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FOREWORD
Do You Believe in Angels?



MOST PEOPLE DO.


Halo there. If you answered YES to the question above, you’re not alone. And that’s just one reason that this is a tricky book to write.


1. Seventy-five percent of Americans answered YES when asked if they believed in angels, as reported in a 2007 Gallup Poll. An extra 11 percent thought there might be angels; they weren’t sure. So you have to be really careful what you say about angels.



DO YOU BELIEVE IN ANGELS?



[image: Image]


2. Most people know what angels are and what they do. Many people can name and describe angels. Some people even remember meeting angels. But nobody can summon an angel to stand up, show itself, and say “here I am,” and there is no other way to prove the existence of angels. Discussions of things outside physical experience can annoy people or make them shut down. So you have to be really careful what you say.


3. For many people, angels are a matter of faith, something they believe in without having any proof. Discussions of faith and personal spirituality can easily offend people. So you have to be really careful.


4. Angels are part of the stories that form the most holy books of many different religions. They are also part of stories associated with religions but not considered to be part of the holy books. Discussions of religions and their outlook on the world can make people angry or make them debate with you. So you have to be …





But if the archangel now, perilous, from behind the stars took even one step down toward us: our own heart, beating higher and higher, would beat us to death. Who are you?—Rainer Maria Rilke, Duino Elegies: 2





I have to be honest. I probably can’t be careful enough for some people. I don’t know what parts of this book are true by many definitions of the word true. I just know that angelology—the study of angels—is one of the most fantastic things I’ve ever come across. The stories are glorious, the art is heavenly, and the ideas of what angels can be—the link between heaven and Earth, heaven and hell, the living and the dead, humans and God—are truly WONDERFUL. And many, many people of different religions (or no religion at all) believe in angels.


So I’m going to tell you what I’ve found out. And you’re going to take it with a grain of salt, because usually when something is considered true or possible by 86 percent of Americans, there’s all kinds of proof. Well, with angels, there just isn’t.


If you’ll excuse the expression, I don’t want to fly in the face of facts or faith.


This book is about what we think we know about angels, and why we think we know it, and what it means about us that we think it.


It’s also about how believing in something beautiful, mysterious, kind, fierce, and loving changes people. And that is my favorite thing about it. All kinds of people now and in the past—and probably in the future, too—have had their lives changed for the better by angels.


You’ll find that this book is full of questions. The answers are always what someone says. The only facts involve who gave the answer, and where, and when. The different “experts” are historians, theologians, scribes, storytellers, angelologists, and people who claim to have seen or met angels. What’s the real answer? That’s up to you to decide. Nobody knows for sure, except the angels.





1
Angel Lore



HOW DO WE KNOW ABOUT ANGELS?


Where do we get our ideas about angels? From stories, and from histories. From books that are sacred (written or dictated by God), possibly sacred, and not sacred.


For a long, long time, people kept track of their histories and stories by word of mouth. These oral traditions (stories told anytime two or more people were together) became part of the books that form the centers of the big four Western religions: Judaism, Zoroastrianism, Christianity, and Islam.





MAJOR MESSAGE: Each of the holy books of the big four Western religions includes stories in which angels were sent by God to humans. These are the start of people’s understanding of what angels do. But it isn’t necessarily the start of angels, which may have roots in folklore, traditions, and stories that came before the holy books.





The holy book stories told of beings that traveled by flying. How would you describe something you’d never seen before, without comparing it to something else—a bird, a kite, a plane, a spaceship? Which comparison would be most appropriate? Lots of people who have studied the idea of angels think that their image came not just from the holy books, but from stories that were told in different cultures.


The scriptures are works believed to definitely have been written by God (through an angel), or by writers who were directed by God. (This kind of writer is called a prophet.) Some other books were written by people who might have been angels or prophets, or might not. These books are called apocrypha. One of the most famous apocryphal writers, Enoch, wrote at about the same time that the early Bible was written. He describes his dramatic and glorious visit to the center of heaven, where God is found. Enoch’s stories aren’t scripture, so many people argue about whether they were true. Along with other apocrypha, Enoch’s writings have been used by people researching angels all through history, even if the rabbis, priests, and imams said they are not God’s word.


THE JEWISH ANGELS


Angels are mentioned 103 times in the Tanakh, the Bible of the Jews, which includes the five books of Moses (the Torah), the books of the Prophets (Nevi’im), and the writings (Kethuvim), including the psalms. Powerful, physical, and fierce angels appear to do God’s will. They strike down armies, visit with humans, even challenge a man to a





ANGELIC IDEA


In a room full of people, talk suddenly halts. To fill the awkward moment, somebody might say, “An angel is walking through the room.”





wrestling match. Angels talk with Yahweh’s (God’s) prophets, including David, Elias, Daniel, and Zacharias.





SHE HEARD AN ANGEL


Fifteenth century
In 1425 Joan of Arc, age thirteen, began to hear the voices of two saints and the archangel Michael, who inspired her to put on armor and lead the army of France against the English. At nineteen she was burned at the stake, condemned as a witch and a heretic (someone who lies about God).





Today, Jews believe in angels as guardians, messengers, and intermediaries, beings with the ability to take people’s concerns and prayers to God.


There are now close to fourteen million Jews in the world.2 The other three major religions are also based on one supreme being—Ahura Mazda, God, or Allah. Stories in


THE FOUR MAJOR WESTERN RELIGIONS






	RELIGION

	LEADER

	SUPREME BEING

	HOLY BOOK

	START OF RELIGION

	BELIEVERS






	Judaism

	Abraham

	Yahweh

	Tanakh (Bible Old Testament)

	2000 to 1500 b.c.

	Jews






	Zoroastrianism

	Zarathustra

	Ahura Mazda

	Avesta

	Around 600 to 1000 b.c. (no definite dates)

	Zoroastrians






	Christianity

	Jesus

	God (Jesus is God’s son)

	Bible New Testament

	30 a.d.

	Christians






	Islam

	Muhammed

	Allah

	Qu’ran

	622 A.D.

	Muslims







their holy books—the Avesta, the Bible, the Qu’ran—show God acting to create the world, to send the great flood, to send laws, to send angels.


THE ZOROASTRIAN ANGELS


Zoroaster, or Zarathustra, lived between 1000 and 600 B.C. in Bactria (in the area of what is now northern Afghanistan). Before Zoroaster, people worshiped many different beings, such as gods and goddesses, who ruled the sun, the moon, music, health, and so on. But Zoroaster changed the pattern of religion in his part of the world: He said there was only one God.


In Zoroastrianism, the one god, the “wise Lord,” is Ahura Mazda. But Ahura Mazda has help: angels. Early Zoroastrian stories of the seven archangels closely followed those told of the old Babylonian and Assyrian gods, and Judaic and Christian stories adapted bits of these stories into their own traditions.


There are now about three million Zoroastrians in the world.


NAMES FOR ANGELS


[image: image]


THE CHRISTIAN ANGELS


Besides the many angel stories in the Old Testament of the Bible, Christians follow the teachings of the New Testament, in which angels are mentioned on nearly every page. Jesus spoke of them fifteen times, telling about their activities and their lives in heaven.
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