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Angels inhabit the biblical imagination. From the pages of Genesis to the Book of Revelation, they are the anonymous messengers sent from divine precincts on earthly errands. 

The Bible’s angels are focused in their work. They do not dawdle. They do not stay for tea or linger over casual conversation. They sing their fa-la-las and make their exit. They wing their way through all the earth, make an announcement or two, and then disappear back into the clouds. 

Gabriel is no exception. He makes a brief appearance in the pregnancy narratives in Luke, and then is gone forever from the story. But he plays a key role in the unfolding drama. Gabriel is, after all, the Angel of Advent. His job is to convey the news that God is coming, and in ways not entirely predictable. 

Christmas would not be Christmas without the angels. Who would sing the incarnation with midnight delight? Who would herald the glad tidings from year to year?

The heavenly host floats to earth laden with good news for all creation. The grace they bear weighs so much that gravity simply pulls them down into our realm where they unload great heaps of comfort and joy, and then, made lighter by sharing their gifts, they rise silently back from whence they came.

Where do they reside during the off-season, these winged wonders of the night? Where are they the rest of the year? Do they confine themselves only to long-ago and far-away, as if we had no need of them in our time? 

Or are they closer to us than we realize? It may be, as the writer of Hebrews suggests, that when we offer hospitality to strangers, we entertain angels without knowing it.
Last Monday morning, an entire flock of angels alighted not far from here, and I witnessed it. The downtown senior clergy were invited to the Convention Center to observe the start of Project Homeless Connect. In the enormous exhibit hall were some 1400 volunteers, each sitting in a chair that faced a second, unoccupied seat. As we watched, the doors of the hall swung open and in poured hundreds of homeless men, women, and children. There would eventually be almost 2,000 of them. They were young and old, black, white, Native American, Latino, and Asian. 

Some of the guests looked as if they had been on the streets a long time. Others, clearly, were new to the experience. 
The crowd fanned out in the massive hall, each person settling into a chair opposite a waiting volunteer. They then began conversation, and after a few minutes they stood and left the room together. They would spend the rest of the day, these thousand-plus pairs, walking from room to room in the convention center, eating lunch together, receiving services for those with no place to call home.

It was one, giant, well-coordinated act of hospitality for strangers – a daylong encounter with a vast, down-to-earth angelic host. We joined the throng working its way through the building. Past the dental rooms, where oral surgery was taking place. Past the medical rooms, where H1N1 shots, HIV tests, and other services were offered. Past the legal area, where attorneys and later, even a judge, helped people navigate the justice system. 

Along the way, I greeted a number of Westminster members serving as volunteers.

We went past the employment and housing areas, through the hair salon, where volunteer stylists were busy coifing the ‘dos of the homeless guests. Past the shoe and clothing area, through the eye care room, where doctors wrote prescriptions for free glasses. Past the computer room with its Internet access, on to the foot care room, where podiatrists examined sores and took care of in-grown toenails. 

English historian Esther de Waal, says, “What a waste it is to be surrounded by heaven, by a sky ‘made white by angels’ wings’ and to be unaware of it. Perhaps the first step is to unearth God in our midst… to let the mundane become the edge of glory.” (Quoted by Nora Gallagher, in Things Seen and Unseen [New York: Alfred Knopf, 1998], p. 27)

I think it was where the feet were being washed that I saw “the mundane become the edge of glory,” and I had to step away from the group as tears began to flow. 

This is the season of angels, and they are all around us. I do not mean only the handsome, strong, brightly arrayed kind. Some are from the realms of glory, but most, I suspect, are from down the street. Or on the street.

The overflow emergency shelter downtown on Currie Avenue is filled beyond capacity. Each night some 700 people sleep there. Some of them have been there for years. Many are disabled and cannot work. The State of Minnesota can house them, but there are not enough case managers to connect the shelter residents to available permanent housing. 

Cathy ten Broeke, the Coordinator of Heading Home Hennepin and an angel herself, came to the downtown clergy about two weeks ago to say that with $350,000 she could hire ten new case managers and house 150 people out of Currie Avenue in short order. The brilliant part of her plan is that the State will pay the ongoing cost of the case managers once the program is up and running. Could the faith community, she asked, quickly find $350,000?

John Calvin wrote of angels that they are “dispensers of God’s beneficence toward us.” (Institutes of the Christian Religion, vol. 1 [Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1960], p. 166)

Obviously, the clergy needed some angel help, some “dispensers of beneficence.”

Jim Gertmenian, the Minister of Plymouth Church, Cathy ten Broeke, and I presented the idea a week ago to the Downtown Council, a group of 40 executives of the largest companies in Minneapolis. Angels come in all sizes and shapes and occupations. This past Tuesday those business leaders agreed to try to fund eight new housing case managers if the faith community would cover two of them: $280,000 from them, $70,000 from us.  Plymouth has already raised more than half the money. I do not know how the interfaith community will do this; all I know is that it ought to happen. 

An angel is a messenger from God. By that definition the world is swarming with them. When they appear in biblical stories something game-changing always happens. A voice from a burning bush. An exodus from slavery. The entry into the Promised Land. The birth of the messiah. A stone rolled away. The homeless permanently housed.

Angels flutter into our consciousness in order to get our attention. Gabriel certainly does that with Mary. The news he bears is simply this: God has chosen to come into the world and will take on human flesh. The reign of God on earth is beginning in a new way, and the birth of Mary’s child will start it. 
Angels are truth-tellers. They do not speak in subtleties. In straightforward language, Gabriel tells Mary that God intends to salvage the world. Gabriel lets Mary in on the plan, and to her credit, she accepts her role with joy.

We dare not approach the incarnation as an isolated event. Gabriel comes to tell Mary that what will happen to her is no mere coincidence. The long arc of history bends in the direction of God’s will. Jesus, Mary’s child, will fulfill the hopes for the earth and its people that God has always held, since the beginning of time.

That became clear in a wonderful way last Thursday in our Chapel. The Celtic Christmas Service that night centered on the light of God. We retold the whole history of God’s people, from creation, through the early stories, and then to the exodus and the kings and the prophets. As the story unfolded people came forward from the pews and lit candles on the table, representing all those with a role in the plan of God. The room slowly started to fill with light.

Eventually we arrived at the end of the older testament, and the gospel narrative began, with the appearance of the angel Gabriel: “Then an angel appeared to Mary,” the reader said, “and passed a new light to her…Creation held its breath” – and the Chapel went quiet as we waited together in a moment of Advent darkness. Then the Christ candle was lit.

The light was passed on through the disciples and the women at the tomb, to Paul and Peter and the early life of the church. With each name another candle was lit. Soon the table was ablaze in light, but the story did not stop with scripture. The names of the mystics were called out, and more candles were lit. Then the reformers, and soon martyrs from the last century were named: Bonhoeffer and Gandhi and Romero. More candles. And then the most remarkable thing happened. The light passed into our hands, to our own candles. The Chapel was darkened, and the room filled with light, our light, the same light that was there at the beginning.

We looked around in reverent silence. There seemed to be a faint rustle of angel wings… and the glory of the Lord shone ‘round about.   Gabriel knows the plan of God is to spread the light, the light of justice and peace, the light of healing and hope, through the life of Jesus, this one whom Mary will bear. 

The angel’s assignment – and yours and mine – is to share the light, to tell the glad tidings that God is coming among us, and all things will be made new. 

Thanks be to God.


Amen.

Prayers of the People  - Douglas Mitchell (10:30 worship)
Good and Gracious God, we give thanks that you spoke to us through messengers like Micah and Isaiah and Luke, and choirs of angels, sent to prepare the way for us to hear your promise for all the peoples of your creation.  Your covenant, sealed in the coming of Jesus, brings us forgiveness if we will turn to you and repent of our love of sinning.  Help us, Lord, to hear your call to turn our lives around, to change directions, to repent and receive forgiveness.

May the Spirit that continues to be your word among us strengthen us during this season of Advent to wait for the dawn, the surrendering of darkness to the light.  In these uncertain and unsettling times, help us to greet the dawn and its promise faithfully.  Help us to see your purpose in our waiting so in our acting and loving we may serve your realm of justice and peace.  We wait for new heavens and a new earth where righteousness is at home.

Holy Center of this most holy season, Jesus, child and ruler, all our wanderings come home to you; all our griefs and delights find a place in the stable where you chose to transform poverty and pain and rejection into new joy and purpose.  Your light shines in our lives; your peace embraces our anger, sorrow and loss; your life opens us to new discovery of our most intimate selves and of our neighbors.  In your humble birth is the promise at dawn, where we discover your everlasting majesty and grace.

Holy comforter, healing Spirit, grant your peace to those who are sick, and to those who grieve this morning.  We pray that your healing touch be felt by those who are in the hospital and those recovering from illness or surgery…

We ask your comfort for those who grieve losses in their lives – losses of jobs, of relationships, of loved ones….

Hear our prayers, God of grace, and help us to fulfill them, working according to your purpose, in peace, justice and mercy, in all we do.  And now hear us as we pray together the prayer your Son taught us… Our Father…

“Gabriel and the Plan of God”


Micah 5:2-5a; Isaiah 40:1-5; Luke 1:26-38�Timothy Hart-Andersen
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