
Guardian Angels

Jesus called a child over, placed it in their midst, and said “Amen, I say to you, unless you turn
and become like children, you will not enter the Kingdom of heaven.  For I say to you that their
angels in heaven always look upon the face of my heavenly Father.” (See Matthew 18:1-10)

The concept of angels leaves me with more questions than answers.  Angels have had a
long and winding history in the Judeo-Christian tradition.  Among the earliest ideas about angels
was the belief that they were not sentient beings separate from God but rather “extensions” of
God himself.  They were sort of “holograms” of God.  But later, things took a turn, and we began
to hear names of angels—Gabriel, Michael, and Raphael.  So, are they sentient beings or not?
In the Renaissance, we have cherubs—those fat, little, naked babies that hover around in
frescos and seem to have no other purpose than to look cute and point you to the action.  Are
there baby angels then? Are they children of the adult angels?  Do they remain babies or do
they ever grow into the warriors, healers and messengers?   And, of course, there is the belief
that Satan was originally Lucifer which means “Angel of Light” who then becomes the “Prince of
Darkness”.  Does this mean that angels have the capacity to sin? Can they repent?  And if they
can, do they go to confession? Finally, traditional Catholicism teaches that each one of us has a
guardian angel.  If I slip on the sidewalk but fall into the grass beside it, one might say that my
guardian angel was looking out for me.  But what if I fall on the cement and really hurt myself?
Was my angel on a coffee break?

This is the problem of being a Jesuit: we get lost in the weeds of our thoughts.  But if my
purpose is to grow in faith, then these intellectual exercises will get me nowhere. Perhaps that is
why, in the Gospel passage above, Jesus links being like a child to the idea of angels. Maybe
Jesus is telling me that I will get to a deeper faith not through an intellectual pursuit of angels but
rather through a childlike notion of them.

Imagine we’re in the front yard at a family gathering and the toddler of the family has just
discovered the joy of running.  She is galloping and laughing with abandon—having a wonderful
time.  But if she turns even slightly in the direction of the street, a mom or dad will be blocking
the way in an instant. This just delights the child all the more; she laughs and runs the other way
only to try again in a moment or two.  Everyone is laughing now.  Why?  Because we are
touched by this gift of a child being able to run and play without a care in the world.  The child
has no notion of the dangers or of the protective forces around it.  Imagine that same child
having fun in a car seat while Mommy is driving.  The child has no clue about the millions of
dollars that have been spent by engineers to design every millimeter of her brilliantly safe car
seat.  The child is surrounded by protection that is unseen and unknown.  This blissful
ignorance allows her to jubilantly toss the Cheerios in the air while Mom looks with disapproval
in the rearview mirror.

God would love for us to have that same childlike bliss; to trust that God has surrounded
us with unseen forces of protection.  Perhaps if we can regain that sense of holy carelessness,
then we can have some of our childhood joy back.  Of course, as adults, God asks us to protect
ourselves as best we can.  We are to buckle our seat belts, get our vaccines, and eat our
veggies. But after we have done what we can to be safe, God would rather that we turn and be



like a child—that we, too, laugh and play in the fields of the Lord, trusting that there are unseen
forces of divine protection all around us.
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