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3. The Angels of 
the Churches 

The demonic in our time has a peculiar proclivity for institutional structures. 
It is as if the demons of the Bible grew up along with us and, while leaving some 
of their smaller cousins to continue harassing individuals, swelled to the gigan
tic proportions of our transnational corporations, military establishments, uni
versity systems, and governmental bureaucracies. The New Testament shows 
few signs of familiarity with such structures, but it does deal with two institu
tions, one quite small but growing, the other at its fullest massive extent: the 
church and the Roman Empire. What it has to say about them has, I believe, 
startling pertinence for the way we relate to any corporate entity. 

My own introduction to the angels of the churches came in 1964 when I was 
tParViing the Book of Revelation to a group of teenagers in the parish I was serv
ing in Hitchcock, Texas. I had gotten no further than chapter 2 when I was 
arrested by the way the seven letters to the seven churches in Asia Minor were 
addressed. Unlike Paul's letters, which were sent to an entire congregation ("To 
the church of the Thessalonians"; "To the church of God which is at Corinth"), 
the letters in the Apocalypse of John are addressed to the angels of the churches 
in John's care ("To the angel of the church of Ephesus write"). I had never 
regarded angels seriously, and was not inclined to change. Angels had no place 
in my worldview. It had been an enormous enough effort to get the Trinity 
through the chain-mail mesh of the materialistic mindset of my training. I was 
not prepared to file for exemptions that would permit so large and seemingly 
redundant a host of spirits to enter a worldview so implacably hostile to all 
things spiritual. John was unnecessarily jeopardizing an already tenuous peace 
between my faith and the outlook of my times. 

What Is an Angel? 
Yet the question about these angels would not be dislodged. The easiest solu

tion was to define these angels out of existence. Aggelos means "messenger," 
and can be applied to human as well as heavenly agents. Why trouble ourselves 
with the spirit world when John may simply be addressing the bishop or repre-
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sentative of these local congregations, as several scholars have suggested?' But 
I could not help noticing that elsewhere in the book John never alludes to any 
such leaders. He himself seems to be the spiritual guide of these seven churches. 
And everywhere else that the term "angel" appears in the Apocalypse, it unam
biguously refers to heavenly messengers. Nothing in the letters indicates a shift 
in designation.^ John receives these letters in a heavenly vision which is itself 
mediated by an angel (Rev. 1:1); God "made it known by sending his angel to 
his servant John." The symbolic logic seems to require angelic mediation for 
all communications in this book.^ 

Since contemporary Jewish and Christian literature spoke of guardian angels 
over nations, nature, and individual people,'* John's usage would appear to be 
an extension of that usage to Christian communities, an analogy with Israel's 
belief that the congregation of Israel was under the special care of the archangel 
Michael. We have documentary evidence that at least some people in the early 
church thought this way. The Ascension of Isaiah refers to "the angel of the 
Christian church" (3:15), and Hermas designates Michael as "the one who has 
power over this people [the church] and governs them" (Sim. 8.3.3). In Rev. 
12:7-9 Michael appears in some sense as the defender of the church, and Heb. 
1:14 pictures angels watching over and serving the church.' The early the
ologians also interpreted the angels of Revelation 1—3 as spiritual guardians of 
the churches.® The attempt to interpret the angels of the letters as human beings 
was, I became convinced, prompted by embarrassment, not the data, and I was 
still left with my original question. 

Why does John address each angel as a single entity, responsible for the 
church in its care, and yet pass with no warning in the body of the letters to 
exhorting the whole congregation or specific groups of individuals within the 
church? It would appear that the angel is not something separate from the con
gregation, but must somehow represent it as a totality. Through the angel, the 
community seems to step forth as a single collective entity or Gestalt. But the 
feet that the angel is actually addressed suggests that it is more than a mere per
sonification of the church, but the actual spirituality of the congregation as a 
single entity. The angel would then exist in, with, and under the material expres
sions of the church's life as its interiority. As the corporate personality or felt 
sense of the whole, the angel of the church would have no separate existence 
apart from the people. But the converse would be equally true: the people would 
have no^nity apart from the angel. Angel and people are the inner and outer 
aspects of one and the same reality. The people incarnate or embody the angelic 
spirit; the angel distills the invisible essence of their totality as a group. The 
angel and the congregation come into being together and, if such is their destiny, 
pass out of existence together. The one cannot exist without the other. 
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This way of understanding the angels of the churches finds additional confir
mation in the way second person pronouns are used throughout the letters. In 
current English we have no way of distinguishing "you" singular from you 
plural, as does Greek. Most readers naturally assume that the "yous" in the let
ters are plurals, referring to all the people in the congregation. But the "yous" 
are almost all singular, and refer to the angel; * 

But I have a few things against you [sing.]: you [sing.] have some there who hold 
the teaching of Balaam, who taught Balak to put a stumbling block before the sons 
of Israel, that th^ might eat food sacrificed to idols and practice immorality. So 
you [sing.] also have some who hold the teaching of the Nicolaitans. (Rev. 2:14-15) 

But I have this against you [sing.], that you [sing.] tolerate the woman Jezebel, who 
calls herself a prophetess and is teaching and beguiling my servants to practice 
immorality and to eat food sacrificed to idols. (Rev. 2:20) 

I know your [sing.] works; you [sing.] have the name of being alive, and you [sing.] 
are dead. (Rev. 3:1) 

For you [sing.] say, I am rich, I have prospered, and I need nothing; not knowing 
that you [sing.] are wretched, pitiable, poor, blind, and naked. (Rev. 3:17)' 

It is the angel who is held accountable for the behavior of each of the congre
gations, and yet the congregation is virtually indistinguishable from the angel. 
They are the visible and invisible aspects of a single corporate reality. 

Is the angel of the church then reaH On the question of the metaphysical status 
of angels I have no direct knowledge. Even visions of angels (which people con
tinue to have, though most are reluctant to discuss them for fear of being thought 
insane) do not settle the question of the nature of angelic reality, for visionary 
experience is open to the same ambiguities of interpretation (is it real or an illu
sion?). I am inclined to follow a more functionalist approach. What the ancients 
called the angel of a collective entity actually answers to an aspect of all cor
porate realities: they do have an inner spirit, though our culture has been trained 
to ignore it. To that degree their angels are real, whether they possess personal 
metaphysical reality apart from their function or not.® That function is 
manifested by their personality and their vocation. 

The Personality and Vocation 
of Angels 

A great deal can be learned about the angels of the churches from the very 
structure of the seven letters. They begin, almost memolike: 

To: 
"To the angel of the church in write." 
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From: 
"The words of" the one like a son of man (described with images drawn 
largely from 1:9-20). 

Body: 
1. "I know'—a descriptive section, itemizing what the one like a son of 

man sees in each church, both good and bad. 
2. Exhortation—a prescriptive section, laced with imperatives challeng

ing each church to fulfill its vocation. 
Conclusion: 

1. "He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the 
churches." 

2. "To the one who conquers I will give. . . ." 
This carefully crafted structure is followed in each of the letters, with some vari
ations in wording and order, so that the seven letters take on the texture of a 
single whole.* Furthermore, the promises at the end of each letter are sprinkled 
with allusions that only become clear much later (see for example how the 
meaning of Rev. 2:28 only finally emerges in 22:16), so that the letters are 
integrally woven into the febric of the total apocalypse. What is later to happen 
to nations and to history itself is therefore somehow related to what is going on 
in these churches. 

And what is going on is far from ideal. These churches are riven by strife, 
fectionalism, backbiting, and heresy. As human communities they have little to 
commend them. Except for Smyrna and Philadelphia they are anything but 
exemplary. Their sole excuse for existence is to proclaim that the one "who 
walks among the seven golden lampstands" (2:1) and finally out into the world 
has become the criterion and judge of human history (19:11-13). These churches 
endure, not because they have solved the problems of human crankiness and sin, 
but solely because God requires some group to declare, against the virtually 
universal defection of the race, that the world belongs to God and to the one 
who was "the beginning of God's creation" (3:14), the "first-bom of the dead, 
and the ruler of kings on earth" (1:5). 

Far from being perfect heavenly beings, these angels enco|npass every aspect 
of ^ church's current reality, good and bad alike. In the same way that I am at 
every moment simultaneously who I am and who I might become, the angel 

X encompasses both what the church is and what it is called to be. The angel's 
{[f ^ present realty is described in the first part of the body of the letter: "T 

j\ -^lyQUmairks," "I know vour tribulafan." "I know where you dwell." Before the 
prescription, diagnosis; before the injunction, analysis^ 

v,,;^hat it is called to become is revealed in the second part of the body, in the 
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exhortations: "Repent and do the works you did at first"; "Do not fear what 
you are about to suffer ... be faithful unto death"; "hold fast." The angel of 
a church is the coincidence of what the church is—its t)ersonality—and what it 
is called to become—its vocation. 

The coexistence of these two aspects within a single image may be confusing, 
but this complexity is precisely what gives to this category its heuristic power. 
Sociological analyses of a congregation can lift up aspects of its^rsonality, but 
can make no normative statement about what it should become. Theological 
analyses can speak about vocation, but tend to do so in global generalizations 
and categorical imperatives that make no allowance for the unique problems and 
possibilities of individual congregations.® The angel of the church provides us 
with an exceedingly rich category for congregational analysis, while at the same 
time providing us with a biblical image for reflecting theologically on the con
gregation's unique vocation. The angel gathers up into a single whole all the 
aspirations and grudges, hopes and vendettas, fidelity and unfaithfulness of a 
given community of believers, and lays it all before God for judgment, correc
tion, and healing. How then can we perceive the angel? j 

f l ) Q  C j h v u h  
Discerning the Angel of a Church 

It is not easy for those of us who have been schooled in the Western outlook H/ 
to discern the angel of a church. We are faced with two hurdles. First, our ^ 
worldview is individualistic to an extreme; consequently, most of us regard a ^ 
group of people as a mere aggregate of individuals, with no organic properties 
of its own. We do not perceive it as a Gestalt or whole, with its own history, 
character, and calling. Second, our way of seeing the world is niaterialistic, and 
denies that a group could have a spirit. Consequently we do not perceive the 
angel because we have been trained not to live as seeing the invisible. 

If we wish to discern the angel of a church, then, we first need to see what 
is there. Once we have become acquainted with its personality we can ask about 
its vocation. If the congregation and its physical structures are the outward 
manifestation of the angelic spirit, then the inner reality should be made mani
fest by its outer concretions. So we can start from the visible, isolating the mani
fest characteristics of a church and asking what each reveals about its angel. The 
items that I will highlight are merely suggestive, certainly not exhaustive, and 
would serve as but starters for a full analysis of a church. 

1. Architecture and ambiance are especially eloquent, since a congregation 
generally attempts to make an explicit statement about itself through its build
ings. Even if a single wealthy member designed and imposed on the congrega
tion a certain structure several generations back, that will still have a major 

iW\̂  
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I effect on the life that those buildings permit. One way or another, all the values, 
prestige needs, aesthetics, and class status of a congregation will be projected 
into brick, board, and stone. 

Once I was leading Bible study in an exquisite mansion that had been turned 
into a retreat house. We were sitting in a circle on a twenty-five-thousand-dollar 
oriental rug, studying the "Rich Young Man." I began to notice an odd 
phenomenon. People simply could not believe that Jesus would say that the rich 
cannot enter the kingdom of heaven. They seemed puzzled, confused, irritated. 
Gradually I began to realize that it was the rug. The rug was saying, at a sublimi
nal level so that no one was directly aware of it, "Not true." Since I was new 
to this business of angels, I did not have the presence of mind to stop right there 
and say, "Are you aware of what's happening? This rug is lying here denying 
that what Jesus said is true, and you're all agreeing with it!" I just gritted my 
teeth and tried harder. But nothing availed. The rug was stronger than I. 

On Good Friday of 1982 my wife June and I entered a sparsely attended Cath
olic church on the main square of Cuzco, Peru. It was dead. What could the 
priest say that could counteract the thunderous statement made by a building 
erected on the site of a razed Inca temple, by virtual slave labor, adorned with 
gold leaf stolen from a high civilization by a group of Spanish thugs, and whose 
chapel had been converted into a curio shop? 

Architecture, however, is not destiny. That same night we attended a different 
church, no doubt built under some of the same dubious circumstances, which 
was packed with young people and vibrant with commitment to the life of the 
common people. Its angel had been redeemed somehow, and the building was 

—^a vehicle for the liberating acts of God. 
"T~ 2. A great deal of what a church is and does is determined by the economic 

class and income of its members, their racial and ethnic background, level of 
education, age, and gender balance. These show in how the members talk, what 
they eXpect the church to do, where they live, where the church is located, and 
in the ideological and political preferences of the members. Class extends even 
to unwritten dress codes and behavioral norms. Congregations can to some 
degree transcend this determinism, but only if they are aware of its importance 
and are committed to higher values. Leadership is critical at this point; we all 
know Clergy and lay persons who gradually conform to socioeconomic pressure, 
avoid every subject that might trigger controversy, and settle in as the kept 

—iehaplains of an unjust order. 
3. Much is revealed by the power structure also. To a certain extent the way 

\ a congregation is organized is set by its denominational polity. Within that 
framework, however, there is tremendous latitude for leadership styles, theolog-

{ S ̂  ical orientations, and attitudes toward authority. Those of us who travel around 
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from church to church can tell after only a few minutes what patterns of 
authority have predominated over the past fifteen years, just W ^ e way peop 
der^us, wiLraw. o, regard us as pee«. It mkes longer » ̂ ^er "here 
power is really located, or to establish the concentric circles that ^rorn a 
Snse of belonging and ownership near the center to marginalization and aliena-
Z on the outsL. Pastoral leadership is significant but sometimes jer 
stressed. If the congregation called the pastor, he or she may simply reflfcct he 
values the people already hold. Pastors can have a ^ 
angel; all too often, unfortunately, that impact is the result of a dominating pe 
sonality or an authoritarian style and not of a genuine angelic 

Pastoral leadership can also be paralyzing. A prosperous church ohce asked 
a colleague of mine to lead its governing body in a five-evening exploration 6f 
ways to respond to its neighborhood, which was now populated by bl^^. 
Hilpanics, and the elderly. For the second session she invUed me o do Bible 
study with them focusing on the nature of their discipleship m neighbor
hood. For the first hour I simply floundered. Everyone was perfectly n . 
encountered no overt resistance. Yet each question I asked J® 
down into a black hole. At the break I whispered to 
going on? Nothing is happening. Nothing!" It s demons, she rep , 
jest "You're right," I answered, shocked at our speaking this way. 
are they?" After several weeks of investigation she discovered that the head min
ister had been there over twenty years and had a physical ailment that wou 
Come aggravated under stress. So over that period he had selected a governing 
board that "knew," without it ever having been said explicitly, that their jo was 
to keep their minister from being upset. Into that situation we had un^rily 
come, with the ostensible task of helping the church launch out mto controver
sial and risky new ministries to a community of gays, blacks Hispamcs, ̂  
the elderly. That ta|k, which had been set by a new head of their session, 
totally at odds with the session's unspoken job description, and at some deep 
level they all knew it and responded with passive resistance. They were doing 
exactlv what they were "supposed" to do. . . , . 

This put my colleague in a difficult position. She had been invited m as a 
change-agent, yet this new knowledge would demand upheaval far beyond wha 
the church had anticipated, and would, if consciously faced, lead to a great 
of pain Since the minister was due to retire m a year and a half, she decided 
she would simply have to leave the contours of the angel hidden m plain sight 
and let the session's renewal project abort itself. 

Perhaps it was too strong to speak of the atmosphere m that session as 
demonic. What we had encountered was the angel-a particularly sentimental 

and ingrown angel which, if no, ••converted" soon, would spell 

13? 
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the death of that congregation. But even this defection from true vocation was 
a manifestation of deep caring; consequently, under new leadership, the church 
has blossomed into a fresh sense of mission—^which illustrates how effective 
creative pastoral guidance can be when it is in tune with a church s higher 
calling. 

4. One of the most telling indicators of the health of an angel is how the con
gregation handles conflict. There are some churches, like some marriages, 
where no one seems to be happy unless the members are at each other s throats. 
As a woman in one of our workshops commented, "I have belonged to this 
church for twenty-four years, and have watched how it ate a whole series of 
ministers. It simply crunched them up in its jaws. One had been a very success
ful minister of a church that just seemed to be holy ground. At our church he 
just got eaten up. Yet the church from which he came continued to be holy 
ground even after a succession of other clergy." Another, a member of a priestly 
order, remarked about one of the chapter houses, "There's pathology in the 
walls. You can be infected by it." In most cases the history of church conflicts 
goes back generations. A study by Speed Leas of the Alban Institute found that 
each year one out of one hundred churches in four major Protestant denomina
tions (UCC, UPUSA, PCUS, Episcopal) dismisses its minister for reasons 
other than immoral or unethical conduct. The prunary reason is congregational 
conflict that existed before the pastor arrived. What appeared to be a personnel 
issue was, in feet, often a case of a strife-torn angel. The pastor was made a 

^capegoat for deeper conflicts no one was willing to face.'° 

i
5. Again, within denominational rubrics there is ample latitude for high or 

low liturgies, the whole gamut of musical tastes, and various types of preaching. 
The educational program quickly reveals what premium is put on spiritual 
growth, as do the special groups that meet during the week (are they limited 
to social occasions and Boy Scouts, or do they reach deeper needs, like Alco
holics Anonymous, marriage enrichment, or singles and div^orced groups?). The 
theology tends to be denominationally oriented, but not always recognizably so, 
and the role of the Bible stretches all the way from pretext to preeminence. It 
is in worship that the majority of the congregation experiences the angel; para
doxically, it is in worship that the angel most flagrantly goes unnoticed. 
* 6. How does the congregation see itself? How do others see it? Does mem
bership confer status, or does it indicate a high level of commitment to mission? 
Is the ehurch inner- or outer-directed? Is it related to its neighborhood or the 
larger community? Is it self-engrossed, or engaged in struggles for social justice 
and global peace? Is it evangelistic or nurturing, or both? Is it on speaking terms 
with its angel, and fired by a sense of its divine vocation, or is it a country club. 
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or a haven against the chill of rapid social change? What is the place of spiritual
ity, of prayer and meditation, of the inner journey? Is it easy to "get on board," 
to become drawn into the life of the group? What about its history, its traditions, 
its annual celebrations, its invariant money-raisers and teas? Who have been its 
heroes and its villains, and what are the skeletons in its closet?" 

We Americans have so short a history that we seldom realize how^far back 
these determinative stories can go. On the east coast of England are two small 
churches a few miles apart where, one thousand years before, the Danes invaded 
Britain. The bishop had tried repeatedly to merge the two congregations and 
appoint a single rector, but the people consistently refused. Finally he went to 
one of the churches and said, "You have told me many reasons why you don't 
want to merge with the other congregation, but none of them seems very con
vincing. Now tell me—what is your real reason?" One older member of the 
vestry finally replied, "Well, Bishop, if you really want to know, they didn t tell 
us the Danes were coming." 

With a memory that long and that strong, their angels had little chance of 
merging, short of a major act of mutual forgiveness and perhaps a bit of light-
hea^ joking over the absurdity of it all.'^ 

To this point we have largely been attempting to identify the personality of 
the church bv edging in from the outside via its visible manifestations. The parts 
we have ^dyz^ ne^ not themselverbe-detgrminative, but~0iey do tend to 
manifest the spirituality of the congregation. But now we would need to appre
hend the invisible by moving beyond the outer manifestations of the angel and 
approaching the angel directly. Here on the fringe between seen and unseen are 
the sense of fellowship or friendliness, warmth or coldness, openness or closed-
ness, and all the countless elements that build the mood, climate, or feeling of 
a place. Here one asks about color, not so much the ones used in the decor as 
those which the spirit exudes. If you drew the angel, what colors would choose 
you? 

Finally, we must attempt to grasp the angel whole, to gain a felt sense of its 
spirit or energy as a totality. Even the most meticulous analysis sometimes over
looks the most important qualities. Whatever insight John may have brought to 
these letters, he claims for the final product an act of revelation. I am inclined 
to take him at his word, and to suggest that^nrh revelation is available to us 
as well. It may be valuable simply to siTS^re the angel and invite it 

"Inttoduto itself. This can be done by writing a dialogue with it, asking it ques
tions, and allowing it to respond freely. We have unconsciously registered 
aspects of that angel that we may not be even close to being able to articulate; 
if we will let the angel do the talking, perhaps it will tell us about these things 
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also. We might try doing an impressionistic image of it in pastels or clay. How-
learning to see the invisible will require the crea-

urigen nao a quami way of speaking about the invisible dimension of a 
church. "When the saints are assembled, there will be two churches, one of 
people and one of angels." For they "each have their own angel encamped 
beside them"; each angel will be with the person it has been "commissioned 
to guard and direct." Thus when he preached he was mindful that he was speak
ing-"to people and at the same time to angels."" The profundity of this observa
tion becomes clearest contrasting it with the way we might describe a similar 
group. Our inclination might be to say just the reverse: whenever a group of 
people come together, there are two congregations, the manifest group, 
represented by the persona or mask we show each other, and the latent group, 
consisting of the sum total of the "shadow" each of us brings with us—the unre
deemed anger, prejudice, fear, anxiety, feelings of rejection, and instinctual 
urges each of us tries so desperately to keep hidden from others. Normally only 
the manifest group is visible; but under certain circumstances of stress, friction, 
or conflict, that "other congregation" (the shadow element) can make its explo
sive and disastrous appearance. Schisms, riots, pogroms, lynchings, witch
hunts all have their origin in this shadow congregation. 

That is more the way our society might put it. Perhaps Origen would have 
liked to have been able to learn that from us. But perhaps- Origen could also 
teach us that there is still that other, higher congregation that can call out, not 
our basest selfish natures, but the higher self in each, and the higher vocation 
of the group. We may not wish to speak of "angels." But can we begin to per
ceive these higher operations and foster them? And do we really have any other 
name for them?'® Our society has not, to my knowledge, learned to speak of 
such things. 

The angel of a church becomes demonic when the congregation turns its back 
on the specific tasks set before it by God and makes some other goal its idol. 
A church with shrinking numbers may become obsessed with growth and the 
recovery of its former glory. A minister with a dominating personality may 
attempt to impose the program that worked so well at her or his last church. 
None of this may be evil in itself, but if it is done without consulting the angel, 
itcan be disastrous. At times the angel behaves something like an alcoholic who 
knows what is right, knows that what he is doing is destructive and wrong, but 
is powerless to stop. The angel, it is important to stress, is not an agent of 
changci/Tiiat role, the letters make clear, belongs to the "one like a human 

Ministering to the Angel of a Church 
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being," the Christ. The angel, because it can be nothing less than the sum total 
(3f all its parts, may be paralyzed discordant fections in the church (the 
Nicolaitans, the followers of "Jezebel," Rev. 2:15,20). It m  ̂be rendered impo
tent the lack of commitment among its members ("lukewarm," 3:16). But no 
mattPT how fer the congregation has deviated from the divine will, the knowl
edge of that will is still encoded in its "higher self," the angel. Indeed, ft is pre
cisely those institutions that have the highest task that are capable of becoming 
the most demonic. 

Let me digress to remark that every collective entity that has continuity 
through timft has an angel. General Motors has its own umque spirit that sets 
it apart fiom every other corporation.'® Schools thrive on school spirit, and dis
integrate without it. A staff of co-workers depends on high morale to keep moti
vated, an athletic team learns unselfishness Iqf subordinating individual goals 
to the team spirit, and military units undergo combat simulations in order to 
weld the unit's fighting spirit. Political leaders hold rallies or preempt prime-
time television in order to fire the public with patriotic rhetoric and build the 
n t̂ifinal spirit. We are femiliar with all tnis, but keep it on the fringes of our 
minds. Our worldview has no adequate caicgories for placing it at the center. 
We do not possess collective categories adequate for understanding how 
individuals could jettison their own values and be carried away by a "mob 
spirit." The idea of angelic spirits seemed too cumbersome for the modem 
mind; angels were always having to be multiplied to account for everything in 
the world. Now perhaps we are in a position to see why there were so many 
myriads of them: every corporate entity has one. They are simply the interiority 
or spirituality behind the visible facade of things. 

And they can be extremely helpful in trying to comprehend institutions. A 
colleague commented, "When I was teaching in graduate school I didn't under
stand about the angel, so in trying to foster institutional change I attackea 
individuals. I thought they were evil people because they were doing evil things. 
That merely created such an unpleasant situation that I had to resign to get out 
of it. I didn't realize that I was up against the angel of the institution." 

Corporate structures have a remarkable resilience through time. Change all 
the employees at General Motors and replace them with new ones the next day, 
and GM would probably go right on doing the same kinds of things it has always 
done, and in something of the same manner. Like a river which is never made 
up of the same water molecules from one moment to the next, yet remains the 
same river, or the human body, which changes all its cells over a period of seven 
years, institutions also undergo the perpetual tumover of their emplcyees with
out necessarily changing their essential nature. Enlightened and humane cor
porate executives can make a difference in the tone, morale, and profitability 
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of a business, but even the most sincere work under the severe constraints of 
the market, competition, and limited resources. The frequently heard com
plaints by executives that they feel relatively powerless simply attest to the sheer 
inertia that an institution achieves as it courses along its trajectory through time. 
There is an almost homeostatic quality, as if the angel acted like a gyroscope 
to resist rocking. Improvements can occasionally be brought about by removing 
obstructive persoimel, but all too often, as we see in family systems therapy, 
someone else who had previously been cooperative suddenly assumes the 
vacated role of obstructionist as if the system required it. Real change must 
therefore affect not just the visible forms an institution takes, but somehow must 
alter the spirit, the core essence, of the entity as a whole. 

How then does one address that spirit? In the case of &e seven churches of 
the Apocalypse, the answer is clear: the angel must receive a message from the 
Human Being (son of man) through a prophetic intermediary. The angels are 
powerless to stay the fall of humanity, wrote Eusebius, "because of humanity's 
own free choice of evil."" The angel must be constrained to change by a higher 
power, one capable of transforming the choices of individuals in the congrega
tion while fundamentally altering the group spirit or group culture as well. This 
higher power identifies itself in a variety of ways in the salutations of each 
letter: 

And to the angel of the church in Smyrna write: "The words of the first and the 
last, who died and came to life." (Rev. 2:8) 

And to the angel of the church in Philadelphia write: "The words of the holy one, 
the true one, who has the key of David, who opens and no one shall shut, who shuts 
and no one opens." (Rev. 3:7) 

And to the angel of the church in Laodicea write: "The words of the Amen, the 
faithful and true witness, the beginning of God's creation." (Rev. 3:14) 

It is only the "one like a human being" who can bring the churches into line 
with the will of God. The churches believe that they have encapsulated Other
ness in themselves, that they "know" God and God's will. They caimot be trans
formed, then, unless they encounter that Otherness as judgment and 
accounting: God must suddenly appear to the congregations as outside their 
ken. They must experience a jolt of recognition: we are out of phase with the 
will of God. 

Thatpthemess that lays such a radical demand on these insignificant congre
gations must be revealed to them, however, in a way that is not wholly discon
tinuous with their history. Hence the role of the intermediary, John, who is a 
part of their sameness and yet has beheld the Otherness and can unmask the 
ways their existence is out of line with their vocation. 
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It is nevertheless strange that God should use a human being to deliver a mes
sage to an angel. One would have thought God would communicate directly with 
the angels. But such quandaries are the result of our separating "heaven" from 
everyday experience and casting it up into interstellar space. If, as I have sug
gested in Naming the Powers, we were to conceive of heaven as the transcendent 
possibilities latent in every emerging moment, then God must find a human 
being to carry the message. There is no other way to body it forth, to incarnate 
it. And John can carry the message to the angel of the church precisely because 
the angel is not somewhere off in Andromeda but is the living interiority of the 
actual congregation. John is the angel's angel! As messenger to the messengers, 
John recalls the churches to their task of declaring the sovereignty of Christ over 
the Powers, which is the burden of his vision from Revelation 4 on.'® 

In the final analysis only Christ as the Spirit of the whole church can change 
a church," and only the renewed presence of that spirit can bring the churches 
into line with their supreme vocation. Only as changes in personnel, programs, 
and relationships take place in congruence with that vocation will genuine trans
formation take place. For that reason the single most important element in Reve
lation 1—3 is not the letters a^ such, but the primal vision that makes them 
possible: the vision of Christ as the Ultimate Human (1:9-20). Change requires 
all our strength and sagacity, but it also requires that we sit quite still until we 
have discerned the angel and have been caught up in a vision of what it could 
become if it were alive to the divine presence that "walks among the seven 
golden lampstands" (2:1). As we continue to rehearse this vision and to act con
fidently on the basis of it, our own demeanor will be experienced by others as 
invitation rather than demand. And lived visions are contagious. 

This is in sharp contrast to the more usual attempt to change a church by 
direct assault. The very effort by a minister or a subgroup to impose change, 
however beneficial, constellates resistance in others, often those one might have 
expected to be allies. Well-intended intervention is regarded as manipulation or 
a power grab. The very attempt may in fact be quite egocentric, bom of the need 
to see ourselves as "successful" clergy or "committed" laity. Only "the one like 
a human being" is able to change a church, and that one does so by means of 
indirection: by changing the angel of the church. This requires discerning the 
lineaments and characteristics of a church's angel. It means holding its present 
reality up before the one who is present in its midst for judgment or affirmation. 
It involves accepting and loving its present reality, however cormpt, just as one 
would any other sinner. Churches are like people: they do not change in order 
that they might be accepted; they must be accepted in order that they might 
change. If we accept and love the wounded angel, praying for a vision of its tme 
potentiality (rather than imposing our own), and engaging with others in the 



82 UNMASKING THE POWERS 

Struggle to discern the true nature of its calling, then the whole congregation 
may move toward it organically. 

We must do everything we can to foster change, and we can do nothing. God 
calls us to transform the church, and yet only God can bring that transformation 
about. God sends us to proclaim the word, and we are utterly free of any respon
sibility to make the word effective. When we can live within that paradox with
out incredulity, we will discover that God is indeed the real sovereign of the 
world. 

An Actual Case 
I will conclude this chapter with a case study of an actual congregation, as 

an immediate test case of the utility of reviving and reinterpreting the notion of 
angels of churches. 

Melinda is the pastor of two rural New England churches as different as joy 
and despair. One is alive, responsive, concerned. In the three years since her 
arrival, that church has tripled in attendance at worship. The other church 
greeted her with initial enthusiasm, but soon dropped back to the dismal wor
ship attendance that had been the agony of the three previous pastors; some
times as few as three to twelve people out of a membership of fifty-five. At first 
Melinda blamed herself, and tried all the harder. When people criticized her 
for not visiting as much as the former pastor, she tried to oblige, but soon 
learned that no upper limit of satisfaction existed. 

One family that had been coming for two and a half years decided to join. 
Melinda spread the word that they were to be received as members the next 
Sunday, hoping that people would turn out to show support. Only three people 
came. The couple's best friend arrived twenty-five minutes late, after they had 
already joined. Melinda felt so deeply saddened by this that she pressed the ses
sion for an explanation. At heart, she discovered, they wanted the church simply 
to be there for weddings and funerals, but not for worship, or community, or 
celebration, or mutual vulnerability and healing. 

Pushing her inquiry further, she found that the church was a microcosm of 
the community. The church had been founded a hundred years before, and 
hostilities between families went back several generations. The real power in the 
church was George, the wealthiest farmer in the valley, who exercised power 
behind the scenes and was not even at that time a church officer. When Melinda 
arrived she encouraged a more democratic style of church leadership than 
simply doing what George said. Gradually, new people rose to leadership whose 
enthusiasm Melinda hoped would strike a spark of life in the congregation. 
George was still as powerful as ever, but now he exercised power by criticism 
and by sowing dissatisfaction. 
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Nor had the new session members been able to change things, for one of the 
routines of the old guard was to elect new people who had become active'and 
then to withdraw and leave them to Ml. Then when the new people do fail, the 
old guard enjoys the satisfection of having demonstrated that the church cannot 
function without them. 

This was not a new pattern, however. Historically, whenever members got 
hurt they stayed away and joined the underminers. In their town the men form 
opinions and their wives spread them. Having a woman pastor only increased 
the women's hostility, since Melinda symbolizes what they will never be able 
to choose to be in themselves. The men oppress their wives in order to feel 
better about themselves, and the only outlet the women have is to dump their 
feeling onto Melinda. A high incidence of alcoholism and suicide in that part 
of rural New England is symptomatic of the emotional poverty of the members, 
who function at the level of sheer maintenance. And that reduced expectation 
of life is all they bring to the church as well: they only wish it to survive. They 
are not interested in growth, a fact that visitors quickly detect. 

But there is a deeper, more sinister, though unconscious, reason these people 
want to keep their church, and to keep it precisely as they have it, in a condition 
of perpetual morbidity. The low self-esteem of the people in that town is trans
ferred to the church. What appears at first glance to be a death-wish is really 
closer to a sickness-unto-death-wish. One way to deal with their own sense of 
feilure is to structure situations where people better trained, more gifted and 
personally developed than they are forced to fell: their ministers. The three 
previous ministers were also subjected to the non-attendance torture. When the 
second blew up over the no-shows on Easter morning he was locked out of the 
church. When the third left, discouraged by the lack of response, two hundred 
people showed up to say goodbye. The sadism is unmistakable. The minister is 
to be a scapegoat, sacrificed on behalf of the community, so that people there 
can feel a bit less badly about themselves. 

At one open meeting that Melinda called to deal with non-attendance, one 
man who seldom came asked what it felt like to lead worship with only three 
to six people present. She answered, "It feels like I am being stabbed in the 
heart." No one responded to her statement. Instead they defended their right not 
to come. What she had said merely confirmed them in the success of their 
mimetic ritual of sacrifice: she had gotten the "point." Killing the minister also 
serves to protect them against the pain of facing themselves, or the vulnerability 
that would be required for genuine community to emerge in their town. The 
vicarious death of the minister acts as a substitutionary atonement for them, 
relieving them of the terrible prospect of forgiving one another for feuds whose 
origins are lost to memory. Melinda summed it up, "I know that right now I 
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am the projection of this community's shadow." Just knowing this helps, but the 
daily hemorrhaging of her own sense of self-esteem and competence throws the 
outcome into question. She may indeed become so disillusioned that she quits 
the parish ministry altogether, despite the success and acceptance she has expe
rienced at the other church. 

In the seminar where she shared all this, I asked her to make the angel of this 
church in clay. She made a heavy-bottomed bowl with a point, like an amphora, 
so that h could not stand by itself. The sides were filled with holes. The opening 
at the top was irregular, wide at places, narrow at others. She commented that 
the bottom was heavy, filled with a sense of failure so deep that it almost seems 
inherent. The holes are escape valves to release the intensity of the conflict in 
the bottom. These holes prevent it from exploding altogether, but also mean that 
it cannot contain the Holy Spirit. The pointed bottom requires Melinda to run 
around continually propping the church up. 

What could possibly be the vocation of such a church? Does it have any 
reason or right to survive at all? Would the best solution be simply to help it 
die, to beseech the Human Being to remove its lampstand from its place (Rev. 
2:5)? Such a strategy is not likely to work because the members seem deter
mined to keep their church just the way it is. Can the angel then be redeemed? 
Can any healing take place when there is so little manifest desire for it? 

In an ironic way, their very sadism betrays a misplaced longing for redemp
tion. They want atonement, but they want it cheap, at another's expense. The 
clergy get impaled on this spike through their own desire for success. Their very 
efforts to make something of the church provide the congregation the very 
means by which to frustrate, demoralize, and finally crucify them. "It feels like 
I am being stabbed in the heart." Healing in such a setting would also probably 
require a kind of crucifixion, but this one consciously chosen. The first step 
would certainly require unmasking the angel. The unconscious, mimetic 
character of the church's life would have to be exposed, amidst much clamorous 
denial. As many people as possible would need to be involved in this 
unmasking—perhaps beginning with a study of Revelation 1—3 by the session, 
since they have a stake in discovering that they are but the latest to be granted 
position only to have effective power and support denied them. Melinda must 
expand the community of support willing to explore with her what is needed 
to redeem the angel, so that she cannot be isolated and undermined. 

Secoqd, she and this core of support need to find ways to break the vicious 
circle of gossip, sniping, and underground recriminations. One church has 
found it helpful to require of all church officers, and to try to persuade the whole 
congregation, that they refuse to listen to any third-party conversations, unless 
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the informant has also spoken to the third party. Another strategy is to chase 
down every rumor or bit of gossip to its source, and to confront the originator 
fece to face. This can be exhausting but finally creates a climate where it 
becomes too costly for people to continue backbiting, at least unguardedly. It 
is urgent that the members of the congregation be deprived of situations where 
it pays to sin. It is possible to maximize or minimize gains to be gottpn from 
sin. Loving one's enemy means in part helping to redeem the enemy by making 
it less profitable for him or her to continue to do harm. 

The leadership of the church needs to remove the old guard's incentive and 
capacity to dominate by negativity. That also means developing programs aimed 
at a different constituency that can be accomplished without the old guard 
attending. 

These steps, though Herculean, are relatively minor compared to the even 
more central task, of breaking the basic pattern of scapegoating and atonement. 
Melinda is a resourceful and dedicated pastor. Perhaps in the grace of God she 
will discover ways to help individuals, one by one, come to terms with their own 
self-rejection or, at very least, to stop displacing their own self-loathing onto 
the minister. Somewhere in the process, perhaps the congregation will catch 
sight of a whole new vision, and not so much solve the old problems as simply 
leave them behind, fired a larger purpose. Then, like the man born blind 
whom Jesus healed, who though he had never possessed sight was able to begin 
a sighted life, this congregation and its angel might discover for the first time 
its real vocation under God. For even to such a congregation as this, as to the 
similarly flawed church in Laodicea, the promise still stands: "Behold, I stand 
at the door and knock; if any one hears my voice and opens the door, I will 
come in to him and eat with him, and he with me" (Rev. 3:20). 

All of which is easily, perhaps even glibly, said. But one shudders to think 
of the cost of carrying out such a transformation. Perhaps it could onl^ tbe 
achieved over decades, involving a series of clergy and laity. Each minister- ' 
would need to balance staying on against the equally valid injunction to "shake 
off the dust from your feet as you leave that. . . town" (Matt. 10:14). But once 
we see what the issues really are, it is remarkable how God supplies us with 
staying power and renews our strength. Such an enormous outlay of energy 
would be scarcely worth it, except that these people, like so many people every
where, think they have sight and are instead "wretched, pitiable, poor, blind, 
and naked" (Rev. 3:17). And to precisely such poor, once they discover them
selves poor, belongs the kingdom of heaven. 

Six months after our initial seminar together I received from Melinda this 
letter which I reproduce in part: 
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What a difficult fall. ... I returned from the seminar wanting to deal creatively 
and effectively with the problems that had surfaced in So I scheduled first 
a meeting with the pastor-parish relations committee. The meeting was carefully 
prepared for by the chairperson. ... We decided no complaint would be heard if 
a name wasn't attached to it. The meeting date was announced a month beforehand 
with committee members listed in the bulletin. The congregation was urged to 
speak with a member of the committee if he/she had a concern, complaint, word 
of thanks, unmet need, etc. These were brought to the meeting. One by one we dealt 
with them. I was full of understanding, openness, lacking a defensive posture, yet 
was assertive. (I prepared well and was graced by the Spirit!!) The tables slowly 
turned at that meeting. One member (a "new" person in the church, yet bom in 
that town) stated, "I come to church, look for my elders, and see none. Then I hear 
them spreading vicious rumors about the minister and anyone else trying to do 
something here." George, who was now on the committee, spoke rather defensively 
at this point, looked to me, and said, "Sis, we hired you to bring new people here. 
As far as I can see you'vs failed." To which I said, "George, I bring them in and 
you chase them away." "Examples, Sis, let me hear some examples." So I reeled 
them off. George heard the truth of my words and finally broke down and said 
something like, "We've always complained about our minister—no one's ever satis
fied us—it's not you, Melinda. As a matter of fact, you're the only one who has 
been willing to deal with these problems, which are as old as the church. Perhaps 
it's us who are the problem, not you." 

The beginning . . . much has happened since then. . . . 
Peace, 

Melinda 

Yes, peace, indeed, or at least the aroma of it. That troubleo angel is still a 
long way from being healed, but the process has at least finally begun. 

But if transformation is possible in churches, is it an absurdity to hold out 
hope for the transformation of even larger collective entities? Can we hope for 
the transformation even of nations'? 


