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WORDS OF HOPE
Reflections from Pastor Curtis Aguirre

Recently at a Mellow Monday, we had a lively
discussion about reincarnation. Reincarnation is the
belief that souls are reborn into the world repeatedly.
Reincarnation is one of the foundational beliefs of both
Hinduism and Buddhism. In those traditions it is
usually called "the transmigration of souls".
Traditionally, reincarnation is not part of the Christian,
Jewish, or Muslim world view. The traditional
understanding of these three western religions is that
each human being gets one go at this earthly life.
The reason for the absence of reincarnation in these
three religious belief systems is that the foundational
belief system for all three, that s, the religion of ancient
Israel, the faith in the God of Abraham, Isaac, and
Jacob, seems to assume that we all live once and then
go to rest with our ancestors. A later layer of this
tradition adds the belief in a resurrection from the
dead and a final judgment by God of all people. Itis
alinear understanding of life and history, as opposed
to the cyclical understanding of the Hindu and
Buddhist systems.

In the mid-200's A.D., the great Christian thinker
Origen did put forward a kind of quasi-
transmigration-of-souls idea in his work called "On
First Principles". For him it was a way of sorting out
the relationship among these factors: God's love and
mercy, God's justice and righteousness, the free will
of the soul, and the fact that some people are born
into advantageous circumstances and others are born
into difficult circumstances. Origen proposed the
preexistence of souls in a heavenly realm, and
suggested that the circumstances here below were a
working out of choices and decisions made by our
souls in that heavenly preexistence. Origen imagined
asort of ladder of ascent and descent reaching from
the less dense heavenly to the more dense hellish.
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He pictured our earthly existence as being between
the two extremes. He proposed that all intelligent
beings are able to ascend and descend based on their
choices and decisions, moving toward God or away
from God, as the case may be. So according to
Origen's model, we were all angelic at one point,
but because of choices and decisions we made in that
realm, we "lost our wings", as Origen puts it, and
descended to this plane, but we can return to the
angelic state if we live holy lives. Likewise, Origen
says, even Satan and the demons, who once were
angels, could return to God if they abandoned their
rebellion against God..

Although Origen was very popular among Christian
theologians and thinkers in his own time and for
about a hundred years after his death, 300 years after
his death this teaching of his was "anathematized"
(condemned as a false teaching) by a committee of
theologians assembled by the Emperor Justinian.
One of the issues these theologians had with Origen
was that he bound God by a system, and therefore
limited God's ability to act as judge. God as the
righteous, just, and merciful judge is a key theme
throughout the Bible. In Origen's model, God
appears to be subject to a cosmic mechanism.

This is also the main Christian reservation with the
transmigration of souls as taught in Hinduism and
Buddhism. The classic Hindu model of
reincarnation (Buddhism grew out of ancient
Hinduism as Christianity grew out of ancient
Judaism) is based on the karma-dharma system.
Karma refers to the "credits" and "demerits" we build
up over a life time or over many life times, based on
how we do or do not live according to the dharma.
Dharma, in this classic system, refers to the laws
governing one's life depending on one's caste,



gender, and age. In this system, the transmigration
of souls goes on forever.

In Buddhism, which emerged as a kind of response
to this classic karma-dharma system, the goal is to
end the endless cycle of rebirth and suffering
through letting go of the desire to exist (very crudely
put). The Buddha's enlightenment was the
realization of the nature of existence, and the
profound change of consciousness to allow all to
be, and not to be attached to anything or any
thought. The principle is that a soul's attachment
to being is what brings it back. Dharma, in the
Buddhist sense, is simply the Buddha's teaching.

The classic Christian objections to this are that (1)
God is absent from the process, or is even subject to
it, and (2) that there is no room for mercy and
forgiveness. Reincarnation is indeed a highly
legalistic system. You have to earn your way up
theladder. In the Buddhist understanding, the gods
are merely another type of "sentient being" subject
to the forces of the universe. But we believe that
God is " the creator heaven and the earth, of all that
is, seen and unseen." Moreover, we believe that God
forgives sins. The Gospel "messes up", so to speak,
the legalistic symetry of the classic understanding
of reincarnation.

This response by the Christian Church to the
hypothesis of the transmigration of souls has usually
meant that the whole idea was officially rejected
(note that in the Lutheran confessional statements,
there is no direct comment on this subject).
However, I am eclectic, syncretic, and syntheticin
my thinking, so I1ook for the wisdom, the insight,
the truth hidden in things, which might not be
initially apparent, and then I try to integrate that
into how I see the world. I rather like the way
Valentin Tomberg, the twentieth century Christian
Hermeticist (a school of philosophy related to
Platonism and Neoplatonism) and loyal son of the
Roman Catholic Church sorts this out.

Tomberg says that ideas like the transmigration of
souls must always be assessed by means of whether
they refer to the horizontal axis of history and time,
or the vertical axis of eternity (note that when you
draw this as a figure it forms a cross).

He says the error with most treatments of
reincarnation is that they go at it as though it
belonged to the axis of eternity, as though it would
always be so, without end, and thus define the
nature of heaven (NB: Luther calls the Kingdom of
Heaven, the domain of grace and forgiveness). The
transmigration of souls, however, properly belongs
to the horizontal axis of time and history, he says.
Itis a possibility which belongs to the created order,
akind of analogy to what happens to matter in the
cycle of physical life: things come into being,
mature, age, die, decompose, and then reappear
(indirectly) in something new. For Tomberg,
reincarnation is part of "the closed loop" of our
existence since the fall (NB: Luther calls the
Kingdom of this World the domain of the Law).

"The closed circle," writes Tomberg, "is in principle
only a prison... It is a wheel which turns on itself
and therefore suggests no advancement beyond its
circle... It is nothing other than a cosmic hell" (A
Journey into Christian Hermeticism pp. 241, 243).
He says that Christ came to release us from this
prison, to offer a way out of the circle. The linear
understanding of time and history which is the
classic Judeo-Christian understanding, is one of
possibility, of hope, of a goal, a trajectory; "So if
anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation:
everything old has passed away; see everything has
become new!" (Il Corinthians 5:17). Here is the
possibility of real change. Again, if the cycle of the
transmigration of souls is forever, then it is a hell,
butifitisjust for a time until Christ makes all things
new, then it is just part of life as we see it in the
physical realm as well. It is a sort of interim
arrangement "until all is fulfilled."

Tomberg notes that the gift of the Buddha was to
offer a way out of the cycle, as a kind of eastern
precursor to Christ. But neither the Buddha nor
Christ propose to abandon this existence, but rather
to bring goodness into it. For the Buddha itis to
bring compassion. For Christitis to bringlove. In
Buddhism we become masters of the cycle through
enlightenment. In Christianity, the law is replaced
with love. Of course in Christianity we have the
further layer of understanding, that God is about
restoring the integrity of creation which was lost
when the wills of created beings turned against their
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creator. The will of God is love, but our wills have
diverged from love to many other things. So perhaps
we have become trapped in a cycle of rebirth because
we are "turned in on self" (to use a classic definition
of sin), and will not move on to our real destiny until
we are turned toward God, thatis, until our wills are
love.

So, is there a transmigration of souls? Well, there
could be, and certainly some people insist that their
own experience points to it. Personally I would be
hesitant to categorically deny it. Although the Bible
does not explicitly say there is a transmigration of
souls, it doesn't say there isn't one either. Tomberg's
understanding of it as a kind of spiritual analogy to
the physical cycles of birth, death, and rebirth makes
sense to me, and is helpful for me to integrate the
idea of the transmigration of souls into a Judeo-
Christian framework. As the Lottery Corporation so
aptly proclaims: "You never know!"
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Charity of the Month for August 2006

During the summer months, donations to the
organizations that provide assistance to those
in physical need (food banks, shelters, etc.)
usually decline, even though the need does
not decline. For this reasonitis helpful for us
to give intentionally during this time to such
organizations. For the month of August, let
us continue to highlight the work of Loaves

& Fishes, our community ecumenical food
bank.

If you would like to support Loaves & Fishes
through your offering, please indicate this on
you envelope under "Charity of the Month"
or write "Loaves & Fishes".
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Council Members Don’t Forget

Council meeting for the summer is on
Monday, August 21, at 7:00 p.m.

DON'T FORGET THE POWER OF SILENCE

A Centering Prayer learning event will take place
at Hope Lutheran Church on Saturday, October 14,
2006, from 9:30 a.m. to 4:00 p.m. The Cost is $25,
which includes refreshments and lunch.

This event is sponsored by Sacred Balance, a
program of the Anglican Diocese of British
Columbia, and hosted by Hope Lutheran Church.
Christopher and Heather Page of St. Philip's
Anglican Church, Victoria, will lead this day of
learning the Christian meditation practice called
Centering Prayer.

Registrations are already beginning to come in. If
you are interested in participating in this event, you
may want to get your name in sooner rather than
later. Leave your name, phone number, mailing
address, and e-mail address (if you have one) with
our church office.

If you would rather not learn Centering Prayer, but
would like to help with the hosting of the event
(without Martha how can Mary sit and listen?), a
sign up sheet for hosts will be put up in September.

NEW WORSHIP BOOK
By Clarence Karr

Thanks you for your generous response to our
appeal for support in purchasing the new worship
book. Our order has been placed so that we could
be part of the initial printing delivery.

If you want a personal copy, please submit your
request with the $25.00 payment by mid-August.

There is still an opportunity to purchase one or
more for Hope Lutheran - simply as a gift; in
memory of someone; or in honour of someone.

This is a non-budgeted, special purchase expense.
We appreciate any support that you can give or
have already given.
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HEALING PRAYER MINISTRY
By Beth Paton

A couple of months ago in THE MESSENGER
OF HOPE, I reported that we would again be
holding training sessions for the Healing Prayer
Ministry. Thisisjust a reminder of this. I trust
that you have been praying for guidance - for
yourself, to see if the Holy Spirit is encouraging
you to participate, or - praying for others to hear
the call. Please continue to do so.

The training sessions would be:
September 22/23/24, or
September 29/30/October 1, or
October 20/21/22.

It was felt that we should try the weekend
sessions, rather than run them for 4 to 5 weeks.
Because of the unknown availability of the
Church, the sessions will be held in my home.

Thank you for your prayer support in the past for
the continuation of the Healing Prayer Ministry
on Communion Sundays and for participating in
this ministry - as a team person or attending for
prayers for yourself or for others for healing or for
thanksgiving.
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By Arnold Gill

about the car.”

hair."

THE GAS-POWERED HAIR REMOVAL SYSTEM

Ayoung boy had just gotten his driver's permit and inquired of his father, an evangelist, if they
could discuss his use of the car. His father said, "I'll make a deal with you. You bring your
grades up from a C to a B average, study your Bible a little, get your hair cut and we'll talk

Well, the boy thought about that for a moment, and decided that he'd settle for the offer, and
they agreed onit. After about six weeks they went into the study, where his father said, "Son,
I've been real proud. You brought your grades up, and I've observed that you have been
studying your Bible, and participating a lot more in the Bible study groups. But, I'm real
disappointed, since you haven't gotten your hair cut."

The young man paused a moment, and then said, "You know, Dad, I've been thinking about

that, and I've noticed in my studies of the Bible that Samson had long hair, John the Baptist
had long hair, Moses had long hair and there's even a strong argument that Jesus had long

To this his father replied, "Did you also notice that they all walked everywhere they went?"
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o* The deadline for the September Messenger is Friday, Aug. 25". Please .
'.. send your submissions to the office at: hopeluth@nanaimo.ark.com .:
e Phone: (250)758-1232. Lot



A LETTER FROM OUR SYNODICAL BISHOP
By Bishop Gerhard Preibisch

July 21, 2006
To all congregations and rostered ministers of the BC Synod

Dear Sisters and Brothers in Christ

This letter is a response to the recent action of the Eastern Synod in convention regarding
the blessing of same-gender couples.

The Eastern Synod in convention on Thursday, July 6, 2006, passed by a 72% majority,
the following resolution:

That the Eastern Synod of the ELCIC recognizes that the blessing of same-gender
couples who want to make a life-long commitment to one another in the presence of God
and their community of faith is a matter of pastoral and congregational discretion.
Authorization to perform such blessings shall require the consent of the pastor and the
consent of the congregation or calling agency, and in consultation with the bishop.

I am disappointed that this potentially divisive resolution was not referred to the national
church since the blessing of same-gender couples is an issue which concerns all of us in
the ELCIC. However, I commend the Eastern Synod for dealing with this sensitive issue
in a pastoral manner.

I pray that even though many in our synod and church hold differing passionate
opinions on this issue we will continue to respect each other as sisters and brothers in
Christ.

Bishop Ray Schultz, our national bishop, has stated that the Eastern Synod resolution
will be referred to the September meeting of National Church Council.

I encourage your prayers as National Church Council seeks God's will for the church in
this matter.

Your servant in Christ
Gerhard Preibisch
Bishop



