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"The dignity of a soul is so great, that each has a guardian angel from its birth." (St. Jerome)

This Monday marks the feast of the Archangels Michael, Gabriel and Raphael. Next Friday we celebrate the associated memorial of the Guardian Angels.

 “O Captains and leaders of the armies of heaven, unworthy as we are, we beseech you unceasingly to surround us with your intercessions and cover us beneath the shelter of the glory of your ethereal wings. We bend our knee and cry out with perseverance: “Deliver us from danger, O Princes of the Powers on high!” (Tropar of the Archangels Michael and Gabriel and all the Heavenly Powers)

God is omnipotent. Therefore, He can create all types of beings, spiritual or material. No human philosophy can prevent his calling millions of angels into existence.

The Scriptures do not tell us when God created the angels: their existence is assumed from the earliest times. St. Gregory the Great listed the different ranks: 

“We know on the authority of Scripture that there are nine orders of angels, viz., Angels, Archangels, Virtues, Powers, Principalities, Dominations, Throne, Cherubim and Seraphim. That there are Angels and Archangels nearly every page of the Bible tells us, and the books of the Prophets talk of Cherubim and Seraphim. St. Paul, too, writing to the Ephesians enumerates four orders when he says: 'above all Principality, and Power, and Virtue, and Domination'; and again, writing to the Colossians he says: 'whether Thrones, or Dominations, or Principalities, or Powers'. If we now join these two lists together we have five Orders, and adding Angels and Archangels, Cherubim and Seraphim, we find nine Orders of Angels.” (Hom. 34, In Evang.)
From apostolic times, the Church has invoked St. Michael as patron and protector. His name is itself a challenge and a threat to the wicked: “Who is like unto God?!  In the Book of Daniel, he defends Israel: "At that time Michael, the great prince, the protector of your people, shall arise.” (12:1)  

The Greeks call him “archistratigos” – high commander, arch-general of the heavenly armies. He is revered as our intercessor, our companion and guide at death. Often he is depicted weighing souls at the Last Judgement.

The Scriptures grant us only a glimpse of Michael’s role in the cosmic conflict among the angels, before the human race was created: 

“Now war arose in heaven, Michael and his angels fighting against the dragon; and the dragon and his angels fought, but they were defeated and there was no longer any place for them in heaven. And the great dragon was thrown down, that ancient serpent, who is called the Devil and Satan, the deceiver of the whole world -- he was thrown down to the earth, and his angels were thrown down with him.” (Apoc 12:7-9)

All angels were created good, wise and powerful. Despite experiencing the Beatific Vision, Lucifer and others chose to rebel against God in full knowledge of the eternal consequences. It is difficult to fathom this “mystery of iniquity.”

Spiritual writers have long applied Isaiah 14:12-15 to the fall of Lucifer:

“How you have fallen from heaven, you Morning star!

How you have been smitten to earth, you conqueror of nations!

You thought to yourself: I will scale the heavens,

I will set my throne above the stars of God;

I will reign on the Mount of Assembly in the farthest north;

I will ascend like the heights of the clouds,

I will be come like the Most High.

But now you have been brought down to Sheol, to the depths of the pit.”

The Genesis account of the temptation of Adam and Eve presumes the existence of a fallen angel, the devil. 

Of the other two Archangels, Gabriel (“strength of God”) is well known for his appearances to Zechariah and to Our Lady. Every time we begin the Hail Mary, we echo his Annunciation greeting. 

St Raphael, the angel of healing, appears in the book of Tobit: "I am the Angel Raphael, one of the seven who stand before the throne of God." (Tb 12:15)

Holy Church dwells in the realm of the supernatural. In the Mass, we regularly invoke the presence of the angels in the “I confess.” We sing their hymns in the Gloria and the Sanctus.  Several Prefaces in literal translation read:

“Through Christ the angels praise your Majesty, the Sovereignties adore, the Powers tremble. The heavens and the celestial Hosts, unite with the blessed Seraphim to rejoice in exultation. Command, we beg You, that our suppliant voices too may join with theirs, proclaiming: “Holy Holy Holy, Lord God of angel hosts.”

The Roman Canon (Eucharistic Prayer I) begs the omnipotent God that the consecrated gifts “may be carried by the hand of your holy angel to your heavenly altar before the eyes of your divine Majesty.”  Parish churches, monasteries, holy shrines, each have their own angel protectors.

In the cherubic hymn of the Byzantine rite, beginning the Eucharistic prayer, the people sing: “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.”

Holy Scripture teaches us that angels are God’s messengers to mankind. In Jacob's vision, they ascend and descend the ladder reaching from earth to heaven. Angels rescued Hagar in the wilderness, brought Lot out of Sodom, told Gideon that he was to save Israel, and foretold the birth of Samson.

They chanted the birth of Christ in the skies above Bethlehem, strengthened Him during His agony in Gethsemane, were witnesses to the Resurrection, and will witness His final judgement of the world.

God Himself is so powerful and glorious, that human beings cannot approach Him in person. He alone "has immortality, dwelling in inapproachable light: whom no man has seen, nor can see.” (1 Tim. 6:16). 

Man was created in the image and likeness of God, "What is man, that thou art mindful of him? ... For thou hast made him little lower than the angels, and hast crowned him with glory and honour." (Ps. 8)  However, sin has scarred and mutilated that likeness: only divine grace can restore it. 

The angels, pure and wise spirits, do not suffer human imperfections. They can bridge the yawning abyss between the supreme holiness of God and shabby humanity. 

Jesus compared the redeemed to immortal angels: “neither can they die any more: for they are equal unto the angels; and are children of God, being the children of the resurrection." (Luke 20:35.36) 

God’s kindness has ordained a special guardian angel to watch over each person upon earth, and minister to our salvation: "See that you despise not one of these little ones: for their angels in heaven always see the face of my Father in heaven” (Mt. 18:10).  Ps 91 assures us: “For he will give his angels charge of you, to guard you in all your ways. On their hands they will bear you up, lest you dash your foot against a stone.”  

According to St Thomas (ST I.111) our guardian angels can act upon our senses and upon our imaginations - not, however, upon our wills, except by working on our intellect through the senses and imagination, and thus upon our will,. 

St Bernard urged his fellow Cistercians:  “Brethren, we will love God’s angels with a most affectionate love; for they will be our heavenly co-heirs some day, these spirits who now are sent by the Father to be our protectors and our guides. With such bodyguards, what are we to fear? They can neither be subdued nor deceived; nor is there any possibility at all that they should go astray who are to guard us in all our ways. They are trustworthy, they are intelligent, they are strong – why, then, do we tremble? We need only to follow them, remain close to them, and we will dwell in the protection of the most High God. So as often as you sense the approach of any grave temptation or some crushing sorrow hangs over you, invoke your protector, your leader, your helper in every situation. Call out to him and say: Lord, save us, we are perishing.”

We live in a world teeming with spirits both good and evil. Let us stir up our faith to recognise with spiritual sight the legions of angels and hordes of demons in our midst. Too easily we consider them remote, distant, in a separate world, but they are present to our world. Angels and demons encircle us from the cradle to the grave. Around every person there rages a spirit battle, like that between Lucifer and Michael. 

“O Princes of the leaders of God’s armies, servants of the divine glory, instructors of men and commanders of angels, ask whatever is good for us, and bountiful mercy, O princes of the elders of the angels!”  (Kontakion)

