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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

As a Director of Christian Education in a parish, I encountered many youth and adults
who believed that people become angels at death. As I talked with them, I realized that they
were looking for comfort and hope in a world filled with uncertainty and tragedy. They wanted a
picture of eternity and this notion of dying and becoming an angel made the concept of eternal
life tangible. As I talked with other DCEs and Pastors I found that they had similar
conversations with members of their congregations.! The frequency of these conversations
within my professional meetings as well as during Bible studies I led in my own congregation
began to reveal the significance of the belief in people’s lives. It seemed people were comforted
by the thought of their dead loved one protecting them as their ‘guardian angel’. It became
apparent that they were willing to trade a dead loved one’s identity as created man or woman for
an angelic identity at death. More of a concern, their hope and security were placed in a created
being, an ‘angel’ (dead person), rather than in God through Jesus Christ.

Attempting to research this idea, I found no material directly addressing the issue. It is
my intention that this thesis will investigate the potential origination of the belief and its

development into a common belief within Christianity specifically in Lutheran circles.

! I served as a Director of Christian Education (DCE) in the Ohio District of The Lutheran Church—
Missouri Synod from Oct. 1998 to Feb. 2002. I believe my experience is still relevant in 2005 since I have
conversations with Pastors, DCEs and DCOs that express the same experiences with members of their congregations
believing that when a man dies he will become an angel.

# This belief has similarities to ancestor worship in traditional religions. The spirits of dead people are a
functioning principle in most of them, from the popular Japanese Shinto/Buddhist belief to some traditional African
religions. Although there are similarities with these other religions, this thesis will focus on Christian traditions that
tend toward the belief that men transform into angels when they die.



Moreover, the thesis will offer some possible ways the church might clarify Paul’s proclamation
in 1 Corinthians 15 that we will live eternal life in material bodies.

The investigation will examine three areas. The first area is the possible origin for the
modern-day belief that men become angels when they die, focusing on the development of the
early church from the patristic age into the Middle Ages. The second area is American society’s
concept of human nature in life and death; this will be looked at in relation to media icons® and
the understanding of human nature in life and death as presented by Dr. Elizabeth Kiibler-Ross.”
The third area is the effects this belief has upon the First Article aspects of faith as well as the
entire corpus doctrinae. Here, the Christian life coram hominibus will be examined. It is
possible that this belief could cause trouble coram deo as well, but this idea will not be pursued,
due to the limitations of this specific study. Instead, the injurious effects of this notion on
creation, specifically on man and his relationships, coram hominibus will be the focus of this
thesis.

Dr. Robert Kolb has stated, “When man finds his identity, security and meaning in a
created creature, an idol, and not in God, the idol is unable to bear the weight and ultimately will
break under it.”> People who believe that humans die and become angels rely upon created
beings for their hope and security. Man is stripped of hope in his life if his trust is placed in a

frail foundation such as himself or angels. As the church has always professed, if God is the

2 Oprah Winfrey is an example of a media icon that this thesis will investigate.

4 Beginning in the 1970s, the highly respected Dr. Elizabeth Kiibler-Ross did studies with terminally ill

patients on the experience(s) of death and dying. At the end of her career, she stated that she had been groomed
through all of her research for the most important task: to share the ‘truth’ that death does not exist. This is found in
her book, Life after Death (Berkeley: Celestialarts, 1991). Although she is known for her work with death and
dying, this study will not focus on her views of a person’s experiences in the stages of dying, but rather focus upon
her research and beliefs on life after death.

5
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Robert Kolb, “Our Living Faith II” Lecture. Class presented at Concordia College, St. Paul, Minnesota,



Creator of all things, He is responsible for everything. No created being may play that role.
Indeed without God being in control of everything, salvation through faith in Christ would be in
vain.

The reality of angels has never been questioned within the church catholic. Angels appear
in both the Old Testament and the New Testament and can take a form that is heavenly or
human.® Yes, Scripture does speak occasionally of human beings as angels. An appropriate
example of this can be read in Luke 7:24, when angelos is used to describe the men John sent to
Jesus. This usage simply reflects the wide meaning of ‘angel’ as one who delivers a message. It
must remain clear that Scripture never speaks of dead human beings as angels.” Gerhard Kittel
states, “the main New Testament reference is to angels as divine messengers and heavenly
represen’catives.”8

It is possibly because the church catholic believes in the existence of angels that
questions have arisen in each age about the relationship of humans and angels. The Jews and
some early church fathers believed that angels were co-creators with God.’ The first chapter of
this thesis will investigate two specific beliefs which developed within the anagogical
hermeneutic during the Middle Ages. The first belief linked human creation with the rebellion of
the angels. God created a perfect number of angels prior to the creation of man, but when the

angels rebelled, vacancies were created within the ranks and these vacancies needed to be filled.

6 In Isaiah 6:2ff, Isaiah records his encounter with unnamed heavenly beings. In the apocryphal book of

Tobit, Raphael portrays an angel who takes on human appearance to accomplish the task ordained by God. (Tobit
12:1-22.) In Luke 1:26ff, Luke’s report of the angel Gabriel visiting Mary doesn’t give a physical description;
nonetheless, when artistically drawn, he is invariably given human characteristics and sometimes wings.

7 Geoffrey W. Bromiley, Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, Gerhard Kittel and Gerhard
Friedrich (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans, 1985), 13.

: Ibid.
2 David Keck, Angels and Angelology in the Middle Ages (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), 16-22.

The belief remained until the church addressed the Arian heresy at the Council of Nicea in 5 p 325, maintaining that
God was the creator of everything, including the angels, even though Genesis was silent on the matter.



Therefore, God created humans to fill these vacancies. The second belief interpreted Luke 15:8—
10 to reveal humans to be the tenth angelic rank.

Angels have not always played a prominent part in the church or society. Ron Rhodes
states that prior to the 1990s, “angels were relegated to Christmas cards and manger scenes, ...
but in recent years angels have moved directly into the mainstream of American society.”'® As
stated in the preface of the second printing of Billy Graham’s book, Angels, there were no other
books on the shelves about angels when the book’s first edition was written in 1975. Graham
notes the change as he writes, “In early 1994 the New York Times bestseller list included eight
separate books on the subject of angels.”!! Yet, the second chapter of this thesis will argue that
although angels may not have been prominent enough to be noted prior to the 1990s, they played
a subtle role in the decades prior to the 1990s in television, cinema and books. Stemming from
this role in popular culture, the second chapter will conclude that it has also become more
commonplace for people to view angels as dead human beings rather than “divine messengers
and heavenly representatives” as Kittel has determined.'?

The second chapter will also investigate the studies of Elizabeth Kiibler-Ross, a well-
known researcher in the area of death, dying, and life after death. Kiibler-Ross does not concur
with Kittel’s definition of angels; she supports and acknowledges the ability of a spirit to interact
with living human beings. She identifies these spirits as dead human beings. And so, she claims

to refute the reality of death.

10 Ron Rhodes, Angels Among Us (Eugene: Harvest House, 1994), 25.

1 Billy Graham, Angels: God’s Secret Agents, 2™ ed. (Dallas: Word Publishing, 1994.) xii.

12 Bromiley, 13.



This research will lead into the thesis’s third chapter: a consideration of the dangerous
effects this belief can have in present-day living and in a person’s faith. It may seem that this
belief is an inconsequential concern for us, today, with many other problems facing the church,
but the chapter will contend that if this belief is ignored or denied as a problem, it has the
potential to unravel true faith in Jesus Christ.

It cannot be denied that this belief will have consequences within the right-hand realm,
coram deo, but this thesis will specifically consider the dangers posed within the left-hand realm,
coram hominibus. It is not the author’s intention to completely explore the threats posed by this
belief, but the thesis will point to potential areas of concern, especially those involving a
denigration of the First Article of the Creed.

It may seem that the correct understanding of eternal life is not threatened by
misunderstanding the nature of angels. But as will be seen through the first three chapters of the
thesis, the repercussions are more serious and more probable than one might initially think,
primarily because the attack is not directed solely against the nature of angels, but more
accurately against the nature of man.

The conclusion of the thesis will focus upon what Scripture and the Symbols of the
Lutheran church say about the future of the elect. Although the majority of the thesis will focus
on incorrect understandings about the future of the elect, it will be the goal of the final chapter to
provide an orthodox view of the eternal destiny of the believer, not as an angel, but as a perfected

human body and soul."

b 1 Corinthians 15 and selections in Job. Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Life Together: A Discussion of Christian

Fellowship (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1954), 19-20: “Man was created a body, the Son of God appeared on
earth in the body, He was raised in the body, in the sacrament the believer receives the Lord Christ in body, and the
resurrection of the dead will bring about the perfected fellowship of God’s spiritual-physical creatures.”



CHAPTER TWO

HISTORY

The understanding that a man will die and become an angel is acknowledged and
highly accepted in the contemporary American culture.! It may for that reason appear as
if it is a new twist in spirituality developed recently by a spiritual, but not solely
Christian, American society. Yet, it would be a mistake to believe that American society,
Christian or not, would come up with a new heresy totally separate from the former
heresies within the church and world. Therefore, it may be possible to find connections
between false teachings the church has reckoned with in the past and this modern notion
which suggests that a man will become an angel when he dies.

This chapter will consider the influence that Plato’s philosophy had upon the
development of the Christian faith from the third century through the Middle Ages in the
thirteenth and fourteenth centuries into the present twenty-first century. This may indicate
a foundation for the current popular belief that man dies to become an angel.

To provide a basic foundation for the rest of the chapter, it is necessary to give a

brief overview of Plato’s “Analogy of the Cave’ and its effects upon man’s view of his

! This statement is based on various conversations with pastors and fellow church workers who

serve in multiple locations throughout the United States with The Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod.
They acknowledge this belief as one frequently encountered in their ministerial duties. These workers have
experienced instances when counseling families in preparation for funerals, when talking about death and
dying or when teaching a class with discussions about eternal life. Oprah Winfrey, a highly regarded
contemporary leader in American society and its popular culture, stated on her show, “Oprah” on
September 20, 2001 that on September 11, 2001 the world had 3000+ new angels. (Harpo Productions
Oprah: “Tribute to Loved Ones,” 20 September 2001.)

2 Plato, The Republic (London, Penguin Publishing 1955), Book VII.



Creator, as well as his own body and soul. Next, this chapter will examine the corollary
between Augustine’s philosophic bent in Neo-Platonism and its impact on the direction
of the Christian church structure. The majority of the chapter will consider
Bonaventure’s application of Pseudo-Dionysius’ and Gregory the Great’s” distinctions
regarding the celestial hierarchy and examine its significance in the development of the
Middle Ages’ ecclesiastical hierarchy.* Along with this focus, the chapter will
concentrate on the fourfold exegetical process used specifically in the Middle Ages that
helped determine the understanding of the relation of humans to angels. Specific
attention will be given to the anagogical hermeneutic, the most important aspect of the
fourfold exegetical process according to Bonaventure. Bonaventure, a Franciscan monk,
will be considered since he is of the monastic order which strangely believed that their
beloved founder, St. Francis of Assisi, had encountered a seraphic crucified Christ and
upon his death, Francis himself had become a seraph. In fact, Francis was thought to be
the sixth angel in the book of Revelation.

In the conclusion of the chapter, a brief look into Maslow’s hierarchy of needs
will seek to illustrate how Neo-Platonism has been carried into the twentieth and twenty-

first—century thinking about the life lived in body and soul.

3 Keck, 57. Dionysius the Areopagite was a vessel by which the Christian Platonism of the early

church was transmitted to the Middle Ages. He paved the way for Christian mysticism and believed in
humanity’s eventual deification. He argued that there is a hierarchical pattern in the whole universe.
Gregory the Great is the theologian who declared that different orders of angels have different
responsibilities and that no matter what rank of angel; all angels are able to have contact with humanity.
This differed from Dionysius who said that only archangels interacted with humans because of the limited
communication between the various ranks, each rank only being able to talk with the one below, rather than
with all, including humanity. See Keck 56 — 57.

4 Ecclesiastical hierarchy refers to the church structure, constructed during the patristic age and
continued into the Middle Ages. For example, the office of priest was considered more desirable than the
office of husband, as well the office of a monk was considered more spiritual than the office of priest.




The philosopher Plato alleged that the true ‘Real’ or reality was not found in the
material plane, but rather found in the spiritual plane. For this reason he argued that if
man was to advance toward the true ‘Real,” he would need to ascend from the material
plane to the spiritual plane. Consequently, as long as man was bound to the material
plane in any way, it would be absurd for him to believe that he could attain anything
different than what he was experiencing.” Therefore, man would ultimately hate his body
because it limited his ability to achieve total spirituality. For this reason, Plato rejoiced in
the death of the body.

Plato identified that the true ‘Real” would be found in the pure spirit, ‘god’. This
god is not to be confused with the Triune God, for Plato’s ‘god’ was not the God who
created everything that exists, but rather his god was pure spirit,’ which laid the
philosophical foundation for what was later to be called Gnosticism. Plato would never
acquiesce to a belief that his god created matter because the philosopher believed matter
was created evil. Instead, Plato endorsed the belief that emanations coming from god
created the world. These emanations were capable of creating evil since they were
creatures and not pure spirit.”

The fourth—century church father, Augustine of Hippo, was most significant in
blending Neo-Platonism with the Christian belief in the Triune God. Augustine identified

Plato’s true ‘Real’ not just in god, but rather in the mind of the Triune God. Believing

2 Plato.

b “God” was an impersonal force which had no effect on the creation, which had been accomplished
by less-pure emanations from the pure spirit, possibly considered angels.

‘ Ed L. Miller, Questions That Matter: An Invitation to Philosophy, 5® ed. (New York: McGraw-
Hill, 2003).



that traces of the divine image remained in the human soul after the Fall, Augustine
reasoned that the human soul could ascend higher than the body toward the mind of God.
Therefore, Augustine asserted that interacting with the material plane would most
likely be bad or evil. For example, the pleasures of the body were temptations to the evil
which would lead man into sin.® As Kathryn LaCugna argues in her book, God for Us,
Augustine’s Neo-Platonic perception of life caused him to focus on the spiritual aspect of
life, not only in human beings but also within the Godhead.® Augustine focused upon
the relationship between the Father, Son and Holy Spirit which LaCugna calls the
theologia. Augustine’s concentration on the theologia persuaded the Christian church to
change its focus more toward God’s relation within Himself. In the first three hundred
years of the Christian church’s teaching, the focus remained on the narrative of God’s
oitkonomia, God’s action within His creation accomplishing His plan of salvation for His
creation. The change in focus to theologia assisted the Christian church in addressing the

Arian heresy, determining that the Father and the Son were homoousious (of the same

3 St. Augustine of Hippo, Confessions (New York: Penguin Books, 1961). It is correct to say, “In

early works Augustine often speaks of the soul ‘using’ the body. His thought and language, however,
evolved to the definition that the human person ‘is a rational substance consisting of soul and body’
inseparably. (Trin. 15.7.11). Inhis later years Augustine acknowledged that ‘the ideal is not escape from
the body and the world, but reestablishment of inner equilibrium by unification of all one’s levels of being,
which includes the body’s spontaneous submission to the soul.” Yet, he would still in his later years
maintain his young personal experience and philosophical background to insist that sexual desire is the one
‘great force’ that defies integration and clashes with reason, and more with the will.” Allan Fitzgerald,
O.S.A., General Ed. Augustine through the Ages: An Encyclopedia (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans
Publishing Company 1999), 26.

It is possible that some of the resources for this thesis chapter, when referring to Augustine are
considering the young Augustine, which may oversimplify the theologian’s thoughts by not considering
how ideas may have changed through Augustine’s personal experience and study.

’ Kathryn Mowry LaCugna, God For Us. The Trinity and Christian Life (Chicago: Claretian
Publications; San Francisco: First HarperCollins paperback edition 1993), 7 - 9.



substance) and not homoiousious (of similar substance).'® This was helpful and
appropriate for the argument against Arius, but also allowed Augustine’s new spiritual
focus to take root permitting Neo-Platonistic thinking to promote the denigration of the
material plane and fortification of the spiritual plane. This inspired man to admire reason
and aspire to involve himself with activities considered spiritual for the purpose of
growing closer to God. Since the patristic fathers considered angels and humans nearly
related in God’s creation they concluded that if they studied angels, anthropology would
be illuminated."’

Genesis’ silence on when and where angels were created intensified a problem for
orthodox theology against the Neo-Platonist theologians who purported that the angels
created the world. Thus, one can readily recognize Augustine’s fascination with the
creation, fall and c;onﬁrmation of the angels. Augustine’s focus upon these three events
is explicitly seen in his work City of God.”* The Neo-Platonist argument stated that god,
pure spirit, would not create a world with imperfection. They legitimized their belief by
interpreting the ‘us’ in Genesis 1:26-27 to be referring to the angels. Some first century
Jews (Barabas and perhaps Josephus) had seen the ‘us’ in terms of God’s assistants, the

angels."® Since the creation of angels was not recorded in Scripture, it was reasonable to

10 The Arian heresy was dealt with at the Council of Nicea in 5 p, 325, where the Church fathers

wrote the Nicene Creed, stating that God the Father and God the Son were of the same substance.

i Keck, 16.

12 This occurs specifically in the second half of the book, in the exploration of the City whose

citizens are both saints and angels.

13 Keck, 20.
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presume angels were the creators, or at least participated in the creation, of the world."*
Although Augustine believed that the ‘us’ in Genesis 1:26-27 referred to persons of the
Trinity, he continued to struggle with the angelic hierarchy and their involvement with
humanity.

While the Council of Nicea addressed this issue in 4 p, 325, declaring that the
church believed in God, the maker of heaven and earth and of all things visible and
invisible, the questions about angels and their function in the world were not completely
answered. The Council’s declaration did not address the topics of emanations or angels
creating the world or when, where, and how the angels were created. Hence, the
perceived connection between angels and humans remained. Man still desired to

understand himself, and angels provided one way to address his questions. Therefore,

theologians continued to speculate about angels and their creation, fall and
condemnation. '’

These investigations led theologians into deep studies of angels and angelology—
not just their role in creation but also their relationship and involvement within the ranks

of angels which Scripture explicitly categorized. Although Augustine saw distinctions

and relations between the nine ranks of angels, he was ready to confess his ignorance as

H “Out of these debates, the early church asserted ‘the doctrine of God as Creator unequivocal.” In

325, the two hundred plus bishops who met at Nicea to address the crisis of the Arians made the first major
church pronouncement concerning angels. The prelates did not even refer to angels by name. They
declared the church’s belief in God, ‘the maker of heaven and earth and of all things visible and invisible.’
According to the Fathers, God created the angels despite the apparent silence of Genesis.” Ibid., 17.

15 Keck correlates the patristic and Middle Ages study of angels to the current study of simians
within evolution, used to gain more insight into the nature of human beings. Ibid., 16.

11



to how they related to each other and humanity.'® Instead, Augustine took more interest
in the relationship between the persons of the Trinity. Neo-Platonic aspects of
Augustine’s view of God deemed this spiritual aspect more important than the previous
studies of God’s involvement with His people. Yet, rather than leading people away
from spiritualization of their lives, Augustine led them deeper into thinking about angels,
as he simultaneously expressed his lack of knowledge about how the angelic ranks
interacted and challenged his fellow theologians to explain it.!” Along with the
interaction between the ranks of angels, it became common to examine angelic relations
with humans.

Augustine’s challenge to explain the relationship between the different ranks and
to investigate deeper spiritual thoughts was overwhelmingly answered. By the Middle
Ages, it was not unusual to consider angels part of daily life."® Angels appeared in
iconography. Many who were unable to read used iconography to understand and edify
their faith. The passages in Isaiah, Genesis, and Revelation describing angels with wings
became useful in such iconography, allowing the portrayal of winged angels in orthodox
depictions. Paintings began to include these winged creatures so that one could

distinguish between a saint and an angel."’

1 Keck, 54, fn 35.
17 Ibid.
= Ibid., 155.

The Greco-Roman figure of Nike became the model for the angelic wings. Other distinctions
were made, such as saints being portrayed as wearing some sort of shoe or sandal while angels, sons, or
apostles were portrayed barefoot. Ibid., 30. Although the distinction is made it is to be noted that the
saints being portrayed with some sort of shoe or sandal were not dead.

12



It was a point of study to rank the angelic orders, and in most, the seraphim was
the highest order, considered the rank closest to the throne of God. The rest of the ranks
were ordered in various ways depending upon which theologian created the order. Yet,
by the Middle Ages two theologians, Pseudo-Dionysius and Gregory the Great, had each
solidified a celestial hierarchy consisting of nine ranks. Both orders were accepted by
scholastic theologians. With all the analysis of angelology it became ordinary to hear
about the angels and their involvement with humanity. The fourfold process of exegesis
promoted the continuation of reading and studying angels in various passages of
Scripture, whether the literal text mentioned angels or not.”* Bonaventure, being a
theologian of the Middle Ages, utilized all four of the aspects of exegesis.

Following well-established traditions, Bonventure defines the three

spiritual levels of exegesis that, combined with the literal level,

comprised the fourfold scheme for reading Scripture: “Allegory consists

in this: that one thing signifies another thing which is in the realm of

faith; moral teaching, or tropology, in this: that from something done,

we learn another thing that we must do; anagogy, or lifting up, in this:

that we are given to know what to desire, that is, the eternal happiness of

the elect.” Such multiple levels of Scripture, he contends, are in

harmony with the origin, purpose, content, and audience of God’s

revelation.”'

The particular form of medieval exegesis which predominantly fueled the study of

angelology was anagogy, set up during the patristic age as the hermeneutic for

“ Keck gives examples of how this happened in Middle Ages paintings as he states, “In addition,

because of the important precedents set by Raphael’s concealing of his nature, the constant use of anagogy,
and the fact that angels are often invisible (as in the story of Balaam and his ass), it was possible and indeed
appropriate for medieval artists to depict angels in scenes narrating the life of Christ even when they did
not appear in Scripture, such as at the marriage of Cana.” Ibid., 42.

a Ibid., 47.

13



angelology. For example, the early church fathers understood the creation of angels to
have occurred on the third day of creation. Although, following the literal hermeneutic
principle, Genesis is silent about this, the fathers’ anagogical study concluded that when
Scripture referred to the creation of the ‘heavens’ it was referring to the creation of the
angels. Anagogy, the mystical or spiritual interpretation of Scripture, became the
standard hermeneutic for angelology.*> Bonaventure found this form of exegesis most
important when reading the Scriptures.?

In the Middle Ages there were two ways to anagogically conclude human beings
were or would become angels.** Both ways are related to the fall and condemnation of
the angels. The first medieval concept believed that God had created a perfect number of

beings with the creation of the angels. Some of this creation rebelled, however, thus
creating vacancies within the perfect number which needed to be restored. Therefore,
humanity was created to restore that perfect number of creation. According to this
understanding, a human being would die and fill the vacant angelic seat. This would
happen within all of the angelic ranks, with the exception of the seraphic rank, since it

was commonly understood that the seraphim could not sin because they are the rank

2 The Greek anagogikos means “that which leads up.” Catholic Dictionary <newadvent.org> last

referenced April 26, 2006. This hermeneutic most frequently refers to eschatological things, things hoped
for, or reference to eternal life. E.g.. when the anagogical sense is applied to a Scriptural reference to
Jerusalem, it is typical for Jerusalem to be interpreted as referring to the church triumphant.

2 Keck, 49.
# There is evidence in Boethius’ writing On the Catholic Faith in the seventh—century that man was
created as a replacement for the fallen angels. Boethius writes, “and because the Creator did not wish the
number of the angels, to remain diminished, he formed man out of the earth and breathed into him the
breath of life;” Boethius. Boethius: The Theological Tractates: On the Catholic Faith S. J. Tester trans.
Loeb Classical Library (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1918) 57.

14



closest to God and complete in love.”> The prophet Ezekiel confirms this belief when he
writes that Lucifer is a cherub, not a seraph.?® The second concept held that humanity
began its existence as angels. According to this concept, instead of vacancies being left
in the ranks when the angels rebelled, one entire rank of angels rebelled. Humanity was
this angelic rank, now trapped in a corporeal state as punishment for its rebellion. Upon
corporeal death humanity’s angelic identity would be reclaimed. Hence, freedom from
the body is accomplished when the body dies.

Anagogical exegesis assisted this understanding by interpreting the parable of the
lost coin in Luke 15:8-10 as having an eschatological meaning. This anagogical meaning
was constructed in conjunction with the literal and tropological understanding of
Scripture which had determined that God had created nine ranks of angels.”” Hence, the
coins which the woman held represented these nine ranks of angels. The lost coin which
was the object of the woman’s house-wide search was the tenth lost rank of angels—
humanity. The other ranks have names, i.e. seraphim, cherubim, principalities, and
thrones. The last rank also has a name, ‘humanity’. Both concepts of human beings
dying and becoming angels conclude eschatologically on the Last Day; whether nine or

ten angelic ranks, the angelic ranks will then be complete.”®

o Ibid., 50.

% Ezekiel 28:14ff
% Using an anagogical hermeneutic to interpret the Scriptures is not unusual. Aquinas, following
Augustine’s lead read “light” in Genesis 1:3 as ‘angels’. Keck, 50-51.

E Boethius writes, “and-the sole reward of blessedness is the contemplation of the Creator, so far,
that is, as the creature may look on the Creator, to the end that the number of the angels may be restored
from these and that heavenly city filled where the Virgin’s Son is King and where will be everlasting joy,
delight, food, labour, and unending praise of the Creator.” On the Christian Faith. ... 71.
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The idea of dying and then becoming an angel became a prominent thought in the
Middle Ages. Whether, on the one hand, man will change his ontology when he dies and
become angelic or, on the other hand, whether humans were created as the tenth rank of
angels, the final result is that man will be an angel when he dies. This belief was
illustrated by the Franciscan order’s conviction that St. Francis of Assisi became an angel
when he died.

St. Francis professed only to his close friends that he had encountered the seraphic
crucified Christ on Mt. Averna.”’ During this encounter St. Francis is to have
experienced a unique reception of the stigmata.”® Because St. Francis was said to have
been blessed with this gift, the Franciscan order believed that Francis of Assisi was an
angel and is, in fact, the sixth angel in the book of Revelation.’!

Up to this point in the chapter the word ‘angel’ has been used without definition,
but has been understood as meaning a unique being created by God. It is now necessary
to address a definition of this word and to attempt to sort the confusion which may arise

from two different understandings of the Greek word, angelos.

» Although it may be commonly accepted in homiletical use to consider the Old Testament

reference to the “Angel of the LORD” to indicate the pre-incarnate second person of the Trinity, it is
strange in the thirteenth—century AD for the church to consider Christ to be angelic since He has become
incarnate. St. Francis’ reception of the stigmata was significantly different than other receptions, since the
markings and suffering remained with him after he left Mt. Averna.

30 Catholic Encyclopedia <newadvent.org> Last referenced April 23, 2006 for references
regarding St. Francis and stigmata.

st While beyond the confines of this study, a specific explanation of how the Franciscan Order

arrived at this belief warrants more study especially with reference to how this understanding may possibly
effect the modern day belief of men being angels. It is clear that the ecclesiastical hierarchy of the Catholic
church, along with Pope John XXII, was not in favor of this belief and.disciplined a particular group for .
their strong adherence to this belief. St. Bonaventure spent much of his time studying St. Francis and this
particular order in the Catholic church to restore the Franciscan Order back to the graces of the Pope.
Keck, 152-156.
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The general meaning of angelos is: a messenger or one sent from God. The
second meaning is a specific sort of creature which God created. The first meaning,
messenger, is an official title and can be applied to any creature that God gives a message
to proclaim. In this use of the word ‘angel’, men such as Moses, Elijah, Elisha, and the
prophets would appropriately be called angels. Yet, because of confusion between the
created beings of humans and angels, this more general meaning of the word ‘angel’ is
not often used. It also can be noted that when this term is applied? in its general
meaning the humans referred to are alive. The second and commonly understood
meaning of angelos, is a specific being created by God within the six days of creation.
This definition describes a unique creature which God made, different from any other
being of creation including the human creature. These creatures have been known to
deliver messages from God to His people. Therefore, these specific creatures fulfill both
definitions of angelos.® This becomes confusing when theologians and interpreters
begin to speak of Christ as an angel or of other men, such as St. Francis, as being angels.
Although it may seem superfluous to maintain a distinction between a general meaning
and a specific meaning of the word angelos, it is necessary to be explicit when discussing
any use of the word ‘angel’ to describe a man.

In a conversation with Dr. Charles Gieschen about his published dissertation

Angelomorphic Christology, he shared his understanding that man or Christ is able to

= Charles Gieschen uses the word angel to describe these patriarchs of Scripture in his published

dissertation, Angelomorphic Christology.

3 A few examples are: Gabriel at both the announcement of John’s birth (Luke 1:5-20) and at the
annunciation of the Messiah (Luke 1:28-38), or the seraphim in the Call of Isaiah (Isaiah 6:7).

17



hold the office of a messenger and appropriately be called, an angelos.>* His dissertation
argues that Christ has taken angel characteristics such as the Old Testament references to
the “Angel of the LORD.” But he would argue that it is incorrect to say that Jesus Christ
in His pre-incarnate state or incarnate state is ontologically in the narrow definition an
angel, for truly Jesus Christ is true God and true Man, not true angel.> Therefore, it can
be confidently stated only that St. Francis had a strange spiritual encounter with a
seraphic crucified Christ, Who brought the gift of the stigmata, but that Jesus remains
true God and true man, not an angelic being. Although this was said of Jesus, Who is
true God, the medieval theologians transferred this belief to St. Francis and came to

1.3 The Franciscans believed that this status

believe that St. Francis was indeed an ange
had been given by Christ in the strange experience Francis related having had with the
seraphic crucified Christ; which they accepted by the evidence of a unique reception of
the stigmata. Although angelology in the Middle Ages remains a topic to be studied

further, it would seem that the Franciscan spirituals created the condition for an

intertwining of Franciscan poverty and Joachite prophecy.”’ As relevant research has

4 Charles Gieschen, Angelomorphic Christology (Concordia Theological Seminary of Fort Wayne,

1998). Dr. Gieschen was kind to speak with me about my thesis on October 5, 2004 at Concordia
Theological Seminary in Fort Wayne, IN about his dissertation and this specific issue. Many of my quotes
from him will be from the notes which I took during this visit, rather than found in his written material,
since my topic was different than what his dissertation addressed.

E Martin Luther, Small Catechism, 14. 2™ Article of the Creed.

% Keck, 144 — 145.
L Ibid., 152. Bonaventure and Franciscans found that by being ambiguous, they could retain Francis’
identity as an angel while not upsetting those outside the order. Others such as Olvi followed in these
Franciscan footsteps speculating that the seven angels with seven trumpets of Apocalypse 8:2 referred to
the doctors of the church. The Joachite prophecy was of three ages. The first age brought in by Abraham,
the second age brought in the by the Son of God, and the third brought in by St. Francis. Because of this
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shown thus far, the majority of theologians outside of the Franciscan order understood
angels to be unique beings created by God different than human beings, which means that
St. Francis could not, then, be the sixth angel in the Apocaly‘pse.3 3

No matter whether Francis was considered an angel in his earthly life or in death,
somehow the idea of man dying and his ontology being transformed into that of an angel
seems to have carried into the Reformation. This idea can be observed in the notes taken
by a student during one of Luther’s sermons. This student, well versed in the theology of
the time, interpreted Luther to have stated this precise belief, as he wrote, “At the
resurrection day before we have a chance to look around we will all be beautiful
angels.”3 ? 1t cannot be documented if Luther actually stated these exact words since the
quote is traced to a student’s notes in the Weimar edition of Luther’s Works. According
to Robert Kolb, who supplied a needed translation, this is an exact quote from Luther’s
student as he was listening to one of Luther’s sermons. Within the context of the quote, it
would seem that the student believed that when men died they became angels.*® This
comment seems to imply that men do not hold an official title of messenger angelos
when they die. Rather, since it is in the context of resurrection day, the meaning would

imply a new ontological being, angelos.

Francis is considered the 6™ angel of Revelation. Steve Ozment. Age of Reform (London: Yale University
Press 1980), 108.

* Ibid.
2 Paul Althaus, The Theology of Martin Luther (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1966), 416 fn 52.
WA 36, 349.

40 It would be incorrect to assume that Luther believed that men died and became angels and stated it

in this sermon, since the quote is taken from a student’s notes on the sermon, rather than a direct transcript
of Luther’s sermon.
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Angelology of the Middle Ages, together with Neo-Platonic thought, would seem
to lend itself to an ontological understanding of man becoming angelos rather than
merely an official title of angelos. The patristic and medieval monastic vows focused on
a separation from material matter, deemed by Neo-Platonists as bad, toward a spiritual
existence, deemed by Neo-Platonists as good. The continuation of this procedure was
promoted by Bonaventure’s model of the seraphim titled “On the Six Wings of the
Cherubim.”! The seraphim with their six wings** were a model of how God wanted men
to live their lives. In this tropological approach, man is encouraged to advance through
the ranks of angels gaining the gifts each rank bestows. Each wing is a level at which
man is able to attain a closer relationship with God. Each wing contains five feathers that
act as objectives toward achieving the ‘goal of each wing’.*> As man attains the first pair
of wings, he understands his guilt and emotion in his devotion. With the second pair of
wings, he undergoes purification of the body and mind. And finally, with the third pair
of wings, a love for the neighbor and for God is achieved. “Thus,” Steve Chase writes,
“the teaching is grounded in an anthropology of body, mind and heart, an ethic of

forgiveness, perseverance, courtesy, chastity and a contemplative practice insisting upon

4l An error was made in the title, for the cherubim are described as having four wings, where the

seraphim are described as having six wings. Since the title has six wings, the Cherubim is incorrect. Some
authors such as Keck correct the title and make a note about the error in the Medieval period.

2 Isaiah’s encounter with the seraph described two wings to cover the face, two wings to cover the
feet and two wings with which to fly with: six wings. Steve Chase, translator Angelic Spirituality:
Medieval Perspectives on the Ways of Angels (New York: Paulist Press, 2002), 32-34.

bt Ibid., 32-34. See Appendix 1.
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the integration of the natural and material world, one’s neighbor, one’s soul, the celestial
spirits and God.”™

One of Bonaventure’s areas of focus was the soul’s journey to God. The six-
wings of the seraphim were a key in this journey, and helped to explain the
eschatalological roles of Francis and the order.”> As Bonaventure meditated on the
seraphim, he saw it developing into a formula for ecclesiastical hierarchy and
leadership.*® The ecclesiastical hierarchy was built upon ranks of higher spirituality.
Bonaventure would argue that the Franciscan order would be the earthly equivalent of
cherub rank. And yet he would maintain St. Francis was of the seraphic order.*’
Although this was confirmed as heresy, future theologians after Bonaventure continued
the belief about Francis being the sixth angel of the Apocalypse, in the seraphic order. It
is undeniable that during the thirteenth century it was commonplace to interchange saint
with angel. Hence, when a saint died it would be common to call him an angel and
determine a rank in which he stood.*®

Neo-Platonic thinking continued in the twentieth century. Although it may
manifest itself differently in this century, it is well illustrated in Maslow’s hierarchy of

needs.*” This model was developed in 1943 and became popular in 1954 as it was widely

“ Ibid., 32.

# Ibid., 149.

4 Tbid.

v Ibid., 150-151.
* Ibid., 144.
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published in Motivation and Personality.”® Whereas Augustine and the Franciscan Order
attempted to deny and flee the material plane to become more spiritual, Maslow
supported the acceptance of the material plane and encouraged that effort be given to
satisfy its needs, which could be used for ascending toward a more spiritual level of
living. Although the acceptance of the material plane is different in each model, the Six
Wings of the Cherubim and Maslow’s hierarchy of needs both intend to guide a person
away from the material plane and closer to the spiritual plane.”'

In a later version of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, an anonymous source identifies
transcendence as the highest level of self-actualization. Transcendence is here defined as
helping others to grow in their own self-actualization. This level, transcendence, in
Maslow’s hierarchy may resemble, loosely, Bonaventure’s fifth wing of the Six Winged
Seraphim’® to help and love others.’ 7 The highest level of Bonaventure’s structure was
for the human being to love God. Of course, this could not appropriately be considered

in Maslow’s hierarchy since he considered man to be the highest order.>*

% Copyright Alan Chapman 1995-2005 with acknowledgements to Maslow and

www.businessballs.com

%0 A.H. Maslow. Motivation and Personality. (New York: Harper & Row, 1954). Appendix Two

st In the model considering the six wings of the seraphim, the goal is to become closer to God, but in
Maslow’s hierarchy of needs man is to become a better person, with the relationship among his fellow men
becoming closer, but no mention is made of becoming closer to God.

32 Also referred to as the “Six Wings of the Cherubim.” See note 42.

53

See Appendix One concerning the fifth wing of the seraphim.
> Appendix 3. Although hierarchical thinking can be seen in many devel