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I’m delighted to be here today to celebrate your patronal festival with you – the feast of St Michael and All Angels – otherwise known as Michaelmas was celebrated on 29 September.

At first glance, you may find it a little difficult to relate to this festival.  And yet – one of the most interesting questions you can ask a person is, ‘Do you believe in angels’.  And you will find that the idea of ‘welcoming angels unawares’ is embedded in the minds of many people.  And you may have seen the wonderful Epstein statue on the wall of Coventry Cathedral of St Michael stepping on the neck of the dragon.

We heard the story of Jacob’s dream – Jacob who slept and dreamed – and saw God.  ‘Surely the Lord is in this place and I did not know it,’ he said.  And in the Gospel Reading we hear the story of Nathaniel’s recognition of Jesus.  ‘Where did you come to know me?’ he asks Jesus.  And he responds to Jesus by saying, ‘Rabbi, you are the Son of God … ‘
It seems to me that one of the key ways in which we might think of mission in our times – the mission of our congregations here in St Michaels and St Johns in our partnership with other churches in the community - is the task of helping people to see God.  One of the key verses in Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount in Matthew 5 is ‘Blessed are the pure in heart – for they shall see God’.  This is a secular age – and part of the character of a secular age is that people have ‘lost the habit of God’ – we might say that they don’t look for God or they don’t see God.  Now that is true but maybe not quite true.  For many believe that this is also an age of spiritual searching – of people who may have lost the habit of church but have not lost the habit of searching for the spiritual in the everyday.

However we describe it, I believe that our key task is to help people to see God – just as surely as Jacob saw God in his dream – just as surely as Nathaniel recognised Jesus for who he was.  We do that in all sorts of ways – by our friendship and our caring; by the quality of our congregational life; by our worship which [in the Nine Marks of Mission] we hope will be worship which renews and inspires.  We do it – as we attempt to do in Casting the Net – by exploring what some have called Holy Conversation – talking about life and experience in such a way that people are helped to recognise, explore and articulate the spiritual in their midst and themselves as part of it.

So we have two readings about seeing God.  For me that means that we are called to recognise the presence of God everywhere all around us and within us – to understand that Jesus is quietly present in the whole of life, in suffering and in joy, in despair and in hope.

In between the two readings, we heard of war in heaven and the cosmic battle between Michael and his angels and the dragon, the ancient serpent who is called Satan.  To see God is to know that the whole of life is an arena in which is worked out – fought out – the great struggle between good and evil.  It’s there everywhere – there in the joy of the almost rescued Chilean mine workers who are trapped because of greed and poor safety standards; there in the murder of aid worker Linda Norgrove from the Island of Lewis – having dedicated her life to the poor of the world; there in the disarray of world politics and the deep conflicts which seem as irreconcilable as ever, there in the anger which infects our politics, there in our waywardness which destroys our relationships and damages our families.  I saw it most clearly – and came to believe most strongly in a force of evil in my years in Northern Ireland where I say people reduce ‘the other’ either to a blank face or to the face of evil itself.  And in my days as a Prison Visitor among terrorists I saw it in the hard hearts and blank eyes of those who had decided that their causes justified the suffering of innocent people.
And finally – do these things come together.  Yes of course they do in the very heart of our faith.  To see God in the midst of life is to see a suffering God – present in every part of life – seeing to redeem every part of life – seeking to draw everything back to himself in love.  To see God is to see Christ crucified and risen and to recognise that this is how God works his eventual victory over all those dark forces.  
‘Surely the Lord is in this place and I did not know it - Blessed are the pure in heart – for they shall see God.’  
