testament. In Genesis 19, the angels who punish Sodom and Gomorrah for their wickedness, also help Lot and his family escape. 


When Abraham sends his steward out to seek a wife for Isaac, he recalls God’s promise: “To thy seed will I give this land: he will send his angel before thee, and thou shalt take from thence a wife for my son.”  (Gen 24:7) 


During the Exodus, God says to Moses at Sinai: “But go thou, and lead this people whither I have told thee: my angel shall go before thee.” (Exod. 32:34). As Elijah journeys through the desert to Mount Horeb, an angel provides him with food and water: “And the angel of the Lord came again the second time, and touched him, and said to him: Arise, eat: for thou hast yet a great way to go.” (1 Kings 19:5-6)


The angel Raphael acts as guardian to the young Tobias as he journeys to Gabael, and then shows him how to heal his father Tobit’s blindness using the gall bladder of a fish.


This standard Jewish belief about angelic protection finds expression in the Psalms: 


“For He hath given his angels charge over thee; to keep thee in all thy ways. 
In their hands they shall bear thee up: lest thou dash thy foot against a stone.”(Ps 90:11-12)


“The angel of the Lord shall encamp round about them that fear him: and shall deliver them.” (Ps 33:8)


King David calls upon God’s angels to punish those who wickedly persecute him: “May they be like chaff before the wind, with the angel of the Lord to chase them! May their way be dark and slippery, with the angel of the Lord to hound them!” (Ps 34:5-6)

Likewise, in the New Testament, St Peter is rescued from prison by an angel in Acts 12:7: “And behold an angel of the Lord stood by him and a light shone in the room. And he, striking Peter on the side, raised him up, saying: Arise quickly. And the chains fell off from his hands.”


Such Bible verses teach us that the great characters of Scripture had angel guardians. Jesus himself goes further. He refers to children’s Guardian Angels, when He warned people “See that you despise not one of these little ones; for I say to you that their angels in Heaven always see the face of My Father Who is in Heaven” (Mt 10, 10).  Moreover, is there not “rejoicing among the Angels of God over one repentant sinner”? (Lk 15, 10).

St Jerome, commenting upon the Lord’s words, wrote: “The dignity of a soul is so great, that each has a guardian angel from its birth." Or as St. Ambrose urged: "We should pray to the angels who are given to us as guardians.” St. Basil the Great (d. 378) taught that “each and every member of the faithful has a Guardian Angel to protect, guard and guide them through life.”.

For St. Bernard of Clairvaux (d. 1153) the Guardian Angels were a proof “that heaven denies us nothing that assists us.”  “These celestial spirits have been placed at our sides to protect us, instruct us and to guide us.”

St Thomas of Aquinas similarly believed that each individual had a Guardian Angel: 


“Man while in this state of life, is, as it were, on a road by which he should journey towards heaven. On this road man is threatened by many dangers both from within and from without, according to Psalm 159:4: "In this way wherein I walked, they have hidden a snare for me." And therefore as guardians are appointed for men who have to pass by an unsafe road, so an angel guardian is assigned to each man as long as he is a wayfarer. When, however, he arrives at the end of life he no longer has a guardian angel; but in the kingdom he will have an angel to reign with him, in hell a demon to punish him.” (S.T. 113.4)

The existence of the angelic spirits is a dogma of the Faith, but there is as yet no tidy definition that every individual has a guardian angel, although it is undoubtedly the mind of the Church.  The new Catechism of 1992 states: 


“From infancy to death human life is surrounded by their watchful care and intercession. Beside each believer stands an angel as protector and shepherd leading him to life. Already here on earth the Christian life shares by faith in the blessed company of angels and men united in God.” (CCC 334)


Angels, being angels, do not get fed up, but they must need much patience these days, considering that we ignore them most of the time. One imagines them thinking: “If only you would ask me, I could help you so much……”

In a society which has become so anthropocentric, so focussed on human beings, the spiritual realm has shrunk to God alone – if He does exist at all, some might add – and angels have been relegated to the backroom.


St Thomas explains why God chooses to work through His angels: “God’s universal providence works through secondary causes….The world of pure spirits stretches between the Divine Nature and the world of human beings; because Divine Wisdom has ordained that the higher should look after the lower, angels execute the divine plan for human salvation: they are our guardians, who free us when hindered and help to bring us home.” (Commentary on the Sentences 2:11)

Each person needs angelic guidance. Although by free will we can avoid evil to a certain degree,  because of our desires and passions, our attraction to the good is often weak. Although the natural moral law is inscribed in our hearts, we are often mistaken in its application to particular concrete cases. "The thoughts of mortal men are fearful, and our counsels uncertain." (Wisdom 9:14).


According to St Gregory, the different ranks of angels are deputed to different tasks: the cherubim and seraphim worship God alone. The Powers coerce the demons, the Virtues work miracles in physical nature, the Principalities govern the good spirits. 

Aquinas suggested that the guardianship of the human race as a whole was the province of the Archangels, but that the angels guarding each individual were drawn from the lowest of the nine ranks.


He supposed that all human beings, not just Christians, had a guardian angel, given at birth, not at baptism. This is a subject of debate. God wills that all should be saved, not only those blest with baptism. For non-Christians, the angelic ministrations may not be so effective as to bring them to salvation, but they will protect against many evils.


Ultimately a Guardian Angel’s task is to enlighten the soul by instruction, ministering towards salvation. It wards off the demons and prevents both bodily and spiritual harm. The angels do not forsake even wicked men. However, in accordance with the Divine Will, they may leave evil individuals to suffer many torments, in the hope of bringing about their repentance. They can also block the actions of the wicked from causing as much harm as was intended.

“They are the guardians of the divisions of the earth; they are set over nations and regions allotted to them by their Creator. They govern all our affairs and bring us help. And the reason surely is because they are set over us by the Divine Will and Command and are ever in the vicinity of God.” (St John Damascene)

Devotion to the Holy Angels should arouse within us a “devout gratitude to God for having placed these heavenly spirits of great sanctity and dignity at the service of man.”  

The knowledge that we live constantly in the presence of the Holy Angels of God can give us “serenity and confidence in facing difficult situations, since the Lord guides and protects the faithful in the way of justice through the ministry of His Holy Angels.”  (CDF Directory on Popular Piety and the Liturgy, 2001)

