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SERMON – 27 DECEMBER 2020 – GAL 4.4-7, LUKE 2.8-21 
 
In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. 
 

 Peter Barham 

As we’ve hardly read the Nativity story this year, it seemed right to the have the 
whole of the story of the angels and the shepherds. This window is in Howden 
Abbey in Yorkshire – the angel is so bright that it is difficult to get the exposure 
right. I started thinking about angels. There are three named angels in the bible 
 

  Egypt or Syria, late 14th–early 15th century Zakariya al-Qazwini - British Museum – in the public domain 

Raphael only appears in the boom of Tobit. He is a healer, indeed his name 
meas “to heal”. Doing a bit of research (also known as Wikipedia) it turns out 
that in Islamic tradition he is known as Israfil – a healer in Islamic tradition too, 
he also has his trumpet as he is the one to announce the day of resurrection.  
 

 Coventry Cathedral - Jim Linwood, CC BY 2.0 https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0  
via Wikimedia Commons 
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Michael is the warrior. He fights with the devil in the book of Revelation – the 
battler against evil. When we read the nativity story we tend to forget the nasty 
bits – the Roman Empire who didn’t care how its decrees would affect ordinary 
people (just like authorities who really don’t care if thousands of lorry drivers 
are trapped on a motorway or an old airfield without sufficient food and loos). 
We tend to ignore the massacre of the innocents – the children who died as a 
consequence of the birth of Christ, the birth which was responded to with 
violence and evil. Evil means humans do horrendous things to each other – we 
need Michael to help us fight that evil. If I was a Christian living in north 
Nigeria, in the area where Boko Haram and other groups are at work, 
murdering, kidnapping, even kidnapping children – I might have a different 
view of what is needed to protect me and my family as I journey through life. Is 
it any wonder if people try and make a new, safe, home in Europe? 
 

 Gabriel - John William Waterhouse, 1914 

Raphael, Michael, and Gabriel – we know most about him. The angel of 
annunciation, God’s messenger, telling Mary God wants her to be the mother of 
the Messiah. Lovely images, of a job that needed doing – God has a plan, the 
Word will become flesh, you are my messenger. In the book of Daniel, Gabriel 
comes to explain some of the visions – so his appearance to Mary is not 
something new. 
 

 
I had a look at my Christmas cards to see how angels are portrayed – there are 
pictures on my sermon on the website. Lot of fat, rather contented angels – 
blowing trumpets. 
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announcing to shepherds, towns – joining stars in the sky - 

 
Playing harps as well as trumpets 

 
dancing, celebrating, bringing people together.  
 

 
One carol has an angel singing the words of Good King Wenceslas  
 

 
which took me back to the 1973 stamps. 
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It might amuse you to see that one of our friends, Stella, used a couple of these 
stamps on her Christmas card this year – she’s obviously got a pile of old 
stamps she is using up. It won’t surprise you to know that Stella lives in 
Yorkshire! 
 

 
We’ve heard a lot of talk this last year about medical staff as angels. The BBC 
News the other day showed the crib at Bergamo Hospital in Italy, one of the 
towns hardest hit by Covid – and they have members of the medical services. I 
remember on the Christmas Gareth had his heart transplant, the rest of the 
family went to Midnight Mass in the chapel of Great Ormond Street. After the 
service, Julie went back to the parents’ accommodation with Harry and Hannah, 
and I walked through the hospital to the cubicle in the Transplant Unit where 
Gareth was being cared for. I will never forget the way the lights along the 
darkened corridors turned on as I walked down them, nor the little pod of light 
in the darkened unit, and he had an Irish nurse caring for him all night – she was 
an angel. We jokingly say “O, you’re an angel” – and we mean it. A messenger 
of God, bringing his Kingdom in – and we work for his kingdom is so many 
ways. When there is love and care and healing and all that is good – God’s 
Kingdom comes.  
 

 St Edmundsbury Cathedral – Lilias August 
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We also use the “angel” imagery when someone dies. How many times do I 
hear the phrase “she’s gone to be an angel”? “Grandad is one of the angels” – 
go and look round our graveyard and you’ll find several angelic images placed 
on graves. I could make myself unpopular and say that images should not be 
placed on graves, they are breaking the Chancellor’s regulations for memorials 
in churchyards – but it is not worth the arguments. Logically and theologically 
I’m not sure it makes sense – although it feels a bit more believable than 
“Grandad’s gone to be a star” which is the other phrase people use. No doubt 
cleverer people than I have written books on the continuing survival of the 
belief in angels in a culture where the Christian doctrine of heaven is not 
understood or believed in – perhaps angels are easy to picture. I suppose I can 
picture my little Theo as a rather sweet cherub, not so easy to imagine Gareth as 
an angel – I don’t want to dissect that belief too deeply, there is just a certainty 
that one day I will, once again, meet the people I love. Logically I’m not sure 
how that will work, what form we’ll all have – so, I’ll put logic on one side and 
just believe that life is stronger than death.  
 

 
My final Christmas card pictured Mary, Joseph and Jesus on the flight to Egypt, 
with angels watching over them as they journey. Perhaps Michael has taken 
over from Gabriel – a protector is the one who is needed, because this child has 
come to live in our world, the word has become flesh and dwells among us.  
 
My faith is not a faith in angels, nor a faith in churches, or in Christians, or in 
humanity – or even in steam trains. My faith is in Jesus, the baby of Bethlehem, 
the man who teaches and inspires, the young man who went to the cross and 
who rose again. I witness God’s love, God’s purpose, God’s work in angels, 
churches, Christians, humanity – even, sometimes, in steam trains – but none of 
those bring me the fullness of seeing God in Jesus. The Collect talks about 
“sharing the life of his divinity” which is mind-blowing. One day we will fully 
share in the life of his divinity – whatever that means. For now, it means we 
share that life while we exist in this human form. His sharing means that we can 
rise above everything this world throws at us, his sharing means that we live his 
life in this world, it means that nothing can separate us from the love of God. 
We need to know that is true, this Christmas and into 2021, and we need to 
share that love with others.  
 

Peter Barham 261220 


