St Michael and All Angels
In an air raid shelter, in the East end of London, during the Second World War, there stood—a piano, and every time the sirens sounded a young girl would run from her home and sit down at that piano and play all the old songs to entertain and comfort her neighbours as they took cover and waited for the all-clear. 
I heard this story as I was preparing to take that pianist’s funeral about 20 years ago. I was sitting with her family in Merthyr, and listening to her life’s story in preparation for the service, and, as I often do, I asked what music the family would like to celebrate their mother’s life? I expected to be festooned with suggestions such as, ‘We’ll meet again,   or ‘There’ll be blue skies over the white cliffs of Dover’, but no, they all announced that none of them was in the least bit musical and they had no suggestions to offer me. 
Well, having tried to learn to think on my feet, I found myself saying to them, ‘How about ABBA, “Thank you for the music”?’ They thought that would be perfect and we arranged to listen to the song in its entirety. 
The day of the funeral came and I announced the song, giving a little of the background of this wonderful lady from the war days, and then I signalled to the crematorium attendant to press the play button. Don't worry, it was the right song, but have you ever listened to the whole song? Do you remember the opening words? They are not ‘Thank you for the music’, but rather ‘I’m nothing special, in fact I’m a bit of a bore!’ At the time I had wished that the floor would have opened up and swallowed me. But of course we know that they go on to sing: 
‘Thank you for the music, the songs we're singing, thanks for all the joy they’re bringing.’ 
Today we celebrate St Michael and All Angels, we give thanks for the Angel choir and for the gift of music.  Another song often played at funerals today is Angels by Robbie Williams.  

Robbie’s angel offers protection; the assurance that of not being forsaken; a blessing of love in weakness and pain.  It is a song full of longing; it presumes that angelic affection is more constant than human love.

Protection and acts of kindness; affection and ensuring safety: all these things are angelic traits.  Today we celebrate the feast of Saint Michael and all the angels, those characteristics are refined.  As we look through the lens of Scriptures, we come to angels as beings who are at God’s command; they bring both strength and comfort; they direct our attention to heaven when we’re sceptical, struggling and conflicted.  They sing of God’s love and glory.

We make links between angels and human acts of compassion in part because of the biblical narrative.  Scripture opens up a more expansive vision, enabling us to think about God’s ways with the world; and our participation in God’s purposes.  Angels inspire us with heavenly worship and earthly service.

Angels fascinate us.  They inhabit the heavenly realms, yet are conduits of God’s will.  They ascend and descend between earth and heaven.  We speak of angels when we glimpse heaven on earth; when humanity embodies God’s purposes of love, reconciliation and hospitality.

Angels act as messengers not only of God’s will; but also as signs of God’s presence.  They worship God in heaven, but not in the same way as we do here on earth. We struggle to discern God’s will; his praise is on our lips one moment, our minds on something else the next.  They reveal God’s presence and proclaim his glory in a world where his truth is not fully apprehended. We are called to that work too, yet our own agendas and interests can send us off track.  This is why we set aside time privately and when gathered together week by week, to refocus our bodies, hearts, souls and minds on God.  The words we say, the postures we adopt, the praises we sing, the gifts we taste and touch all align ourselves with God; preparing ourselves for his service.

Just as we have different gifts and personalities, which contribute to our ministry and fellowship, so too do the angels have distinct characters and roles.  Angels communicate God’s presence.  It is Gabriel who acts as the herald of heaven; the one who reveals the mystery of the incarnation.  His words resonate within us as we recall his greeting Hail Mary full of grace; blessed is the fruit of your womb. Words of proclamation also resound in this place of worship as we sing Glory to God in the highest, peace to all people on earth.

The book of Revelation draws us into a vivid and bewildering vision.  God the one who is Alpha and Omega will draw all things to himself; and yet the peaceable Kingdom that is promised is heralded by one final battle.  Today’s reading depicts Michael and his angels casting out Satan – the representation of all rebellion against God.  In opposition, Michael fights for God’s purposes.  He is the peacemaker, banishing strife and conflict. 

Angels bring messages from God: including words of acceptance, strength and healing..  Perhaps their presence in our biblical narrative assures us when faith feels like a struggle. They mediate between earth and heaven both at those thin places when heaven seems present and at those places of agony where heaven seems absent.  They are there at Jesus birth, alongside him in temptation; at the empty tomb angels point from grief and loss to resurrection life.

So to St Michael and all angels
Thank you for the music.
Amen
