
DO YOU BELIEVE IN ANGELS?                                                                                                          

(Sermon for St Michael and All Angels’ Day – 29.9.19) 

Today’s readings and theme could be a little challenging for us 21st century Christians. 

Today is the Christian Feast Day celebrating St Michael, the chief Archangel of God, and of 

the other Archangels and Angels of God’s heavenly and earthly realm. Do you actually 

believe in the numinous presence of the angels and archangels of God? Both the Old and 

the New Testament biblical literature have a very strong belief in the presence and work of 

angels. Jesus himself clearly believed in the palpable presence of angels around him and 

there are many significant interactions of Jesus with angels throughout his life.  

Angels also seem to have some popularity today, particularly the pretty and rather sexless 

ones that have enormous diaphanous wings who float around showering new age blessings 

on those who seek their blessing. Then, we have such TV Series like “Touched by an Angel”, 

which tries fairly creatively to struggle with the belief that God’s angels or messengers do 

interact with us in daily life. These angels are depicted as seemingly ordinary messenger 

people, guiding and challenging and inspiring us to make better life choices and to avoid 

destructive and damaging life choices. But, of course, we need to recognize them and 

respond to them. That is the hardest part. According to our Christian Faith tradition, we do 

have both angels and archangels around us in the mystery of God’s grace and providence in 

the liminal world that connects both our earthly world and the heavenly realm. 

Then we have that other very nasty place that many rather aggressive, over-zealous and 

conservative Christians like to declare as God’s place of punishment for the unbeliever and 

sinner – that place we call hell! Angels and archangels are our companions to seek to lead 

us out of the places of hell in our lives.           

Can you and do you believe in hell in this 

21st Century educated and scientific 

world? Well, only in some senses, I do. 

Though my belief is certainly not that hell 

typically illustrated by pitchforks and 

demons and fire and brimstone and 

anguished souls writhing in agony. For 

me, hell is that state and place of being 

where people suffer and struggle either in 

fear and pain, or in hopelessness and 

meaninglessness. This can often occur in lives which have no recognition of God’s possible 

loving presence, or even of God’s possible existence, let alone that God has even remote 

interest in their lives. For me, hell is that state of darkness and hopelessness and emptiness 

which swirls around a person who is totally self-focused, self-obsessed and negative about 

a life that has no meaning at all in the ultimate scheme of things. Life is lived and it ends 

and that’s all there is.                                                                                                                              



Jesus himself does talk about the reality of a place called hell. But I believe his references to 

hell are very conditioned by his time and culture and its meaning for Jesus is different to 

what we understand today. I really do think that hell for Jesus is something like what I have 

already talked about. It is a place where God is not allowed to be present and welcomed. It 

is a place where our own choices have caged us into our own self-created areas of 

psychological and emotional and spiritual pain and torment.                                                                                        

In the Anglican Church, we don’t talk much about hell. Hell is not one of the more uplifting 

and feel-good themes to focus on. Yet Jesus does talk about it. It is not one of his favourite 

themes, but he does mention it a number of times, as indeed he does angels and 

archangels. Of course, Jesus doesn’t use the word hell itself. This word is an old English 

word which has for us all sorts of awful medieval superstitious accretions attached to it. 

Jesus word for hell is the Semitic word Gehenna.  

Indeed, Gehenna was literally an actual place. Gehenna was a valley just outside the walls 

of Jerusalem. About 600 to 800 years before Jesus lived on earth, during the reigns of some 

of the ungodly Kings of Judah, the Bible tells us that this valley was used as an idolatrous 

place of worship to perform the most horrendous acts of savagery when offering sacrifices 

to appease the pagan gods Moloch and Baal. These gods had been introduced to Jewish 

worship through intermarriage by Judah’s Kings with pagan princesses from surrounding 

nations. Children of such pagan believers were brought to this place and burnt alive to 

appease the wrath and anger of these gods. This practice was later outlawed under the 

much godlier King Josiah but this valley, Gehenna, was forever associated with horror and 

death and the dark gods who demanded such awful appeasement.  

In time, this odious place became the garbage dump of Jerusalem. There were always 

continuous fires burning to remove the rubbish and filth, and these produced billowing 

black, smelly clouds of smoke. It was an unclean, desolate place of decay and destruction. It 

was perhaps rather like the awful fires of Mordor in “The Lord of The Rings” book and film 

trilogy.  Jesus often speaks of the fires of Gehenna or hell as they were a vivid image to the 

people of Jerusalem. Imagine being condemned forever to live in the wasteland and 

putrefaction and fires of the valley of Gehenna. This is, says Jesus, what life is like without 

God. People can have that black smoky unhealthy place living right within their hearts and 

souls when they isolate themselves from God and the help of his ever-present angels. 

Most of you have probably been to the local rubbish tip in this municipal area but this is a 

relatively sanitized place compared to the ancient rubbish dump of Jerusalem. Or, indeed, 

some of the putrid smelly rubbish dumps of some third world countries where people 

actually do live within and try to eke out a living sifting through the trash.  All of our broken 

and discarded objects and all of our rotten and unwanted food ends up there. There is no 

dignity or beauty there.                                                                                                                          

As a young Priest, I spent some time doing training and pastoral work at Turana Youth 

Detention Centre and at Pentridge and at Royal Park Psychiatric Hospital and of course I 
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have been, in years past, inside many older nursing homes which over the years have 

tended to become much more attractive and pleasant places to be. In those places I have 

seen some extremely sad instances of the way institutions and families have treated the 

mentally and physically disabled, the frail and elderly, the victims of substance abuse and 

the end result of a criminal lifestyle. To some they can be almost hellish places of tragedy, 

hopelessness, loneliness and despair.                                                                                                                                        

But Jesus tells us that no one is outside God’s love and God’s angels are present even in the 

worst of life’s situations. Indeed, Jesus seemed to spend a great deal of time with those 

who were deemed to be totally outside acceptable society and who were religiously 

unclean. They were those who seemed to have reached the end of the line of being able to 

live in society. They were the lepers who were forced to live among the tombs and in the 

rubbish dumps in their own desolate hells. They were the severely disabled who were seen 

as cursed by God and had to sleep wherever they could and beg for food and help. These 

very people Jesus sought out and healed and he redeemed them from their Gehenna or 

hellish existence. 

People of faith in Christ are called to never see people as ultimately useless and garbage 

dump material. We are called to be messengers or angels of God’s love and mercy and 

compassion. God doesn’t make junk. We do. The church should be a place where the hells 

of other’s lives can be brought out into the healing light and love of God and into the 

presence of hope and renewal. 


