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To Orla


– a ‘divine spark’










Prelude


Loving Angels Instead


‘Rather than words comes the thought of high windows:


The sun-comprehending glass,


And beyond it, the deep blue air, that shows


Nothing, and is nowhere, and is endless.’


Philip Larkin, ‘High Windows’ (1967)1


 


 


I grew up with angels. Mostly guardian angels, who inhabited my night-time prayers, repeated from under a candlewick bedspread in my Catholic home near Liverpool, all the while gazing up at the ‘holy picture’ of Jesus on the wall with his copiously bleeding heart. ‘Angel of God, My guardian dear, / To whom his love commits me here, / Ever this night be at my side, / To light and guard, To rule and guide. / Amen.’


The place I remember angels best, though, was not in my bedroom but on the drive at the front of our house. Not that I ever saw them, but I knew they were there. My mother had been diagnosed with multiple sclerosis just before she found she was pregnant with me. By the time I could walk, she couldn’t. Or only with help: first the support of one wooden stick and her other hand resting on my shoulder; later, two sticks; and then a frame. Her declining mobility is how I measure out my childhood. When I was ten, she began to use a wheelchair, but refused ever to be confined by it.


To which end, in the early 1970s, she took delivery of a sky-blue three-wheeler Invalid Carriage (however much we now moan about the clumsiness of politically correct language, it is surely an improvement on calling anyone, or anything, in-valid), a Reliant-Robin-without-the-styling provided by the British taxpayer in the first flickerings of the disability revolution. The design allowed the driver to transfer across from their wheelchair onto a car seat, which then slid across on rails to lock into position behind the handlebars that controlled the whole contraption. In the space left once the seat had moved over, there was room to haul aboard a folded-up wheelchair, but hers was heavy and the manoeuvre awkward, so most of the time she didn’t bother with the faff. Her empty wheelchair stayed behind on the drive, while she parked outside shops where the assistants would come out and serve her through the Invacar window.


My father was forever telling her that, one day, some ‘young buck’ would ‘walk off’ with the wheelchair while she was out ‘gallivanting’, leaving her stranded. ‘Oh Reg,’ I can still hear her rebuking him, refusing to rise to the bait, ‘cheer up. My guardian angel is looking after it.’


And for the fifteen years she used that Invacar, her empty wheelchair was always there, awaiting her return. So, though never seen, her guardian angel must have been taking care of it, and her. At least, that is what we concluded at the time, using the same logic as the Scottish actor and comedian, Billy Connolly, when he told the tale in one of his stand-up shows about the ‘wee parking angel’ on the dashboard of his car. If he wound it up and its wings flapped, he said, it was supposed to find him a parking space. At which point the audience would laugh, before he added that, in his experience, it always worked.2


*


My first adult brush with visible angels came in 2000, when I published a biography of Bronwen Pugh, the 1950s supermodel whose marriage to one of the super-rich Astors was described as a ‘fairy-tale romance’ by the newspapers, but who was then drawn unwittingly into the notorious sex-and-spying drama of the Profumo Scandal that began around the Astors’ swimming pool at Cliveden, their stately home outside London.3 By her own description, before and during her marriage Bronwen had lived a very different inner life from outward appearances. Away from the catwalk and high society, it was one shaped by intense spiritual experiences, when she felt herself to be in the overwhelming presence of God’s unconditional love. One episode she recounted challenged me as I was researching the book. It was her description of what happened two days after the birth, in December 1961, of her first daughter, Janet.


 


Bill [her husband] had gone on a shoot. I was lying in my bed and I suddenly saw these angels. They were tiny and going up and down, as if on a ladder. They were in brilliant colours and they were looking at me and smiling a wonderfully merciful smile. They had brought me a message. ‘You forget that the dynamic of the universe is self-sacrifice.’ I was appalled. They were right. It had been a difficult labour and I had been afraid for my own life. If I’d put myself to one side, I’m sure I would have relaxed more and the labour would have been easier.4


 


I pressed her for more explanation. Had she actually seen angels, or was it that, exhausted after a prolonged birth, and under the influence of heavy medication, she had been half-dreaming? ‘No,’ she insisted, ‘I was awake and that is what I saw. They were there in the fireplace in my bedroom.’ Angels were, for her, real and tangible and unremarkable. The point of the story, as far as she was concerned, was the message they carried from God – of self-sacrifice, linked to the theme of unconditional love that shaped all of her religious experiences. For me, though, it was the angels’ physical presence that beguiled. For all my faith in them at the time, the guardians who had watched over my mother’s wheelchair had remained invisible.


*


My own faith is, essentially, a dull, practical one, so Lorna Byrne proved still more challenging to my default scepticism about any sort of supernatural manifestations. If Bronwen Astor saw angels once, Lorna reported having them in plain view all the time. There is also something of the mystic about her, I found out in 2008 when I was sent by the Daily Telegraph to interview her about Angels in My Hair, her book that had become a word-of-mouth, international bestseller.


In it, this fifty-something mother-of-four from County Kildare in Ireland told how, since childhood, she had seen guardian angels as ‘spirals of light, usually three paces behind people’, usually with wings closed together, and therefore not fully revealing themselves. More than that, she could on occasions go beyond the accepted bounds of this visible domain and communicate with them. She lived, she explained, in a ‘parallel’ world, ‘between spirit world and human world’;5 in other words the ‘endless nowhere’ that Philip Larkin saw through high windows in the poem that opens this prelude.


There was undeniably something ‘other’ about Lorna, though not in any contrived or flamboyant way. Indeed, quite the opposite. Her sheer ordinariness of appearance and manner made it hard for me (and presumably her millions of readers) to doubt her sincerity. When recounting any sort of religious experience in our ever more secular and sceptical world, there is always a risk of being labelled (and dismissed) as deluded. To a Western society that increasingly places its faith only in those things that can be empirically measured, religion is mumbo jumbo because it doesn’t fit the scientific ‘proof’ model. So talk of angels is at heart no more off-the-scale than any other aspect of believing in God. ‘If I had told people what I was seeing when I was a child,’ Lorna recounted to me, ‘I would have been locked away.’


So was Lorna telling the truth? She talked of angels as if discussing old friends and I felt myself drawn in, almost in spite of myself, carried back to the unchallenged convictions of my childhood and its unseen but ever-present guardian angels. How does she deal with it when people demand that she prove her claims, I asked? ‘I point to the response from my website. My book has given people back hope and belief in life itself, and that for me is wonderful. There are people who tell me they haven’t prayed for years, since they left school, but now . . . It’s the hope the world is crying out for.’6


Though she surely did not know it, since she has had very little formal education and reads with difficulty because of severe dyslexia, Lorna’s remark to me that day echoed that of Saint Teresa of Avila, a sixteenth-century Spanish theologian and mystic who reformed her own Carmelite order and the first woman to be accorded the honour of being declared a ‘doctor of the church’. Yet in her lifetime, she faced many more doubters. Doctor Teresa wrote in her autobiography about how angels visited her, on one occasion piercing her heart with a flaming spear that was God’s pure love, and sending her into a state of ecstasy.7 Challenged by the church authorities to prove her claims of angelic visitations, she reputedly replied that the evidence of the moral effect on her should be sufficient.


A few months after my meeting with Lorna, I got a call from her agent. Would I interview her again, this time on stage in front of an audience at Friends’ House, the vast Quaker headquarters in central London? I had said yes almost before I knew the word had come out of my mouth.


It was full to its 800-seat capacity, all ages, all backgrounds. On the podium, Lorna and I ran through the same questions as before, and then the audience joined in. The most remarkable moment of the evening came only after it was officially over. For a good ninety minutes, I watched as a large proportion of those 800 people waited patiently in a queue that trailed out of the door of the main auditorium and round into the entrance hall. They wanted to be able to spend a moment one-to-one with Lorna.


I assumed they were seeking a description of their own guardian angel. It is what I’d asked her when first we met (she wouldn’t say). But those waiting to see her wanted something different. They asked no questions. They simply wanted this woman to put her arms round them in a hug. She offered them no cure, no special blessing, no therapeutic insight, no two-way channel to the angels, or beyond them to God. It was just, many told me subsequently when I stopped them on their way out of the building, that they recognised in Lorna’s unshakeable acceptance of angels something that they too felt, a connection with something bigger, something that violated every law of science, but that they too experienced as a reality.


*


There is a terrible arrogance in the widespread confidence today that we are cleverer in all things than past ages. Angels are, for a sizeable minority, part of the present. In a 2016 poll of two thousand people, one in ten Britons stood shoulder to shoulder with Lorna Byrne and Bronwen Astor in saying they have experienced the presence of an angel, while one in three, like my mother, remain convinced that they have a guardian angel (39 per cent among women and 26 per cent among men).8 These are significant numbers that shouldn’t lightly be written off. They mean that, on some counts, angels are actually faring better than God. In a 2015 YouGov survey on British religious attitudes, only 23 per cent described themselves as ‘very’ (3 per cent) or ‘fairly’ (20 per cent) religious.9


While belief in God is on the wane, belief in angels is flying high. One survey reports that 21 per cent of Britons who never participate as worshippers in religious services, as well as 7 per cent who describe themselves as atheists, say they believe in angels,10 a clear case at first glance of drawing on capital that is just not there. Nevertheless, we seem to be, in the lyric from Robbie Williams’ hugely popular 1997 song, ‘loving angels instead’.11


The Lion-man – or Löwenmensch – figure, with the head of a lion and the legs of a man, is the oldest-known evidence of religious belief in the world, predating every holy book, part of the unwritten religions, traditions without texts and without hierarchies that have existed across the world and across the whole of human time. Carbon-dated to forty thousand years ago, this ivory carving was unearthed in the Stadel cave in south-west Germany in 1939.12 Its combination of human and animal features, painstakingly shaped used a flint knife, testifies that our earliest ancestors craved a relationship both with the natural world and with things unseen. Angels are central to that same history of yearning and the search to connect visible with invisible. In cultures stretching back tens of thousands of years, there have been winged creatures who serve the gods and who make a bridge, or ladder, between the divine realm and the earthly one.


Now, when in the West, at least, the statistics for formal religious attachment are dropping like a stone, angels remain. How has that come about? The decline in organised religion, which in some avowedly secular circles is on occasion accompanied by a virulent dislike of its remaining manifestations, is part of a wider anti-authoritarian trend in Western society, and beyond, that has seen the election of populist politicians on tickets that promise sweeping away long-established rules, alliances and experts who tell us what to do. And organised religion, too, suffers as part of that anti-authoritarian groundswell, because it is, in part at least, about laying down rules and regulating human freedom.


But only in part. Angels represent the other side of the coin to the claims to authority made by religious institutions. Unlike any formal attachment to a faith, with its doctrine, dogma and theological complexities, angels demand from those who place their trust and hopes in them no signing up to membership of a church, synagogue, mosque or temple, no attendance at rituals, no deference to the earthly representative of the gods. They are religious, or – if you like, though it is an overused word at the moment – spiritual, yet their make-up and history is such that they fit just as comfortably into the individualistic, anti-institutional mood of modern times as they have into more conventionally and collectively religious eras in the past. Indeed, one of the features of the contemporary upswing in interest in angels is that the formally non-religious are often happier talking about them than those who are part of a religious institution.


Angels have moreover shown a remarkable ability to chime with very different ages. Their history is full of examples of them being recruited, even dragooned, to suit the immediate needs of particular times. They seem endlessly adaptable, their very shape and form so often debated, and so often changing. When the Jewish people despaired at apparently losing their place as God’s chosen people in the wake of a series of defeats that began with forced exile – or captivity – in Babylon in the sixth century bce, they turned to angels and gave names – Michael, Gabriel, Raphael – to these hitherto shadowy figures. It was a way of investing in them their hopes of a renewed relationship with Yahweh and of the dawn on earth of the kingdom of God in which they would defeat all-comers. Likewise, when the ‘angelologists’ of the twelfth century ce ambitiously sought to develop a comprehensive explanation of the relationship between the earth, the heavens and the cosmos – in essence between God and emerging science – they hit upon angels as providing the key. When the artists of the Renaissance wanted to give expression to new notions of how every individual could have a one-to-one relationship with the divine, rather than be treated as part of a collective endeavour, they painted and sculpted and wrote about disarmingly human angels.


By the same measure, today’s angels introduce a spiritual dimension into a material reality that for the many, personally and as societies, has become tattered, especially in the developed world where it is now commonplace to reject religion, deeming it a force for division, and as inimical to individual liberty and choice.


Down the ages, this same process of turning to angels has kept on happening. ‘It is fruitless’, wrote the great American critic and thinker, Professor Harold Bloom, on the eve of the second millennium ce, ‘either to literalise or dismiss spiritual experience, whether ancient, medieval or contemporary.’13


If I were asked if I believed in angels, what would I say? Probably something mealy-mouthed such as, ‘What do you mean by believe?’ It is not just a neat side step. It also goes to the heart of the discussion that lies ahead in this history of angels. We are in inexact territory and invisible worlds.


So that word belief, found in the question ‘Do you believe in angels?’, can mean many things. In the secular societies of the West, it is a challenge to present incontrovertible evidence of their physical existence. I cannot. Yet angels have been, for millennia, in scriptures and myths, hearts and minds, an expression of human aspiration, hope and expectation, an in-built instinct to engage not only with invisible worlds, but with invisible beings too, as a way of relieving anxiety about living, and about the inevitability of death. Angels speak of and to something all too real and all too urgent in the human experience.


The ancient Greeks made better use than we do of language to enable them to hold two concepts at once: mythos and logos. Both were crucial in life, they believed, but each had its particular sphere of competence. Logos, which translates as reason, was the equivalent of today’s scientific orthodoxy, a pragmatic mode of thought that was shaped by external realities, but had little to offer those who were stressed or suffering, and nothing at all that resonated with people’s intimations that their lives had a larger meaning. Instead, all of that side of life was covered by mythos, in some ways an early form of psychology, and just as respected, all about the less easily measured or quantifiable aspects of human experience.


The classical stories of ancient heroes descending to the underworld, with which many are still familiar today, were not regarded by the ancient Greeks as fact, as logos. They were about teaching those who heard them how to navigate their psyche – mythos. In the same way, the Bible’s creation narrative of Adam and Eve and the Garden of Eden was understood for centuries, until the Scientific Revolution, not as a factual explanation of our origins, but rather as a kind of poetic cosmology, to be recited at times of crisis or sickness, to give energy, courage and reassurance. Nobody was required to ‘believe’ it. Certainly not in the sense that we use the word today. Belief was about commitment, not credulity.


Nowadays, however, scientific logos is all-conquering and the world of mythos is discredited and discarded. The rise of the novel in the eighteenth century arguably marked a further but associated shift. When we were perfectly able to understand and applaud the ‘fiction’ that was told in the pages of a novel as metaphor for the reality of life and human experience, simultaneously (and curiously) we became progressively unable to continue to accept the same thing about the narrative we read in the scriptures. For believers, an embattled tendency began to develop, by way of reaction, that insisted on presenting scripture as literal truth, and gave rise to a new and distorting fundamentalism within religions. It contributed to scripture being sidelined as ‘just’ myth, as if myth had no value in the modern way of looking at the world and its challenges.


Since angels seem unlikely ever to be proven to ‘exist’ in any rational or scientific way, they too should, logically, be on their way out; but they are not. One explanation is that their survival against the odds says something about what some scientists like to refer to as the ‘God circuit’ in our brains – a part of the hippocampus that has been shown to be activated when we feel love. In that same maze of patterns of nerve cells and neural pathways, angels just cannot be extinguished.


Yet science is not clear-cut on the structure of the brain. The British psychiatrist Iain McGilchrist, in his landmark 2009 book The Master and His Emissary, argued that the modern age has seen a shift in the balance between the brain’s right and left hemispheres, with the left – which processes into expression thought that originates in the right, and then returns it to the right to be integrated – having become more dominant in Western culture. Though the left hemisphere may be the domain of language, McGilchrist argues, the right is that of poetry and metaphor, so what he is saying is that in recent times our collective ability to grasp the meaning of ideas such as angels has been reduced.14


Reduced but absolutely not eliminated. The urge, many would suggest, remains. The Anglican theologian Jane Williams has written: ‘In what we think about angels, it is as though we allow ourselves access to needs that normally we would deny or suppress. Angels give us a way of expressing our longing for beings who are more powerful than ourselves, and who care for us.’15


It is once again that time-honoured hankering to narrow the distance between us and the beyond, to find a way of connecting with that untenanted void beyond our planet, somewhere that also beguiles the half of Britons, Americans and Germans who believe in aliens.16


In 1923, the German poet-mystic Rainer Maria Rilke envisaged an unknowable species of angel in his Duino Elegies. They had a remoteness, a terrible beauty that lies beyond human limitations, a perfection towards which we can only aspire. ‘Who,’ he wrote, ‘if I cried out, would hear me among the angels’ hierarchies? And even if one of them pressed me against his heart: I would be consumed in that overwhelming existence.’17


Human beings, nevertheless, continue to pit their finite minds against the infinite.










Part One


The Authorised Version of Angels


‘And as imagination bodies forth


The form of things unknown, the poet’s pen


Turns them to shapes, and gives to airy nothing


A local habitation and a name.’


Duke Theseus, in A Midsummer Night’s Dream, by William Shakespeare (V.i.8–23)










A


A is for Asa Vahista, one of the six Amesha Spenta (or ‘Beneficent Immortals’) of Zoroastrianism, the predominant religion of Persia from 1500 bce until it was displaced by Islam in the seventh century ce. Each of the six were ‘divine sparks’ created by the good god, Ahura Mazda, to watch over his people, and protect them from the bad god, Angra Mainyu. They were a type of guardian angel, with the elevated status of archangels. Though technically all are gender neutral, Asa is usually regarded as masculine. To his name is added Vahista – a word used of him in the sacred Zoroastrian text the Gathas by the prophet Zoroaster himself and meaning simply ‘the best’. Asa represents truth, justice and righteousness, the combination of which embodies what it is to be a good Zoroastrian. Each Amesha Spenta is also allocated a specific domain. In the case of Asa, it is fire – still an integral and distinctive part of Zoroastrian rituals.


 


 


B


B is for the Bulgarian angels, who local legend has it inhabit the Devil’s Throat Gorge in the Rhodope Mountains in the south-eastern European country. Amid marble cliffs is a deep cave through which an underground waterfall plunges deafeningly over forty metres. It was here that, Christian legend has it, based on a passage in the Book of Genesis, the fallen angels retreated once they had come down to earth and impregnated the daughters of men. It was as good as a prison, not least because of the constant thundering sound of the waterfall inside the cave, caused by their tears of regret. An alternative, possibly earlier, legend has it that this was the spot where the Greek god Orpheus came to enter the underworld and find Eurydice.










1


Holy Books – the First Angels


‘And yet, as angels in some brighter dreams


Call to the soul when man doth sleep,


So some strange thoughts transcend our wonted themes,


And into glory peep.’


Henry Vaughan, ‘They Are All Gone Into the World of Light’ (1655)1


 


 


For almost three thousand years, the words ‘Holy, Holy, Holy, Lord God of Hosts / Heaven and Earth are full of your glory / Hosanna in the highest’ have been set to music by believers as part of their liturgies and rituals in synagogues and churches. The origins of what is called ‘The Song of the Angels’ rest in the Jewish tradition, an approximation of it having first been recorded in the Hebrew Scriptures in the Book of Isaiah, one of a series of prophets sent by God to the Jewish people in their hour of need.2


The early sections of the book date back to the eighth century bce, and it is here that the ‘Holy, Holy, Holy’ rings out to herald Isaiah’s extraordinary vision of the Almighty seated on a throne in the Temple in Jerusalem. Accompanying him is an honour guard of mighty angels known as seraphim, ‘each one with six wings: two to cover its face, two to cover its feet, and two for flying’.3


As these seraphim sing their hymn of praise, the very foundations of the Temple – the holiest of holies in Judaism – shake and it fills with smoke. Then, with great ceremony, one of their number takes a red hot lump of coal from the altar and touches Isaiah’s lips with it, burning away his sins and anointing him as God’s messenger.4


Many of the details given in Isaiah – including the words of ‘The Song of the Angels’ – are repeated in chapter four of the Book of Revelation, the final, apocalyptic instalment of the Christian New Testament, written towards the end of the first century ce.5 Now, though, there are four creatures, still with six wings, not angels but three animals – a lion, a bull and a flying eagle – and a fourth with a human face. All of them have ‘eyes all the way round as well as inside; and day and night they never stopped singing: “Holy, Holy, Holy is the Lord God Almighty; he was, he is and he is to come.” ’6


In Jewish ritual today the words of ‘The Song of the Angels’ continue to be heard in the Kedushah (or sanctification), part of the daily prayer service. Traditionally those reciting them rise onto their toes with every ‘kadosh’ or ‘holy’, a little higher each time, as if straining to reach up towards the angels above.


Among the early Christians, too, the Book of Isaiah was regarded with a special reverence because of the prophet’s promise that God would come among his people. Christians took this as an early promise of Jesus. So much so that Isaiah is still sometimes referred to as the ‘fifth gospel’.7 ‘The Song of the Angels’ was incorporated by the Western Church in the fifth century ce into the officially approved text of the mass, with the ‘Holy, Holy, Holy’ repeated in the Sanctus (the Latin for ‘Holy’). Meanwhile, in the East, Orthodox Christians continue to recite the angels’ words, as part of their liturgy, in the Trisagion (or ‘Thrice Holy’). In all these traditions, which together cover over 1.5 billion of the world’s population, it is understood that human voices join in song with those of angels in a single choir that transcends the boundaries of heaven and earth.8


Of all the words included in ‘The Song of the Angels’, it is arguably their collective ‘Hosanna’ – in Hebrew yasha na, or ‘O, Save!’ – that has been most often placed on the lips of angels, or hung around their person. It is there, for instance, in the popular early sixteenth-century Christmas carol, ‘Ding Dong Merrily On High’, where ‘the sky / is riv’n with angels singing: / Gloria, Hosanna in excelsis!’ And ‘Hosanna’ is spelt out, too, on the banners that the angels unfurl from their trumpets on Christmas cards (though any sense of it being a plea to be saved is lost). Meanwhile, in Dante’s Paradiso, the final leg of the poet’s journey through the next world that makes up his three-part Divine Comedy, the narrator only manages to work out that the millions of ‘scintillating sparks’ that encircle him in the upper realms of heaven are in fact angels when he hears the sound of their hosannas.


 


I heard them sing hosanna choir by choir


To the fixed point which holds them at the ‘Ubi’,


And ever will, where they have ever been.9


 


The Song even gives us the word ‘host’ – our collective noun for angels. The origins of host predate even Isaiah and belong to the period around the eleventh century bce when the Jewish king, Saul, established a united kingdom of Israel, with his successor David making its capital at Jerusalem. In the Hebrew Scriptures concerned with that time (for example, at the very start of the First Book of Samuel), Yahweh is credited with playing an active part in these victories, and is regularly referred to as ‘Lord of Hosts’.10 The Hebrew word sabaoth, translated as ‘hosts’, also means armies, and carries with it therefore the sense of massed ranks of supporters. In earthly terms, that becomes the Yahweh-inspired troops who brought Saul and his successors victories on the battlefield against their opponents, the Philistines. Mixed in with them, it was believed, were angels, sent from heaven to assist.


Beyond music, liturgy and scripture, the lines of ‘The Song of the Angels’ open out to reveal how entwined the history of angels is with the Israelites’ relationship with their God. Indeed, the story goes back to the very beginning, and the creation story of the Garden of Eden. When God expels Adam and Eve from paradise for eating the apple from the tree against his instructions, ‘He posted the cherubs, and the flame of a flashing sword, to guard the way to the tree of life.’11 And later in the same Book of Genesis – the first text in both the Pentateuch, taken by Jews as the work of Moses and containing the Jewish law, and of the Christian Bible – three angels appear at Mamre to Abraham,12 regarded as a founding father by Judaism, Christianity and Islam alike.


In understanding the origins of humankind’s enduring relationship with angels, the overlapping holy books of Judaism, Christianity and Islam are one obvious starting point. Yet, though they present themselves – or are often presented by religious literalists – as the start of everything that ever was, these are neither the first holy texts, nor the first ones to feature angel-like creatures.


Those six-winged seraphim that Isaiah described so memorably in the eighth century bce in his vision of Yahweh entering Jerusalem have no obvious forerunners in earlier sections of the Hebrew Scriptures. Only much later in Revelation do they appear again in the Christian Bible. And yet the seraphim have gone on to figure large in theological debates about angels and their hierarchies, as well as in art and in literature. In Paradise Lost, Milton even gives his seraphim individual personalities, with Abdiel – a name he borrowed from a minor, Old Testament character13 – described as the seraph ‘than whom none with more zeal adored / The Deity and divine commands obeyed’.14, 15


So where did Isaiah’s description of the seraphim come from? Their curious gesture in covering their eyes and feet with their ‘extra’ pairs of wings may be understandable as an act of protection in the first case – unable to look directly at the glory of God – and modesty in the second. Some interpretations in Jewish rabbinical literature suggest that the reference to feet was a euphemism for their genitals.16 But when God chose to reveal the seraphim for the very first time in Isaiah’s vision, how did the prophet know what to call them? If he was not instructed by God as to the proper name to use for these extraordinary creatures (and that may be implicit, but is not stated in the text), are there other origins, both for the word seraph, and for the strange creatures it describes in the world that Isaiah would have known? Or even in that which was beyond his ken?


There are, according to scholars, two possible sources for the word seraph in ancient Hebrew: the first from the verb to burn, hence these six-winged angels were burning with love for God; and the second from the verb to exalt. They exalted God and were in their turn the exalted ones, on a higher level than other angels.17


The first option – from the verb to burn – is the most intriguing in exploring the history of angels, because it connects the seraphim with other creatures who inhabit the Book of Isaiah. The saraf were bewinged serpents, deadly on account of their burning venom,18 and were in their turn linked with the serpent cults that existed at the same time, and earlier, both among the Israelites and in other belief systems.


The Book of Numbers, for example, which in origin predates Isaiah by several centuries and comes fourth in the five texts of the Pentateuch, tells of the desert journeys and first settlements of the Israelites. In it, the travellers are regularly assailed by saraf, or fiery, flying serpents, whose bite could cause death. That doesn’t seem, at first glance, to have any sort of connection to the angels of modern imagination, all balm and smiles. Yet the saraf are, like other angels in the Old Testament, sent by Yahweh as emissaries to advise the Israelites of their first loyalty to him. The reminder these saraf deliver may be anything but gentle, much more the sting of the stick than the incentive of the carrot, but it comes nonetheless from God as a message that should not be ignored.


And Moses does not ignore the saraf. His response is to fashion a bronze serpent, ‘which he put on a standard, and if anyone was bitten by a serpent, he looked at the bronze serpent and lived’.19 Later in the Second Books of Kings, though, we read that this bronze serpent has to be destroyed because people have begun to make sacrifices to it and treat it as a deity in its own right.20


There is certainly something fierce and terrifying, menacing as well as magnificent, about the mysterious seraphim that Isaiah describes as accompanying Yahweh’s throne. So this etymological and physical connection between seraphim and the flying saraf may well have contributed to the particular awe that the six-winged seraphim inspired when Isaiah recounted his vision.


And that resonance extends into the deities of Canaan and Baal, which ran alongside, and in places predated, the history of the Jews as told in the Hebrew Scriptures. They had winged serpent gods, as did the Egyptians, from whose overlordship and exploitation Moses freed the Israelites. In the crowded pantheon of the highly advanced Egyptian civilisation that thrived along the River Nile and its delta from the fourth millennium bce, the saraf or serpent would have been well known as a benign symbol of power and protection. The goddess Wadjet, guardian of Lower Egypt, for instance, was depicted as a flying serpent.


She was not alone in the ranks of the minor – and sometimes major – Egyptian gods in having wings like Isaiah’s seraphim. Isis (in Greek) or Asset/Eset (the latter curiously the ancient Egyptian word for the sort of throne occupied by Yahweh in Isaiah’s vision) was one of the most important deities in Egypt, subsequently to be taken up by the Greeks and Romans, with her cult spreading across their empire from Britain to Afghanistan, and still found today in pagan belief systems. Beside her more familiar depiction with her infant son, Horus (said to be one of the influences behind Christian depictions of Mary and Jesus as Madonna and Child), Isis was often shown with wings as one of the four protector goddesses.


The first references to Isis date back to the Fifth Dynasty of Pharaohs, around 2500 bce, and over the millennia Isis was given many roles, among them using her wings to spread a heavenly scent across the land, or to bring fresh air into the underworld, where she acted as guide to the dead on their journey into the afterlife.


In addition to annexing Isis, the ancient Greeks had many other winged emissaries of the gods, among them Hermes, who features in the writings of both Homer and Hesiod around the eighth century bce, the same date given to the early section of Isaiah where ‘The Song of Angels’ appears. One of Hermes’ tasks, like Isis, was to accompany the souls of the dead on their journey.


Both Homer and Hesiod also refer to daimons, lesser deities, somewhere between humans and the gods, who act as benign guiding spirits, and sometimes have wings or winged sandals, though often they cannot be seen at all. They were, Hesiod states in his epic poem Works and Days, ‘good beings who dispense riches [but who also] remain invisible, known only by their acts’.21


It is a description that could easily be applied to a guardian angel and, just as angels later became a subject of endless speculation in Jewish, Christian and Muslim thought, so too the daimons of ancient Greece evolved over time through debate and discussion. Hesiod, for example, connected them with veneration of ancestors, suggesting the great and powerful should continue to be honoured after death in the form of daimons. In their local communities, some Greeks would build shrines to the daimons of their dead heroes.


Where Homer argued that daimons were closer to the gods than to humans, several centuries later Plato (427–347 bce), the philosopher credited with founding the Academy in Athens as the world’s first seat of higher learning, maintained that the daimon was inextricably tied to humans, the rough equivalent of each individual’s immortal soul, and there with him or her from birth, but separate from the body.22 In particular, Plato recalled in Phaedo how his teacher, Socrates, widely considered as the founding father of Western philosophy, had been able to hear the voice of his personal daimon. It was the source of his genius,23 guiding him away from errors, though never directly instructing him what to do or say. Its role was to inspire human thoughts and actions, Plato suggested, rather than prescribe or enforce them.


The nature of daimons was subsequently further refined in the later Hellenistic period (300 bce to 30 bce) to encompass the idea that daimons could be both benign and malign guiding spirits. Such a division, in turn, went on to influence Jewish and early Christian writers. The Jewish philosopher Philo of Alexandria (c. 20 bce–50 ce), for example, laboured to reconcile Greek ideas with the Hebrew Scriptures. ‘The beings whom other philosophers called daimons,’ he noted, ‘Moses usually called angels.’ Emphasising the overlap, he added that ‘souls, demons and angels differ in name but they are identical in reality’.24


‘The angels’ names came from Babylon’


The blueprint for the various parts played by angels in Judaism, and hence Christianity and later Islam, can already be glimpsed in these accounts, but we are skipping ahead in our story at the risk of losing sight of other potential influences on Isaiah and that striking description he offers of the seraphim in ‘The Song of the Angels’. Casting the net more widely, among the Sumerians, Akkadians and later Assyrians and Babylonians – connected, highly developed agriculturally based civilisations that grew and then spread outwards from 4000 bce from a core in the rich fields between the Tigris and Euphrates rivers in what is today southern Iraq25 – there were mighty, intimidating winged figures who were both used as symbols of quasi-divine earthly power, and regarded as deities.


They were featured in the fabric of the stone-built palaces of worship that became common for the first time in these parts, forerunners of temples, synagogues, churches and mosques. These buildings expressed a physical link with the often-invisible power of the gods, rooting it physically in the material world. Among the figures used to decorate them was Pazuzu, a flying composite of human and animal parts, who was simultaneously the demon bringing famine in the dry season26 and the guardian protecting those who worshipped him from other more malign spirits.


Often, too, the shape and size of these buildings could express a yearning to get closer to the gods. Ziggurats (or temple towers), like that of Marduk, in the Babylonian epic poem of creation, the Enuma Elish, provided a summit, halfway between heaven and earth, where humans could encounter the divine face to face.27


Arguably the greatest influence on the angels that feature on our Christmas cards today, though, came from the winged spirits of Zoroastrianism, the religion of the followers of the prophet Zoroaster, who is thought to have lived in modern-day Iran sometime between 15,000 and 10,000 bce.28 The belief system he inspired thrived across the whole region in various forms until the seventh century ce, when the rise of Islam displaced it. The most obvious parallels with ‘our’ angels are provided by Zoroastrianism’s fravashi, sometimes described as patrolling the ramparts of heaven before descending to earth to act as guardian spirits to believers.


Like many aspects of Zoroastrianism, their exact role and status is now the subject of much debate among scholars, since they are not mentioned in those sections of the Avesta, the most sacred book of Zoroastrianism, that have survived (estimated at around a quarter of the original). There are references to them, according to some readings, in extant sections of the Gathas, a collection of ‘hymns’ and other texts reputedly written by Zoroaster. These describe an army of fravashi helpers created by Ahura Mazda, the Lord of Light and Wisdom, to assist him in his struggle against Angra Mainyu, Lord of Evil and Destruction. In positing a good god against a bad god, Zoroastrianism was one of the world’s first dualist belief systems, portraying believers as caught up in a cosmic battle between equal and opposite divine powers.


Like the daimons of ancient Greece, it is hard to be truly precise about the angel-like fravashi because they rise and fall in significance, and in how they are described, over the sweep of Zoroastrian history. Our ability properly to understand those developments is dented by the relative scarcity of surviving materials. What does seem to have happened, however, is that a strand of Zoroastrianism, known as Zurvanism and allied to geo-political power in Babylon, dominated from at least the fourth century bce onwards. In it, the fravashi came to the fore as models – or mirrors – of spiritual perfection, rather than heaven-sent guardians to individual believers.


Among today’s direct descendants of the Zoroastrians, the 200,000-strong community of Parsees, found mainly in India (where they fled when persecuted by Islam), there is a slightly different view again, with the fravashi more likely to be characterised as protective spirits of ancestors watching over their surviving relatives. To add to an already far from clear picture, the Faravahar, the depiction of a winged angel-like creature as the infinite human spirit that is usually taken as the symbol of Zoroastrianism, is believed, in its current form, to be a nineteenth-century-ce invention, created as a reaction to European colonialism, and designed as a national rallying point for Iran, its history and culture, rather than a specifically religious image.
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The Faravahar – as seen here at the Fire Temple at Yazd in Iran – is a representation in Zoroastrianism of the human spirit as a winged angel-like figure.


 


The fravashi, then, offer no easily read clues as to their potential influences on the seraphim of Isaiah’s imagination. The sections of the book that contain ‘The Song of Angels’ were written earlier than the passages that reflect a much stronger Zoroastrian influence over Judaism. These parts of Isaiah were completed during the Jews’ long exposure to Zoroastrian beliefs and practices during their exile in Babylon from 587 to 539 bce. This ‘captivity’ was the result of their defeat by Nebuchadnezzar, King of Babylon, who added to the Jews’ trauma and sense of being abandoned in their hour of need by Yahweh when he destroyed their Temple in Jerusalem. That Zoroastrian influence on Judaism found in later parts of the Book of Isaiah is part of a wider impact exile had on Jewish ideas. For this history of angels, that is best summed up by a striking adage from the Talmud (the written compilation of Jewish law and rabbinic discussions around it, which first started to be compiled in the second century ce). It states that ‘the angels’ names came from Babylon’.29


The named angels in question are the archangels Gabriel and Michael, found in the Book of Daniel, one of the final books in the Hebrew Scriptures and dated to 165 bce, as well as Raphael and others in the Book of Enoch, who we will explore in detail later. The claimed Babylonian/Zoroastrian inspiration for these named archangels is its six (three male and three female) Amesha Spenta, or ‘Beneficent Immortals’. In the Yasna – the main Zoroastrian act of worship – it is told how Ahura Mazda creates each of the six to line up alongside him as ‘divine sparks’ (an echo of that description, ‘scintillating sparks’, later used of angels by Dante in his Paradiso). They are the visible form taken by a creator God who is invisible, and are akin to putting a series of faces on the divine. Each of the six Amesha Spenta has individual virtues and associations – good purpose, truth and righteousness, power, devotion, wholeness, and immortality – and all guard creation in the cosmic battle with the malign Angra Mainyu. They are, in this capacity, more powerful than the mere fravashi, and so equate to a better class of angel.


How ideas are shared


It was through human interaction between different religions and belief systems – in exile, at war, or simply different peoples encountering each other as neighbours and trading partners – that the angels emerge who fill the pages of Hebrew Scriptures, the New Testament, and later the Qur’an. The physical links created by the East–West trading routes linking Asia to Europe may not have developed until the second century bce into an established network, known as the ‘Silk Road’ between the Mediterranean and the Himalayas,30 but some sort of exchange of ideas had been going on long before that date. Geographical or commercial proximity, though, is not the only factor to consider.


Historians have in the past half-century increasingly highlighted the importance of the period between 800 and 300 bce, a time that they call the Axial Age because it was when many of the world’s great religions burst into life around a common axis of beliefs.31 It witnessed the dawn of the great traditions that continue to nourish humanity: Confucianism and Daoism in China; Hinduism and Buddhism in India; the one God (‘monotheism’) of Judaism, which was later to nurture both Christianity and Islam; and the philosophical rationalism of Greece. This was the period of the Buddha, Confucius, the Hindu mystics of the Upanishads, and Socrates, among others, as well as some of the prophets of the Hebrew Scriptures. The overlap of ideas between these different and disparate teachers, and the systems they represent, cannot simply be explained by physical contact. Some of them worked anonymously, others in isolation. It must also have been part of a shared human reaction to the particular circumstances of those centuries, the dilemmas they threw up, and the appetites they created.


In the case of the Axial Age sages, one of the things that united them was impatience with the doctrinal codes, rules, prescriptions and carefully plotted hierarchies that we nowadays tend to associate with organised religion. They were much more interested separately but – with hindsight – severally in pushing forward the frontiers of human consciousness in search of a transcendent dimension to life, something that went beyond the here and now, and connected them with a higher principle, whether it be a god or gods, a state of perfection, or higher being, an afterlife or the cycle of reincarnation.32 Part of that endeavour included, in all sorts of different and not so different shapes, a cast of messengers, lesser deities, spirits, intermediaries or guardians, who closed the gap between the gods and the rest of us. Why? Because such go-betweens answered a shared human need for some way of approaching or feeling the presence of deities.


And so, while it would be stretching a point to say that Isaiah’s vision of six-winged seraphim in the eighth century bce owed any sort of obvious debt to emerging ideas in evolving Hinduism, nevertheless its angel-like figures should form part of the wider backdrop to this story. Hinduism is often described as the world’s oldest religion, stretching back to the civilisation that thrived in and around the Indus Valley – the ‘Land of Seven Rivers’ (or Sapta-Sindhu, the origin of the word Hindu) – between 2500 bce and 2000 bce. From it sacred texts emerged, written in Sanskrit, and known collectively as the Vedas (‘knowledge’), of which the Rig Veda, dated between 1500 and 1200 bce, is the best known. It describes Gandharva as a god who guards the moon and holds the secrets of heaven. By the time of the Upanishads, from the eighth to the fifth century bce, however, the gandharva had become male nature spirits, half human, half animal, usually bird, and hence with wings. They also acted as messengers between the gods and humans, but were most celebrated for their musical gifts, their voices, and the songs they sang that were able, it was said, to carry their listeners into ecstatic trances, just as the choirs of angels in Judaism and Christianity could reach down in ‘The Song of Angels’ to those on earth.


Significant, too, in the Hindu pantheon are the male deva and female devi, ‘dwelling with glory in mid-air’ according to the Rig Veda.33 They are often represented as the bringers of light (as opposed to the asuras, spirits who bring darkness) and have their place in the cycle of rebirth that is part of Hinduism as the guardian of souls between each death and rebirth.


The parallels with the history of angels are striking. To their number should also be added the bodhisattvas of Buddhism, guides to meaningful spiritual life, mythical, awesome in power, radiance and wisdom, but simultaneously as ordinary as your next-door neighbour.


How far, though, did that shared but separate Axial Age search for a transcendent dimension in life connect peoples in distinct and distant parts of the world? Why the overlaps and echoes – in our case around angel-like figures – in what historians argue was often a spontaneous human inclination to make ‘transparent the transcendent’? That phrase is one associated with the American writer and academic Joseph Campbell (1904–87), who was less interested in the technicalities of how ideas were passed from hand to hand, head to head, or heart to heart, and preferred instead to see any connections between peoples in different parts of the world at the same time as part of a more instinctive joint human endeavour to make sense of life. All religions, he argued in his 1949 book The Hero with a Thousand Faces, created gods who were aspects of a shared ‘mono-myth’.34 Drawing heavily on the insights of the analytical psychologist Carl Jung, Campbell proposed that many of the shared details of religions – angelic beings among them – are better seen as remnants that ‘line the walls of our interior system of belief, like shards of broken pottery in an archaeological site’, a road map of existence generated largely from inside rather than from outside connections and influences.


In other words, in the case of Isaiah’s winged creatures, the first choir to sing ‘The Song of Angels’ three thousand years ago, they were part of a response that arose spontaneously and separately in all religions to human psychology and its need for this life not to be everything, and for there to be something in that space between earth and sky, and beyond. As Campbell put it, we just didn’t want to be alone.35










C


C is for Angel Clare, the son of a clergyman in Thomas Hardy’s 1892 novel Tess of the d’Urbervilles, who starts out as a ‘freethinker’. His first name suggests a free spirit as well. Unlike his more conventionally christened brothers Felix and Cuthbert, Angel disdains following in his father’s footsteps into church ministry, and instead opts to be a lowly farmer, preferring, as Hardy puts it, ‘sermons in stones to sermons in church’. Of Tess, he writes, ‘there was hardly a touch of earth in her love for Clare’. Yet this Angel is not there when the woman he loves, and who loves him in return, is raped by the libertine Alec Stoke-d’Urberville. ‘Where was Tess’s guardian angel?’ the narrator pointedly asks, as if damning the very notion that such a thing exists. And Angel Clare turns out to be no ‘freethinker’. Instead his residual conventional, church-based morality means he abandons Tess on their wedding night when she tells him what Alec did to her. By the time he finally returns to guard her in the book’s poignant ending at Stonehenge, fate has intervened and it is too late.


 


 


D


D is for Damiel, mentioned in the Book of Enoch as one of the ‘Watcher Angels’ who betray God, fall to earth and introduce evil into the world. He is perhaps better known, though, as one of the two trench-coat-wearing guardian angels assigned to assist the people of Berlin in Wim Wenders’ award-winning 1987 film, Wings of Desire. Of the two, Damiel (played by Bruno Ganz) is the one who grows tired of a role that never allows him to cross the boundary between the material and spiritual, a frustration exacerbated when he falls for a lonely trapeze artist called Marion. He discards his immortality, and his wings, and so gets to meet Marion, his world no longer the sepia-infused black and white landscape seen by angels, but a full-colour bar in Berlin where Australian rocker Nick Cave is playing.
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Wrestling with Angels – Genesis and the Hebrew Scriptures


‘The angels keep their ancient places;—


Turn but a stone and start a wing!


’Tis ye, ’tis your estrangèd faces,


That miss the many-splendoured thing.


 


But (when so sad thou canst not sadder)


Cry;—and upon thy so sore loss


Shall shine the traffic of Jacob’s ladder


Pitched betwixt Heaven and Charing Cross.’


Francis Thompson, ‘In No Strange Land’1


 


 


The Book of Genesis records an extraordinary night spent by Jacob, grandson of the biblical patriarch Abraham, at a ford on the River Jabbok. He is assailed and then locked in physical combat with a figure who, in the text, is described first as a man, then is revealed as God, but later in the Jewish and Christian tradition was recast as an angel.


Jacob wrestling with the angel is one of the best-known episodes in the epic saga recounted in Genesis of the foundation of Israel and of Abraham, Isaac, Jacob and his twelve fractious sons who form the tribes of Israel (and fall out over a technicolour dreamcoat). The man/God/angel is so rough that he ends up dislocating Jacob’s hip, leaving him limping. It has ever after beguiled theologians,2 poets,3 hymn-writers4 and artists, including Rembrandt, Delacroix, Gaugin and Chagall, as well as Jacob’s twentieth-century namesake, the British sculptor Jacob Epstein. His arresting 1940 alabaster carving in primitive style in Tate Britain in London has the two wrestling figures in a tight grasp that is half embrace, and half attempted murder.
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Jacob Epstein’s 1940 Jacob and the Angel is an alabaster carving of the sculptor’s biblical namesake wrestling with what is variously described in Judaism and Christianity as a man, an angel or God.


 


Genesis chronicles how Jacob is journeying home. On arriving at the River Jabbok, he sends on ahead his wives, servants and eleven children, but spends the night there himself.


And there was one that wrestled with him until daybreak who, seeing that he could not master him [Jacob], struck him in the socket of his hip, and Jacob’s hip was dislocated as he wrestled with him. He said, ‘Let me go, for day is breaking.’ But Jacob answered, ‘I will not let you go unless you bless me.’


He then asked, ‘What is your name?’


‘Jacob,’ he replied.


He said, ‘Your name shall no longer be Jacob, but Israel. Because you have been strong against God, you shall prevail against men.’


Jacob then made this request. ‘I beg you, tell me your name.’


But he replied, ‘Why do you ask my name?’ And he blessed him [Jacob] there.


Jacob named the place Peniel, ‘because I have seen God face to face,’ he said, ‘and I have survived’.5


 


Some of the details jar, certainly for a contemporary audience, brought up on New Testament notions of a loving God. Why would he, under cover of night, turn aggressor?6 And would he have gone further still and killed Jacob if the latter hadn’t put up such fierce resistance? God appears to be the first one to blink in the stand-off. He was ‘worsted’ by Jacob, as the poet Emily Dickinson wrote in her reflection on the episode.7


Yet Genesis – and indeed the Hebrew Scriptures – is full of similar violence, destruction and death, meted out by God, or by his representatives, often angels, with his explicit approval. The question then becomes, why does he hold back here mid-struggle?


Theologians and historians of the Bible have debated at length over the centuries whether this passage (and indeed most accounts of angels) is best treated as a dream. Sigmund Freud was not the first to recognise that what we dream of as we sleep reveals what we are thinking when we are awake. The idea was part of earliest rabbinic teaching and ‘significant’ dreams feature in the Hebrew Scriptures.


Jacob, in particular, has form in this regard. Earlier in Genesis, Yahweh has appeared to him in a dream and shown him a ladder, ‘standing on the ground with its top reaching to heaven: and there were angels of God going up it and coming down’.8 This was the ladder that Bronwen Astor saw after she gave birth to her daughter, and is a familiar and recurring image in the Judeo-Christian imagination, for instance on the extraordinary pair of carved stone ladders that ascend to heaven on either side of the West Front of sixteenth-century Bath Abbey in Somerset, with six angels on each.


On another occasion, Jacob is again visited in his sleep by ‘the angel of God’, who warns him to ‘leave the country’ as part of his bloodthirsty row with his brother, Esau, from which neither emerges with much credit.9


At the Jabbok, though it is explicitly nightfall, when sleep should come naturally, there is no mention of a dream, but Jacob is all alone with no one to prevent him dozing off. Does God, or someone on God’s behalf, appear in Jacob’s dreams, and then go away when he wakes? It is, after all, the text makes clear, daylight when the fight ends.


But what of the dislocated hip? Dreams may leave you traumatised. On rare occasions, they might even cause you to fall out of bed and bruise yourself, but rarely does a physical injury sustained in a dream remain once you are fully awake.


That may be taking it all too literally. And literal readings of the Book of Genesis can produce strange results. In her Angels and Ministers of Grace, for example, the well-known twentieth-century anthropologist M.J. Field – who described her work as ‘ethno-psychiatric’ – set out to ‘prove’ that all the angels of the Bible were either human beings or hallucinations. Taking the former approach with the angel who tussled with Jacob, she concluded that he was a land agent, ‘some obscure little man’ patrolling a border between different land holdings at the ford, ‘whose co-operation and ritual blessings immigrants were passionately anxious to secure’.10


Perhaps the dreams of Jacob – and others – are instead best seen as moving the scriptural narrative from the actual to the metaphorical, or even the metaphysical. Those who study the Hebrew terms used by the writers of Genesis suggest that there could also be some sort of word-play going on here: that using the River Jabbok is of symbolic significance, because Jabbok means ‘crooked’, and Jacob has been ‘crooked’ in his past dealings with his brother, deceiving their father to receive a blessing intended for Esau.


And what, in this context, of the parallels in other belief systems for such an encounter? In Greek mythology, there is Achilles, who has a duel (one of three) next to flowing water with the river god Scamander, whose name in some (but not all) translations echoes the fate of Jacob because it can be broken down into skado, from the Greek to limp, and andros, or man.
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