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“Angel of God, my guardian dear, to whom God’s love commits me here. Ever this day be at my side, to light, to guard, to rule, and guide. Amen.”
I don’t know how many times in my life I have prayed these words. Many thousands, no doubt. It was among the first prayers I ever learned, being part of the nightly routine of my childhood, and I have taught it to my own children as we say bedtime prayers. It is not only a bedtime prayer, to be sure, and bears frequent repetition at any time of night or day. If any further inducement were needed, devout recitation of this venerable prayer carries a partial indulgence.
The prayer itself is surprisingly ancient, originating at least as early as the eleventh or twelfth century. Reverence for angels, of course, is much older, as even a passing familiarity with both the Old and New Testaments will show. Particular devotion to the guardian angels, whose feast day is today (October 2), dates to the earliest centuries of the Church. St. Basil the Great taught in the fourth century that, “each and every member of the faithful has a Guardian Angel to protect, guard and guide them through life.”
Pope St. John XXIII (whose devotion to angels may have had something to do with his baptismal name, Angelo) exhorted the faithful to pray to their guardian angels and often. “Everyone of us is entrusted to the care of an angel,” he said, “That is why we must have a lively and profound devotion to our own guardian angel, and why we should often and trustfully repeat the dear prayer we were taught in the days of our childhood.”
For many of us, the Guardian Angel Prayer is so closely associated with childhood that it can sometimes be easy to associate the devotion to angels with childishness, a mistake made all the more common by the gauzy depictions of guardian angels which are regularly found in Catholic kitsch. But guardian angels are not the spiritual equivalent of Lassie.
The Catechism reminds us, quoting St. Augustine, that, “‘Angel’ is the name of their office, not of their nature. If you seek the name of their nature, it is ‘spirit’; if you seek the name of their office, it is ‘angel’: from what they are, ‘spirit’, from what they do, ‘angel.’” In Greek, an angel is a messenger.
The center of the angelic world, this world of messenger servant-spirits, is none other than Christ Himself, because, as the Catechism continues, “They are his angels. . . They belong to him because they were created through and for him.”
The Guardian Angel [1]by Henri Decaisne, c. 1836 [Royal Museum of Fine Arts, Antwerp] 
 Immortal beings, pure intellect and will, who eternally behold the face of the Father (Mt. 18:10) and who perfectly serve Christ the Lord are not to be taken lightly. Which is to say, real guardian angels are not at all like the bumbling, though lovable, Clarence from “It’s a Wonderful Life.” They are creatures, but they are not bumbling and they are not human.
Not human and also higher than humans. Translations of Psalm 8 differ, but the author of Hebrews cites the psalm thus, “What is man that you are mindful of him, or the son of man that you care for him? You made him for a little while lower than the angels.” (emphasis added.)
St. Thomas Aquinas asked whether angels are more to the image of God than man is, to which he responded, “we must grant that, absolutely speaking, the angels are more to the image of God than man is, but that in some respects man is more like to God.”
The mystery of the Incarnation sheds the fullest light on the implication of the Imago Dei for human creatures, but the magnificence of the angels, in their closeness to Holy Trinity, remains undimmed.
The Church explicitly cautions against taking a childish view of angels. In an interesting (though little-read) document [2] from the then-Congregation for Divine Worship and the Discipline of the Sacraments, the faithful are cautioned against certain “deviations” in popular piety with regard to angels. One such deviation occurs:
when the daily events of life, which have nothing or little to do with our progressive maturing on the journey towards Christ are read schematically or simplistically, indeed childishly, so as to ascribe all setbacks to the Devil and all success to the Guardian Angels. The practice of assigning names to the Holy Angels should be discouraged, except in the cases of Gabriel, Raphael, and Michael whose names are contained in Holy Scripture.
Our guardian angels serve and protect us, not because we are their masters, but because the Lord commands them to do so. We certainly ought not assign them names – with the listed exceptions – as though they were pets or imaginary friends.
Another deviation the Church cautions against occurs:
when, as sometimes can happen, the faithful are taken by the idea that the world is subject to demiurgical struggles, or an incessant battle between good and evil spirits, or Angels and daemons, in which man is left at the mercy of superior forces and over which he is helpless; such cosmologies bear little relation to the true Gospel vision of the struggle to overcome the Devil, which requires moral commitment, a fundamental option for the Gospel, humility and prayer.
Spiritual combat is real, no doubt. But we are not helpless semi-spectators caught up in a struggle that is beyond our power to engage.
We should never take lightly the inestimable value of having been placed under the personal protection and guidance of such a powerful helper and guide as our guardian angels. In our guardian angels, we find a comforting reminder of God’s love for us, a sobering reminder of the stakes of the spiritual life, and a magnificent reminder of the glory of the Creator, shining through the manifold goodness of all He has created – the seen and unseen, alike.
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