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THIRD SUNDAY BEFORE LENT 2020 (Year A) 

10.30am Choral Eucharist 

Ripon Cathedral  

 

The Dean’s Sermon 

 

The Message of the Angels 

 

There has been much interest in the fallen angel of Ripon Cathedral. Well, you could 
imagine that there would be. To be nearer to the truth, there has ben much interest in our 
Fallen Angel Project; the conservation of our outstanding choir pews following the 
unfortunate fall of one angel from his elevated position a couple of years ago.  
 
So it is that articles in at least four regional newspapers have reflected on our scaffold-
filled Quire being the centre of an operation to restore what we are now told are stalls and 
woodwork not just of national significance but of international significance. They were 
carved originally by a local craftsman, William Bromflet, at the beginning of the Tudor 
period – and to a remarkably high standard.  
 
Well, all of this has provided an opportunity to tell the world that we are always restoring 
fallen angels here at Ripon Cathedral. Isn’t that what the church is for? Tradition has it that 
pride was the fall of the angels – adding to fallen creation’s troubles. And yet we can’t help 
but think of angels as the heavenly host, in close proximity to God, caught up in celestial 
prayer and praise. 
 
As one hymn puts it,  
‘Angle voices ever singing round thy throne of light, 
Angle-harps for ever ringing, rest not day nor night…’  
 
Of course, we might consider that our prayer and praise is a poor reflection of that of the 
heavenly, angelic choirs. How could we sinful souls compare? As John Mason expressed it 
in his immortal hymn, ‘How shall I sing that majesty which angles do admire’;  
‘Thousands of thousands stand around thy throne, O God most high; 
Ten thousand times ten thousand sound thy praise, but who am I?’  
 
Well, rather like St. Laurence, the third-century Roman deacon, who, when asked to hand 
over the treasures of the church, presented the people; I feel a strong urge, when asked to 
talk about the angels of Ripon Cathedral, to point to our congregations and say, ‘Here are 
the angels!’ Here are those called to sing God’s praises on earth with as much sincerity and 
commitment as the angels in heaven. And more!   
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Angels are first and foremost the messengers of God. At least one newspaper, the 
Yorkshire Post, picked up on my musing that our restoration project might just lead us to 
ask what God would have his angels, his messengers, say to our society today. This is a 
pressing question, and today’s readings lead us to ponder a similar thought. Starting with 
the Gospel;  
 
‘You are the salt of the earth…  
You are the light of the world… 
Unless your righteousness exceeds that of the scribes and Pharisees, you will never enter 
the kingdom of heaven.’ 
 
Jesus is sitting on the hillside about the shore of the Sea of Galilee, delivering his sermon, 
the Sermon on the Mount. Those of you who are joining Bishop John Pritchard and me on 
our Holy Land pilgrimage in October will have the pleasure of visiting this very spot. We 
will reflect on the Beatitudes which Jesus has just uttered when we read this morning’s 
gospel passage. Jesus is sharing something of the quality and character of kingdom living.  
‘Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. 
Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted… 
Blessed are the poor in heart, for they will see God…’  
and so forth.  
 
These beatitudes are words of reassurance and comfort – for some. But then comes 
challenge for those who would be Jesus followers, disciples, God’s down-to-earth angels, 
 
‘You are the salt of the earth, but if salt has lost its taste, how can its saltiness be restored? 
It is no longer good for anything, but is thrown out and trampled underfoot.’  
 
If the hearers of Jesus – sitting on that idyllic Galilean  hillside - wanted to be counted 
amongst the blessed, they had to be prepared to have a positive influence and impact on 
the world around them. What they said, how they conducted themselves, mattered.  
 
‘Unless your righteousness exceeds that of the scribes and Pharisees, you will never enter 
the kingdom of heaven.’  
 
That might seem hopelessly threatening for those of us who would follow in their footsteps 
today. Yet, the restoring of our fallen angel reminds us that the whole of Jesus’s mission 
was focussed on restoring us humans - children of God who could never lose totally the 
image of our creator. Using Jesus’ own metaphor of salt; surely, we can accept that - like 
the waters of the Dead Sea - we could never lose our saltiness, not totally. In Christ, surely 
even the most fallen examples of humanity can be restored - to become more like the 
kingdom-people he would have us be. Surely, no one is beyond the redeeming, restoring, 
love of God.   
 
This is where we can move to our New Testament reading to be reminded that St Paul – 
that converted, former persecutor of the disciples of Christ – has something significant to 
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say about how we might understand the call to be disciples. We might say, if we agree that 
we are called to be angels here on earth, St. Paul helps us to discover something of our 
God-given message.   
 
Paul is writing for the church in Corinth. He recalls that when he first arrived in Corinth, 
he was weak and fragile, and frankly in a bit of a state. ‘I came to you in weakness and 
fear and much trembling.’ (1 Cor 2:3) Little wonder! That walk to Corinth took place 
probably only a few weeks after he had been badly beaten in Philippi. He must have been a 
physical and nervous reck.  
 
He was coming to a city, a coastal town that was strategically well placed on the strip of 
land, the isthmus, between Athens and Sparta. Corinth was a bustling seaport which, 
having been destroyed by the Romans in 146BC, was re-founded - restored - as a Roman 
colony by Julius Caesar.   
 
Corinth was full of life and energy. It was known for its lack of morals. It was full of the 
dubious wisdom of Rome and its cults. And its freedmen, who could advance up the greasy 
pole of Roman society, would have been quick to accept the emperor of the day as the 
great divine lord, to be worshipped and obeyed above all other deities. The temple of the 
imperial cult was in fact just that bit higher than those of the other cults – such as 
Aphrodite and Poseidon – to emphasise the point.  
 
What would God have his messenger speak into this intense, self-confident, idolatrous 
context? Well, Paul was clear that this particular apostle was required to speak a wisdom 
that – as he had written earlier in this same letter, 1 Corinthians – was a stumbling-block to 
Jews and foolishness to Gentiles.’ (1 Cor 1:23) This was wisdom about an alternative 
divine Lord to the Emperor, the supreme antidote to the great power and wisdom of the 
day. This true divine Lord was nothing less than the creator of all things, the true God who 
had been revealed in Jesus Christ. This was the Lord who was crucified - thus foolishness 
and a stumbling block for some - and yet who was also raised again. This risen Lord was 
calling people to begin to enter into his kingdom, the final rule of God.  
 
Heaven was now breaking into the world’s reality, here and now. From which we can take 
it that if angels are a dimension of heavenly reality, then they need to be seen on earth – 
with their prayer and worship, passing on the messages of God.  
 
And the message for today? Well, it will include those dimensions of kingdom living that 
need to be heard urgently today. It will include talk of the restoring capacity of God’s love; 
of divine forgiveness for every fallen soul, of inclusive community, of justice, of care for 
the God-created environment… of the hope of heaven in this world.  
 
But Paul reminds us that the message of the church, of the angels of God, must always 
start with a call to discover Jesus Christ and the deep wisdom of God that he revealed. It 
simply has to be taken for granted that this may seem like folly and a stumbling block in 
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every new generation – each with its own superior wisdom and insight. And yet, the 
wisdom of God revealed in Jesus Christ remains as wise as it ever was.  
 
Paul can write,  
“‘What no eye has seen, nor ear heard, 
nor the human heart conceived, what God has prepared for those who love him’ - 
these things God has revealed to us through the Spirit; for the Spirit searches everything, 
even the depths of God.”  
 
And it was revealed in Christ crucified and risen.  
 
Yes, we rejoice in the fact that our Quire is full of scaffolding and our wooden angels are 
being restored. Let us pray that we who would wish to be counted amongst God’s angels 
(his messengers) in this place, might just be enabled by the Spirit’s inspiration, through our 
prayer and praises, to go out and communicate the good news of God’s wisdom revealed in 
Jesus Christ.   
 
 
 


