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Editor’s Preface

The Rev. Dr. George Dole is one of the most widely
admired Swedenborgian scholars in the world. His writ-
ings and talks are noted for their profound insight, pen-
etrating research, and engagingly direct and elegant style.

He was ordained into the ministry of the Swedenbor-
gian Church in 1960 and served the Cambridge, Massa-
chusetts, parish for thirteen years. In the meantime, he
took his Ph.D. (in Assyriology) at Harvard in 1965, and
began a long career on the faculty of the Swedenborg
School of Religion. He has an impressive list of publica-
tions and film scripts to his credit, and has become a
leading translator of the works of Emanuel Swedenborg
from the Latin. Seemingly never too busy, he is cur-
rently a director of the Swedenborg Foundation.

George Dole’s talks (lectures, sermons, discussion pre-
sentations) enjoy an honored reputation among Sweden-
borgians for their scholarly creativity and tight
construction. These perishable works of theology became
in many cases the workbench from which a more general
spiritual philosophy developed. It was decided, therefore,
to publish a diverse sampling from this rich largesse.
Thirty-one of the best, covering the last decade or so,
were chosen from a large collection for this book. The
final choices were not easy; the pieces judged to be most
suitable for the book were by far the most numerous.
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6 SORTING THINGS OUT

The title Sorting Things Out refers to an elemental
skill in dealing with life. The powerful art of sorting
through tangled issues until some of heaven’s light
breaks through all by itself is unfortunately not often
seen. It is our impression that this subtle skill is what
most persistently underlies Dr. Dole’s thought.

These gracefully written talks on theological ideas,
social issues, and the delicate art of living help us to live
with spiritual integrity in today’s complicated world.

—Steve Koke
Grass Valley, California, 1994



Who's Doing What Around Here?

One of the major themes in the history of Christian
doctrine centers in a tension between—in the terms
most common in non-Swedenborgian Christian theol-
ogy—"“law” and “grace.” My colleague Bob Kirven uses
a pendulum model to show how the emphasis shifted
back and forth over the centuries, with relatively few
theologians finding a balance between the two.

The central question involved is simply stated: “On
whom does my salvation depend, God or me?” “Law”
theologians would say that it depends on me. The piv-
otal decisions are in my hands. The Sacred Scriptures
reveal the laws of life, and I must follow them if I am to
be admitted to heaven. This view underlies the Catholic
system of catalogued sins, confession, and penance.
“Grace” theologians insist that we cannot save ourselves,
that only God has the power to deliver us from evil.
One extreme form of this is Calvin’s doctrine of predes-
tination, which maintains that God alone decides who
is to be saved.

Swedenborg is one of the few theologians who man-
age to maintain that there is essential truth in both of
these positions. Yes, we have no power to save ourselves,
and yes, we must do the work of repentance and refor-
mation of life if regeneration is to happen. This was an
important enough point that he found a concise way of
expressing it, and used it repeatedly: that we are to shun
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8 SORTING THINGS OUT

evils as if of ourselves, and at the same time are to
acknowledge that it is actually the Lord who is doing the
work.

I would suggest that our understanding of this famil-
iar principle ought to change—ought to deepen—in the
course of our lives, and that we might well look at that
understanding as a kind of index to our current spiritual
state. What is involved is our present working relation-
ship with the Lord; and in our own personal histories,
there is likely to be a kind of pendulum movement like
the one Bob Kirven finds in the history of Christian
doctrine. There are times when, quite appropriately, we
feel that everything is up to us—that we have to haul up
our own socks and fight our own fights. There are other
times when, with equal appropriateness, we feel utterly
powerless, and can only hope for the Lord’s deliverance.
When the pendulum is at the point of balance, we find
ourselves doing our best, with a consciousness that our
“independence” is only an appearance.

To me, one of the most persuasive arguments in favor
of maintaining the tension between law and grace is to
be found in the “Twelve Step” programs, with Alcohol-
ics Anonymous as the first and best-known example.
Step one reads (in one adaptation), “We admitted we
were powerless over [our addiction], and that our lives
had become unmanageable.” Step three reads, “We
made a decision to turn our will and our lives over to
the care of the Higher Power, as we understood it.” Step
six reads, “We were entirely ready to have the Higher
Power remove these defects of character.” These steps in
particular focus on “grace”—on the recognition that we
cannot change ourselves.
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But step four reads, “We made a searching and fear-
less moral inventory of ourselves.” Step nine reads, “We
made direct amends to people we had harmed wherever
possible, except when to do so would injure them or
others.” Step eleven reads, “We sought through prayer
and meditation to improve our conscious contact with
the Higher Power as we understood it, praying only for
knowledge of its will for us and the power to carry that
out.” And step twelve reads, “Having had a spiritual
awakening as the result of these steps, we tried to carry
this message to others and to practice these principles in
all our affairs.” These steps assume that there is some-
thing we not only can but must do.

The persuasiveness of this for me does not lie in its
theoretical coherence or its accord with Swedenborgian
doctrines. It lies, rather, in the fact that it works. Of all
the approaches to addiction that have been designed and
tried, this is the most effective. Because of it, millions of
alcoholics have lived in sobriety. It is also worth
mentioning another rare fact: A.A. has endured as an
organization without losing sight of its essential
purpose, and without losing its integrity. It has not
followed the apparently inevitable pattern of organiza-
tions; starting with idealistic missionary zeal, and by the
third generation becoming an institution primarily
concerned with its own survival. Churches in general,
including our own, can hardly make that claim.

I hasten to add that A.A. has one major advantage
over the church. Alcohol is an identifiable substance,
and its abuse has readily observable effects. Alcoholics
are people who are literally unable to control their
drinking, so that drinking consistently impairs their
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functioning as human beings. There is a clear, definable
behavioral problem to deal with. The enemy is out in
the open.

The same cannot be said of “sin” in general; and it
can be observed that members of A.A. often have real
difficulty with the last clause of the twelfth step—"to
practice these principles in all our affairs.” It is not so
easy to say that I am powerless to heal this relationship
with another human being as to say that I am powerless
to control my drinking. The relationship is a complex of
many factors, and many facets of my own being are
involved in it. Or to take it one step further, it would not
be easy to design a program for “Egotists Anonymous,”
because egotism can take so many different forms.

I suspect, then, that churches fall so readily into insti-
tutionalism because the central task is such a difficult
and elusive one. If the enemy is “evil,” then we know in
advance that we may surmount one form of it only to
have it surface again in a different form. Through self-
discipline we overcome a troublesome habit, and find
ourselves prey to self-righteousness. We find self-satis-
faction in moments of humility. This is in fact the
inherent weakness in too strong a focus on law—on our
part of the process. It centers our consciousness on what
we must conceive to be our own strength. It is much
simpler to support the church and to abide by its behav-
ioral principles.

I have not done an exhaustive search of our collateral
literature, but I am not aware of much that deals
directly with the “as if of self” issue—which disappoints
me. It seems almost as though our church has really
taken the side of the law, with an intellectual bow to
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grace. That is, we are satisfied if we make a genuine
effort to lead good and constructive lives and if we know
from doctrine that our strength to do so is a gift from
the Lord. We do not talk much about the experience of
powerlessness that shifts this doctrine from our heads to
our hearts—that moves us from “information about” to
“personal acquaintance with.”

I trust it is obvious that this “personal acquaintance
with” cannot be transmitted in a lecture. There is no
substitute for doing our very best, and discovering that
it is totally useless. Steps two through eleven are quite
pointless without step one: “We admitted that we were
powerless.” And I cannot emphasize strongly enough
that we must give it our best shot first. There is a part of
us that wants to believe that we really could overcome if
we put forth our best effort. Nothing but the failure of
our best effort will still that voice.

Anything else, in fact, would be a cop-out. We would
be saying, in effect, “Lord, I know I don’t really need
you, that I could handle this on my own, but it would
be so much quicker and easier if you would just take
care of it for me.” This is tantamount to asking the Lord
to help us maintain the illusion that we ourselves have
power over our evils. It is telling the Lord that we do not
actually want to know the truth about ourselves. It is
evading the central question of our existence.

Since a lecture is not a substitute for the experience,
then, what can a lecture do? Perhaps it can help us
understand the necessity of the experience, so that we
are less inclined to avoid or postpone it. For the Lord’s
providence guards our essential freedom above all, and
will not force us into admissions that we are unwilling
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to make. This means that it may be helpful to look at a
wider view of our own natures; to confront some of the
illusions that make it hard for us to face the fact of our
powerlessness.

For me, much of the most practical and relevant
information about this is gathered in the book Divine
Love and Wisdom. This is where Swedenborg gets down
to the very basics that are determinant in all situations
in all ages. This is where, for example, he talks about
direct and indirect influx—which leads us in some sur-
prising directions.

The basic picture is simple. Everything that exists is
maintained in its existence by two forces, one acting
from the inside and one acting from the outside. At this
moment, the pressure inside our bodies nicely matches
the air pressure from the outside, so we are comfortable.
If we drive up Mount Washington, we will experience
discomfort as the outside pressure lessens, until the
inside pressure adjusts.

This is equally true of us as spiritual beings. We are
maintained in our humanity by the intersection of two
flows. One is the inflow of life directly from the Lord
into what Swedenborg calls “the inmost,” and the other
is the flow of spiritual forces from the Lord through our
spiritual and natural surroundings. There is a story in
Heaven and Hell about a spirit who believed he was
independent of other spirits. It tells how the inner com-
munication with other spirits was cut off, and how he
became infantile—incapable of coherent thought,
speech, or action.

This is by no means obvious to us in this life, but
there are a few clues. Think of something you might
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normally regard as one of your own ideas or opinions,
and try to trace it to its source. We very soon find
ourselves turning to a whole world of parents and teach-
ers and friends, of books we have read and places we
have seen, of experiences we have had. Or if we look in
the other direction, inward, we find that it “just
occurred to us,” and that we have no idea where it
occurred to us from. The more closely we look, the more
impossible it is to say just what part of any thought, any
concept, any opinion is really “ours,” and what part we
have received from sources known and unknown.

I am not the same person I would have been had I
continued in parish ministry in 1973 instead of going
into teaching. I am not the same person I would have
been had I associated with different people along the
way, if | had married someone else, if I had shared in the
raising of different children with different gifts and dif-
ferent problems.

This does not mean I would be totally different, for
that would be to deny the reality and the distinctiveness
of the flow of life from within. What it does mean is
that I cannot really tell where I leave off and the rest of
the world begins. Especially in the realm of my thoughts
and feelings, I cannot sort out what is “really mine” and
what is others’ in me.

We need to add to this the well-known fact that there
are depths of our being of which we are quite uncon-
scious. Actually, if we reflect on what happens as we
move through a particular day or a particular week, we
find that our consciousness of ourselves changes. One of
the most familiar and useful characteristics of us as
humans is our ability to “look at ourselves” without a
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mirror—that is, to stand back mentally and observe
what we are thinking or doing as though the person we
were observing were someone else. We seem to contract
our boundaries so that part of us is outside for a while.
Then there are the times when we become so absorbed in
what we are doing or thinking that we are totally unself-
conscious, as though there were no boundaries at all.

The image this suggests to me may sound a bit
bizarre at first, but there is a good deal in Swedenbor-
gian theology to support it. It is that we do not really
change at all, from the beginning of our lives to eternity.
Rather, we become acquainted with different facets and
different levels of our God-given natures, and decide for
ourselves which part we want to live in for eternity.
There is far more to us than we can be at any one time.
What we call “ourselves” is not what we actually are, but
what we seem to ourselves to be. And that is ultimately
determined by what we want ourselves to be. In the
concise vocabulary of traditional Swedenborgianism,
“we” are appearances.

Before I go on, let me cite three things from Sweden-
borgian theology that would seem to point clearly in
this direction. The most obvious is that proprium—
what we claim as ours, what we think and feel is ours—
is only an appearance. The second is that for even the
highest angels, their evils are not destroyed, but only
“removed to the circumference.” The third is that for
even the worst of devils, the angelic levels of being are
not destroyed, but only “closed off.”

If we are appearances, then my “freedom” is as real as
“I” am—which may not be very real at all. I cannot
change what the Lord created. I cannot stop being the
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inner angel. I cannot change what I have received indi-
rectly from ancestors and from training. I cannot abol-
ish the evils that are such a prominent feature of my
“natural.” I still am the person who was born in 1931,
and always will be. But as already mentioned, there is far
more to that person than I can identify with. I experi-
ence that person a little bit at a time, and tend to claim
and cling to the aspects that I like best.

Another image from Swedenborgian theology may
help at this point. Swedenborg compares the human
individual to a house with several stories. All the stories
must be there at birth. What we call “I” does not build
that house, but lives in it. There is a delightful little par-
able somewhere in Swedenborg’s writings about a pious
hypocrite who sits in his parlor talking with his friends
about lofty religious sentiments, and every once in a
while dashes down into the cellar to have sex with his
mistress. In this image, since we can’t live in the whole
house all at once, we find ourselves spending more and
more time in the part we are most comfortable in. We
have no power whatever to add or subtract stories or
rooms.

Sometimes when we reflect on past events, and espe-
cially on past choices, we become oddly aware of a kind
of inevitability about it all. At the time, we felt ourselves
to be free agents, in control of our destiny. Looking back,
we realize how strongly we were influenced by forces of
which we were then unaware, and wind up wondering
whether we really could have chosen other than we did.
There was a time, for example, when I felt totally out of
place in the ministry of the Swedenborgian Church. I
was granted the grace to express this feeling, and the
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response from other ministers was unexpectedly under-
standing and supportive. I chose to hang in there, and
things did get better—eventually much better.

In retrospect, I cannot help wondering whether I was
capable of leaving the ministry or of leaving the Swe-
denborgian Church. I cannot imagine where I would
have turned or what I would have done for a living. It
seems now as though the critical “choice” I made was to
voice my distress, and at the time that did not seem like
a choice at all. It just “came out,” almost against my
will. It was pivotal because it was authentic and because
it elicited an authentic response. It was not so much a
change in me as the expression of an aspect of me that I
had kept concealed—to some extent even from myself.

This is the general context in which I think I should
understand those times when I know that I am on my
own. In other connections, I have referred to “my mili-
tary mind” or “my Pentagon”—the part of me that must
be called on when there is a critical need for me to give
myself orders and obey them without question.
“George, you can't put this off any longer. Do 7z.” At
such times, I am operating in that realm of unreality
where I seem to be an independent being. To put it in a
kind of ratio, I seem to be independent, but I am not.
To the same extent, I seem to be free, but I am not. Since
I am for the time being confined to this level of unreality
or appearance, everything balances out. My freedom is
just as real as I am, and could hardly be more so.

The reality is most concisely expressed in Sowul-Body
Interaction #14, where Swedenborg writes, “God alone
acts. We only react, and seen more deeply, even this is
from God.” The mystics would agree without question.
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As the process of regeneration proceeds, Swedenborgian
theology tells us, deeper levels of our being are opened.
We have times when it goes without saying that we can
accomplish something as long as we do not succumb to
the illusion that we are the ones who are doing it. We
learn from experience that as soon as we see ourselves as
the initiators, we feel a power loss.

Taoism sees this in a way that particularly appeals to
me. There is a Taoist story about a butcher who was
renowned for his skill. His knives always seemed to be
sharp as razors, to cut without effort. When he was
asked how he did this, he answered that he never cut the
meat itself. He always slipped the knife into the little
spaces that were already there. He felt the places where
there was no resistance.

In more general terms, he did not see himself as mak-
ing anything happen. He saw himself as cooperating
with the essential nature of the reality he was dealing
with. The Taoist martial art, Aikido, focuses not on
lethal blows, but on using the momentum of the oppo-
nent constructively. There is another story to illustrate
this. A young man was on a trolley when a drunken
laborer climbed aboard, shoved people out of the way,
and started to batter one person who resisted. The
young man watched to see how his master would use his
superlative physical skills. The master went up to the
drunk and said, “Something very painful must have
happened to you today.” The drunk collapsed in tears.
The Taoist swimmer would search out ways to cooper-
ate with the current rather that trying to master it. The
whole effort is to discern the underlying pattern of
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things and be a constructive part of it—a profoundly
ecological perspective.

I like this from a theological point of view because it
helps refocus my attention, especially in times of diffi-
culty. We sometimes betray our misunderstanding by
referring to such times as “demanding.” What the grace
aspect of Swedenborgian theology is telling us is that the
Lord is at work in this situation. It is not up to us to “fix
it.” What we need to do is to discern the Lord’s intent
and cooperate with it. This, so to speak, brings us into
the current of the Lord’s power, or to use a more familiar
phrase, into the stream of the Lord’s providence. It is a
litcle like sailing: we do not make the boat go; we simply
align it with the force that does make it go. We can blow
on the sails all we want; it won't get us anywhere.

According to many descriptions, the deepest mystical
experiences go beyond this. They go to a consciousness
of utter oneness. This is not so much a loss of identity as
an identification with all that is; and it carries with it an
effortless conviction. In one sense, the mystic in this
state feels totally free—free of all limitation. But at the
same time, the whole being is given into the hands of
God.

In Swedenborgian terms, this must be an approach to
that “inmost,” to the center of our being where the Lord
flows in; and at this point I must revert to the wave
model again. Repetition is a hallowed teaching device,
so if some of you have heard this before, it may be just
as well. Or if you wish, you can simply say that I am fol-
lowing the example of my favorite theologian.

In physics, there is a paradoxical relationship between
wave and particle models most familiar from the study
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of light. I would suggest that we need the same models,
in the same paradoxical relationship, to understand our-
selves. The particle model is the most familiar—I am
what is enclosed within this skin, and am totally discrete
from you. This is useful for defining my responsibilities,
but perilous for defining my rights. The more I extend
my rights, the more I diminish yours.

I have already described the wave model in talking
about ourselves as constituted by the intersection of
direct and indirect influx from the Lord, and have men-
tioned that in this model, our boundaries shift. What I
did not mention was that in spite of these shifting
boundaries, we have a wholly constant and utterly
secure identity: our center. That center is the essence of
our being, the “place” at which we are most real. As we
move out from that center, we come into realms of
increasingly unreal appearances until we reach the level
of ‘proprium”™—which Swedenborgian theology tells us
is an illusion.

This means that the more fully I experience my own
reality, the more I realize that I am a distinctive flow of
life from the Lord. My independent identity and my
utter dependence are one and the same. Utter depen-
dence is what “I” am. Swedenborg says this in language
more familiar to us in Divine Providence #42: “The
more the angels recognize that they are the Lord’s, the
more fully they seem to be themselves, and the clearer it
is to them that they are the Lord’s.”

I know that different people have different ideas as to
what is “practical.” In fact, I am sometimes bemused at
the fact that in theological education, “Practical Theol-
ogy” deals with such issues as church administration,
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stewardship, and church growth. Perhaps some day,
“practical theology” will be the theology that leads most
directly toward heaven.

Be that as it may, I hope that what I have said leaves
you with a sense of the exquisite relationship between
those times when we are gifted with grace and those
times when everything is up to us. I hope that it helps
prevent us from imposing our solutions on others, and
inclines us rather to try to understand where they are in
their process, and what their present spiritual needs are.
If there is one simple maxim to sum it all up, it would
be that we are our best selves when we perceive what the
Lord is doing, and give ourselves freely to that work.



Sooner or Later

All around us we see evidences of short-sightedness. On
the personal level, we see impatient drivers snarling traf-
fic, food stamps used for snacks rather than for nutri-
tion, credit cards flourishing, and savings accounts
dwindling. On a larger scale, we see the long-range
planning of Japanese industry paying dividends while
our own emphasis on quick profits drains our resources.
One observer has noted that television dramas create the
impression that all problems can be solved in an hour,
even leaving time for commercial breaks.

Perhaps the saddest thing is that this is what is com-
monly known as “the real world.” I'm sure you've heard
some variation of it: “Religious people don’t face what
it’s like out there in the real world.” The problem with
this view is that deeper realities keep breaking through
and showing how superficial this so-called “realism” is.
There is more poverty and hunger, more crime, more
failure in business, more deficit spending.

That is a glimpse of the dark side of our times, and
there are countless stories to illustrate it. It is not the
only side. The pressures of reality are still there, and still
effective. We are beginning to face what this quick-profit
and easy-living mentality is doing to our environment,
to realize that disposable products save money now
because they pass the costs on to our children. There is
more and more attention to the roots of violence in the

21
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home, to the harm done by religious intolerance. Books
that ask serious questions, like those of M. Scott Peck,
make the bestseller lists.

How do we balance these two sides of the picture?
Are things getting worse, or are they getting better? Is a
realist an optimist or a pessimist? I believe Swedenbor-
gian theology offers a most helpful frame of reference.

The basic notion is quite simple. The dark side that
seems so evident is nothing new. It has been there all
along. Now it is surfacing—and this is an opportunity
as well as a threat.

To take a simple example, exploitation of the envi-
ronment is nothing new. There is ground in Massachu-
setts that still bears the scars of leather tanning
operations from colonial times, and there are sites satu-
rated with toxic chemicals from fifty and a hundred
years ago. Then it happened on small enough scales that
it could easily be ignored. Now we can pollute so much
more effectively that we are being forced to face the
issue squarely. We should not romanticize the past. If we
would look clearly at such things as the blatant corrup-
tion of the first Continental Congress, the ruthlessness
of expansionism, the callous disregard of the needs of
people like miners or blacks, we might find ourselves
feeling grateful that we can no longer sweep such evils
under the rug.

This is one thought that Swedenborgian theology
brings to bear on our present situation: the thought that
under the Lord’s providence, latent evils are coming to
the surface where they can be dealt with. Another
thought is perhaps a little more elusive, but equally per-
tinent. It starts with the simple insistence that God is in
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fact good, and extends to the conviction that reality is
on our side.

How does this work? It is perhaps clearest in the
world of nature. This is a marvelously rich and fertile
planet. There is a sense in which it is perfectly suited to
us, and we to it. It is not just a collection of matter, but
includes what we have long called “the laws of nature,”
which we now tend to refer to as “ecological laws.” We
may be able to disregard them, but we cannot break
them. Our actions will have consequences.

Swedenborgian theology says that these are good
laws—Ilaws designed for our well-being and happiness.
This means that nature itself, so to speak, exerts an
immense and constant pressure on us to take better care
of ourselves. It means that we cannot go on and on
doing stupid things and never finding out how stupid
they are. Eventually, reality will speak, and its voice will
be loud and clear. Radical as the thought may be, it can
be a good thing to be faced with the realization that if
we do not learn to value and care for each other, we can
destroy our entire planet. We can no longer pretend that
hatred and intolerance don’t matter, or that they are
somehow noble if our cause is just.

All this is prompted in part by my reading about a
Parliament of World Religions that was held in Chicago
in 1893, and involvement in planning for a centennial
parliament in 1993. There have been two recent doc-
toral theses on the 1893 event. One notes the failure of
efforts to follow up in any formal way. There were hopes
of founding a kind of ongoing parliament of world
faiths, and there were articles about “the next parlia-
ment,” but nothing happened.
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The other, more profoundly, notes that a real change
occurred. Americans discovered that Hindu and Bud-
dhist leaders were not benighted heathen; that they were
beautiful and thoughtful individuals. The thought that
American technology and Protestant Christianity were
destined to conquer the world was shaken. The mental-
ity that had demeaned the spirituality of American Indi-
ans was challenged. Overseas missionaries complained
that their audiences were becoming more challenging,
and that they were at a disadvantage if they did not
understand the religion of the people they were trying to
convert.

This was a real, subtle, and long-term effect. It can be
traced, not to any particular act or set of acts, but to the
integrity of the 1893 Parliament. The individual who
conceived it, a Swedenborgian lawyer named Charles
Bonney, insisted that the goal was mutual understand-
ing, and that the focus should be on presenting the
depth and beauty of one’s own faith rather than on
attacking others. He explicitly and wisely rejected the
notion of aiming for some kind of unanimity, of coming
out with a “statement” or a proposal or a program. He
was also, incidentally, perfectly content to yield the
limelight to others, and it is only now that his contribu-
tion is being recognized.

With some exceptions—mostly hard-line Chris-
tians—the speakers rose to the occasion. The Parliament
called forth their best. They focused not on the external
practices but on the fundamental values that those prac-
tices were designed to nurture. Rather than trying to
prove that their religion was the best, they tried to
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present the best of their religion. Rather than trying to
claim universality, they tried to touch the universal.

This strikes me as adding a valuable dimension to
our thoughts about short-sightedness. Charles Bonney
did not foresee what the results of the Parliament would
be. He was among those who hoped and worked for a
more visible continuation, so in one sense, it would
seem that he was no more far-sighted than most. The
major benefits of the Parliament issued from his convic-
tion that the Divine is present in all religions, and from
his insistence on focusing on the best.

Similarly, we cannot see into the future, but the 1893
Parliament suggests that we do not need to. We simply
need to see more deeply into the present, because the
seeds of the future are here. It is in the depths of the
present that we face basic issues of honesty and integrity,
care and compassion, responsiveness and responsibility.

On the surface, success is everything. This is at the
heart of the game that is referred to as “the real world.”
First you figure out what you want, and then you figure
out what you have to do to get it. But things keep going
wrong because this is not the way “the real world” works.

The real world of Swedenborgian theology sees
things differently. First you figure out what you have to
give, and then you figure out what you need in order to
give it. Each of us has unique gifts, unique potential.
Each of us can do some part of what needs to be done.
None of us can do it all; and as technology progresses,
our need of others to do the things we cannot do
becomes more and more pervasive. There is no way we
can be trustworthy if we overestimate our capabilities.
Arrogance inevitably destroys integrity.
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This, I would suggest, is where religion becomes a
necessity for survival. Unless we believe that the Lord is
perfectly loving and wise, it is difficult and perhaps even
foolish to trust that integrity and compassion can be
effective. On the surface, life is often capricious and
unjust. We have a profound need to be in touch with
depths where life is indeed fair—where the laws of spirit
work like the laws of nature, pressing us to care for each
other.

As we discover those depths, life changes. We are
more and more at peace within ourselves. We are less
disoriented by unexpected turns of fortune. In one sense
we are less “worldly,” but this does not mean that we are
less effective. On the contrary, we can cope with diffi-
culties far better if we can see them in proportion.
When success goes to our heads, or when failure bowls
us over, we can do strange and even tragic things. A trust
in the underlying goodness of the Lord, in the underly-
ing fairness of life, enables us to do what we need to do,
to react thoughtfully rather than overreacting.

“Rest in the Lord, and wait patiently for him” (Psalm
37:7). This is not looking at life through rose-colored
glasses. It is not some kind of unrealistic romanticism,
some shallow assumption that everything will somehow
turn out all right. It is the belief that whatever the
appearance, reality is constructive, that the laws of
nature and of spirit are firm and fair, and that living by
those laws is both absolutely necessary and deeply
rewarding. “The Lord is good to all, and his tender mer-

cies are over all his works” (Psalm 145:9).



Deep Calls to Deep

Deep calls unto deep at the noise of your waterspouts; all
your waves and your billows have gone over me. The Lord
will command his lovingkindness in the daytime, and in
the night his song shall be with me, and my prayer unto the
God of my life. (Psalm 42:7-8)

Every once in a while something happens that makes us
suddenly aware that there are depths beneath us. We are
busy with another person on some task, and that indi-
vidual makes a remark that shows more feeling or sensi-
tivity than we would have expected. We are alone, trying
to sort out a routine problem, and realize that it is
strangely important to us. We look in a mirror and find
ourselves wondering just who it is that is looking back at
us. Or at times we are simply bewildered when things
that do not make sense to us seem clear to others. There
is more going on than we knew; there is more to life
than we had assumed.

Swedenborg’s theology is primarily about those
depths. It was written in the eighteenth century, and
there have been a great many outward changes since
then. It cannot tell us how much television the kids
should watch, which foods are best for us, which candi-
dates to vote for, or what route home we should take at
rush hour. If we look at the various decisions we have to
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make in the course of an average day, we find that we are
largely left to figure them out for ourselves.

But if we look a little deeper, we find a great deal in
this theology about how to figure things out. We find
ourselves enjoined to think clearly and charitably, for
example. We find ourselves taught to look honestly at
our own motives. We find ourselves called to think not
in terms simply of profit and loss, but in terms of
heaven and hell—to be mindful of our own eternal wel-
fare and the eternal welfare of others.

This last call can sound forbidding. Sometimes
people who are not feeling well do not want to go to a
doctor because they are afraid they will discover that
something is seriously wrong. Even more often, we may
not want to look too closely at our own motives, to ask
whether we are headed for heaven or hell, because we
are afraid of the answer. We have looked inside enough
to know that there are some things there we would
rather not know.

This is exactly where Swedenborgian theology can
come to our rescue—if we let it. We are all designed for
heaven, and if we could see deeply enough, we would
discover this heavenly design. True, it is covered over
with much that is not heavenly; but that is just the cov-
ering. The simple fact that we are alive means that the
Lord is flowing into us—and the Lord is perfect love
and wisdom united. What we actually long for most
deeply is heaven.

The covering is a real problem, though. This deepest
longing comes out in some very strange forms. We long
for the security of heaven and try to find it in a bigger
bank account. We long for the intimacy of heaven and
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try to find it in sex. We long for the peace of heaven and
try to find it in medications. All this is because we live
so much on the surface of life, and hesitate to face what
lies beneath.

This is not just a private, personal problem. It is very
much a problem in our relationships with each other. As
I write, there is the probability that a major newspaper
in New York will go out of business, one of the main
issues being labor costs. There is every likelihood that
neither labor nor management will give, and that both
will wind up poorer. I have no idea precisely where eco-
nomic justice lies in this instance, but it seems obvious
that both sides are following self-defeating courses.

Let us assume that each side sees its demands as legit-
imate, which is usually the case. Outwardly, they cannot
both be right, though they can both be wrong. Obvi-
ously, too, their demands are mutually exclusive—if one
side gets more, the other side will have less. On this level,
there is no hope for agreement except by compromise.

But when we look to the deeper levels, we find that
the demands of both sides are legitimate and that they
are not mutually exclusive. Both sides are looking for a
sense of security in a very uncertain world, and there is
nothing whatever wrong with that. Genuine security is a
heavenly state—a state in which we can trust without
reservation. By the same token, the security of one per-
son does not threaten the security of any other. Quite
the opposite: our own security is threatened by other
people’s insecurity, and we threaten others only when we
ourselves do not feel safe.

The problem between the opposing sides, then, turns
out to lie not in their ultimate goals, but in the means



30 SORTING THINGS OUT

they see as essential to those goals. I suspect, in fact, that
each side feels that its demands are legitimate because
the ultimate goals are legitimate. Neither side recognizes
the legitimacy of the other’s goals because each is so
exclusively focused on the illegitimacy of the demands.
They are trapped at the level of competition for limited
resources, and both are likely to wind up as losers as a
result.

Clearly, there is not much we can do about this par-
ticular instance. However, the same thing is happening
when we are at odds with each other. When other driv-
ers are rude, the roots of this are in their longing to be
where they want to be. When a teenager is rebellious,
the roots of this are in a wholly legitimate longing for
independence.

We may not be able to talk to the other drivers, but
we can talk to the teenagers. When we do, we will have a
hard time getting through unless we recognize their own
sense of legitimacy—and it is hard to pretend to do this.
In other words, our best chance of getting through is to
look deep enough to discover what the legitimate roots
of their behavior actually are. This can be particularly
difficult for people who have forgotten what things felt
like and looked like to them at that age.

If we do manage to get in touch with their legitimate
goals, then we find ourselves allies. We recognize that
something worth achieving is involved, and try to help
figure out appropriate ways to get there. We are no
longer primarily focused on trying to prevent something
we do not like, but on trying to accomplish something
we do like. Our own attitude shifts from the negative to
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the affirmative—and that can make a tremendous differ-
ence in itself.

I doubt that this is what the Psalmist had in mind
when he wrote “deep calls unto deep,” but Swedenbor-
gian theology suggests that this was part of the divine
intent in the statement. Our depths do call out to the
depths of others, tending to bring us together. All the
separations, all the rivalries, all the hostilities, are much
nearer the surface. It is on the surface that there may not
be enough to go around. If you give someone a dollar,
you have one dollar less. At a deeper level, if you give
someone encouragement, you are not diminished at all.
If you give someone an idea, it does not leave your store
of ideas.

One of the major values of Swedenborg’s Heaven and
Hell is its portrayal of what life ought to be like. His
heaven is a wonderfully sane place, where people under-
stand and care about each other. It is a wonderfully
secure place, because there is no pretense or deception.
People not only say what they mean, they are what they
mean. The depths are uncovered. “There is nothing cov-
ered that shall not be revealed, or hid that shall not be
known” (Matthew 10:26). Superficialities divide us—
sometimes such superficialities as race or gender or age
or education or income. The depths unite us as we
begin to discover the beauty of the humanity for which
we have been created.

This brings me to my final point. I mentioned earlier
that we may be afraid to look inside. We have had our
glimpses, and have not liked what we saw. There are
those aspects of our being that we would like to keep
hidden, even from ourselves. So it may actually help to
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remember that our Creator sees all this with perfect clar-
ity. The Lord has searched us and known us, knows our
thoughts, knows every word on our tongue. If we think
that the darkness of our own deliberate ignorance will
hide us, even that darkness is clear daylight to the Lord’s
sight.

This might sound threatening, but it should not. For
the same Lord who sees us with such clarity—“in all our
slobhood,” as my late colleague Cal Turley would say—
also treasures us with a constant love. Our fear is that if
people knew what we were really like inside, they would
shun us like the plague. In fact, only the Lord knows
what we are really like inside. Even we do not know that
ourselves. But the Lord does, and loves us.

The Lord does not love evil in any form, but can and
does love us because of our profound longing for
heaven. That is the whole focus of the divine attention,
and the whole divine effort is toward keeping the way to
heaven open for us. The Lord’s attitude toward us is
absolutely affirmative.

Further, the Lord is the fullest depth of all reality, and
calls most directly to our own depths. There is a story in
the New Testament when Nathanael realized that Jesus
knew what was in his heart, and he found himself called.
When we are preoccupied with external events, it can be
very hard to recognize what the divine will for us is. As
we begin to discover our own deeper needs and longings,
though, that will becomes clearer. It is the will for the
kind of giving of self that draws us together in commu-
nity. It is the will for a spontaneous care for each other
that enables us to rest secure in each others” presence. It
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is the longing for heaven, which is the same thing as a
longing to be an angel.

It would be idle to pretend that if we only recognize
the angel in those we meet, everything will clear up in a
moment. It is 7oz idle to believe that if we try to do this,
things will start going better. We will have more
moments of mutual understanding. It will be a little eas-
ier to resolve conflicts. And if we persist over the years,
our own confidence and trust will grow. We will become
increasingly secure in an affirmative attitude toward
each other—the attitude that we would like others to
have, and that we know the Lord has, toward us.



Spiritual Chaology

Understandably, I often hear people express anxiety
about the direction in which our world is heading, and I
suspect that I am not alone in this experience. There are
times when [ feel like a lonely optimist; but when I look
a little deeper, I think this is an oversimplification. I'm
an optimist only in regard to the future. Get me talking
about the past, and I'm a pessimist.

I want to spend a little time discussing this in regard
to the state of our society in general, and then give the
larger part of this talk to ways in which this relates to
our own individual processes of regeneration. The
whole thing will be a kind of commentary on Arcana
Coelestia #842.3:

Before anything is brought back into order, it is quite
normal for it to be brought first into a kind of confu-
sion, a virtual chaos. In this way, things that fit
together badly are severed from each other; and when
they have been severed, then the Lord arranges them
in order.

An article of mine entitled “The Good Old Days” was
published in the May 1990 issue of The Messenger, the
monthly journal of the Swedenborgian Church. It repre-
sents one specific application of an attitude toward
history that I find necessary as soon as we start to look
beneath the surface. Until we do, we seem to have a
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tendency to romanticize the past: “There were giants on
the earth in those days” (Genesis 6:4).

Focusing on our own country, where do we look for
“the good old days,” when high moral standards were
taken for granted? When was the solid era before the
permissiveness that is often lamented? Well, things really
started to fall apart in the sixties, with the hippie cul-
ture. But the fifties were the rock and roll era—surely
not the golden age. The forties saw World War II, which
was hardly idyllic. The thirties included the depression
years, and I doubt that we would want to turn the clock
back to that time. This brings us to the roaring twenties,
with prohibition and speakeasies—almost a symbol of
decadence. They were preceded by the decade of the
First World War.

It was in the first decade of this century that child
labor reached its peak. To quote the Encyclopedia Britan-
nica, “In 1832, two-fifths of the factory workers in New
England had been children; and by 1870 the census had
reported that 750,000 children between ten and fifteen
years of age were working throughout the country.
Their number increased steadily from 1870 to 1910.”

We might reflect on what this says about family val-
ues. These werent high school kids working at Mac-
Donald’s after school. There was a turn-of-the-century
photograph in The New York Times Magazine last win-
ter. It was a picture of a miner, a grimy figure complete
with hard hat, pick, and briar pipe. He looked to be
about seven or eight years old.

So now we're back to the eighteen nineties; and here,
because of an interest in the 1893 Parliament of World
Religions, I have been doing some reading lately. Surely
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this was the time when solid Victorian morality reached
its zenith. Well, the guiding genius of the Parliament
was Charles Bonney, a Swedenborgian lawyer from Chi-
cago. As noted above, he felt that the golden age was just
around the corner, and that the world—and especially
America—had made tremendous progress on all fronts,
including the religious.

As a lawyer, he was working diligently to clear up a
few problems. He thought that juries should not be
appointed on the basis of political patronage. He
thought that we ought to start educational programs for
immigrant laborers, and work them less than eighty
hours a week. He thought that saloons should be regu-
lated in order to address the problem of widespread
teenage drunkenness. If we look at the Parliament itself,
we find accepted as a matter of course assumptions of
white American superiority that are profoundly embar-
rassing. And it went without saying that the serious
affairs of politics and economics needed to be in male
hands.

We have twenty-twenty hindsight, if we want to use
it. We can look at the eighteen-nineties and see the seeds
of the troubles of the twentieth century. I would suggest
that the optimism represented in the 1893 Parliament
rested firmly on a remarkable ignorance of the depths of
human self-centeredness, and that in good Swedenbor-
gian terms, what we have been seeing and still see is not
the breakdown of old values, but the surfacing of evils
that have been there all along.

Before anything is brought back into order, it is quite

normal for it to be brought first into a kind of confu-
sion, a virtual chaos. In this way, things that fit
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together badly are severed from each other; and when

they have been severed, then the Lord arranges them

in order.
The morality of the Victorian era was all bound up with
assumptions of superiority. These things “fit badly
together.” When they are severed, one prop, one crutch
of morality, is removed, and the result is confusion. The
confusion gives us a chance to rearrange things, to find
better reasons for morality.

All the evidence says that we will not do this as long
as we are comfortable. We have an astounding capacity
to ignore anything that does not directly affect us. We
may wonder at Bonney’s optimism, knowing what we
know, and I may criticize him for not recognizing the
deep roots of the problems he identified, but he remains
an admirable figure. There were not many people in the
comfortable classes who took such initiatives for reform.
As a man of his own times, not ours, he was pointing
toward steps that could be taken then, steps that in fact
were taken.

I could obviously develop this in far greater detail,
but our focus is not societal so much as personal. We are
far closer to that focus than it may seem. I think the
point can be made by asking how many of you, if you
really reflect on the issues you have faced and the diffi-
culties you have had to deal with, would like to turn the
clock back. Or I might ask how many of you feel that
you used to be better people than you are now. I suspect
that every one of us can look back on particular inci-
dents and be embarrassed at characteristics we can see
with such painful clarity that we wonder how we could
have failed to see them at the time.
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“Evil,” according to Divine Providence #183.2, “can-
not be taken away from anyone unless it appears.” (See
also Divine Providence #278.) It is axiomatic with us
that one of the signs of progress in the process of regen-
eration is that we find ourselves facing deeper evils. I
recall talking with an elderly lady some years ago—one
of those people we would hold up as examples of the
beauties of old age. She had just discovered that she
really didn’t like people very much.

That feeling is part of every one of us. My mind goes
back to my first term as president of Fryeburg New
Church Assembly in Maine, when I was doing the
opening and closing of the camp facilities there. I would
really enjoy myself getting tents up, getting the water-
front ready, and especially battling the old galvanized
plumbing. I had a personal affection for the marvelous
variety of toilet tank mechanisms. The one in the Mur-
doch cabin especially is a work of art; it ought to be part
of a guided tour of the premises, and if it is ever
replaced, I want it.

But as opening Saturday drew near, I would begin
feeling tense. People are much harder to deal with than
plumbing. You can’t take a wrench to personal prob-
lems. There are very few times when you can say, “Well,
that's fixed.” There would be a sense of relief when
everybody had left, and I was faced with straightforward
tasks that allowed me to enjoy a sense of competence.

That, I would suggest, is the “normal” way of
describing my attitude—of putting it in the most
understandable and least distasteful light. What it over-
looks is that galvanized pipes can’t give you a smile or a
hug. Even the Murdoch toilet can’t ask a question or
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make a comment that gives a fresh glimpse of life. What
it overlooks, that is, is the fact that if I had appreciated
and liked people as much as I assumed I did, there
would have been a mounting sense of anticipation as
that Saturday drew nearer. There would have been affir-
mative images coming spontaneously to mind: images
of those dear folk who were packing their bags and
arranging to have their mail forwarded. Of course there
are more strenuous responsibilities involved in dealing
with people than there are in dealing with plumbing.
There are also far deeper rewards.

As it turned out, there came a time when my particu-
lar style of leadership became inappropriate. This was
one of those inescapable facts that was not at all easy to
accept. I don’t want to make this talk into an autobiog-
raphy of that particular passage of my life. But as I
return to talking in more general terms, I would like you
to be aware that this situation was characteristic of the
way things were going for me overall, including life at
home and work for the church. I was discovering myself
to be “inappropriate” in a good many ways—and I was
resisting the discovery.

Before anything is brought back into order, it is quite
normal for it to be brought first into a kind of confu-
sion, a virtual chaos. In this way, things that fit
together badly are severed from each other; and when
they have been severed, then the Lord arranges them
in order.
In adolescence, we move toward a measure of indepen-
dence from our parents. Previous to this, good behavior
has been bound up with parental control. In the larger
scheme of things, these elements “fit badly together.”
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They have to be severed, and this brings us into a state of
confusion, a virtual chaos. We are obliged to find more
appropriate reasons for behaving constructively.

The reasons we find are largely egocentric, but at
least they are “our own.” In our early teens, we are
hypersensitive to what other people think of us. From
my own male point of view, I wonder whether teenage
girls have any idea of their omnipotence—of how des-
perately boys need their acceptance and fear their rejec-
tion. There are stories I could tell . . . and I suspect that
there are stories all of us could tell.

There is also a tendency for things to fall apart as the
process of aging becomes evident. The seeds for this are
clear if we look back to the issues of adolescence. A
major motivation for all our efforts has been the desire
for independence, a resolve to stand on our own two
feet. At our best, we want to be worthwhile members of
the human community. Mixed in with this is a desire for
recognition, a desire to make our mark.

This does not “fit well together” with a truly angelic
life, for the simple reason that we are nor independent.
As I stressed in a previous talk, our selthood is an
“appearance”—in many ways an illusion. Throughout
our early adult years, it is a particularly precious illusion.
We matter to ourselves a great deal, and we spend a lot
of time thinking about ourselves. Somewhere down
inside, we are aware that we need to keep a close watch
on ourselves—that we cannot afford to let ourselves get
out of control.

It is not easy to let go of an illusion that is dear to us
and that has helped keep us on the straight and narrow.
It is scary to think that we may not be in control. We do
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not want to admit that we are inadequate. We like to
feel good about ourselves. What this means is that we
will not face the issues involved unless we become pro-
foundly uncomfortable. Or in doctrinal terms, when
these motivations are separated from the decisions
involved in leading a heavenly life, the confusion seems
total, and the chaos engulfing.

In the overall schema of the spiritual story of Scrip-
ture, I would identify this life passage with the prophets.
If we think for a moment about those extraordinary
books in their Biblical context, they clearly represent a
major change. We move almost entirely out of the nar-
rative mode. There is message after message, forceful
and overwhelmingly negative, with little sense of con-
nectedness or progress.

Swedenborgian theology tells us that there is a beau-
tiful coherence and connectedness to this part of the
Bible under the surface, but it does not show us that
coherence and connectedness. Swedenborg draws an
analogy with the process of fermentation—a process
that seems entirely random, but that is actually follow-
ing a very precise process that will result in a quite pre-
dictable chemical arrangement. One might think also of
meteorology. On the scale of personal observation, it is
only roughly predictable; but with the aid of satellites,
we see larger patterns that begin to make sense. The
more we understand the many factors involved, the
more we perceive the underlying order.

But to return to the prophets, I think it is important
that we recognize and accept the appearance of discon-
nectedness, of chaos. For now, it is enough simply to
acknowledge that there must be an underlying order. In
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our own life processes, we really need to experience the
confusion. Or to put it another way, there is a necessary
correspondence of the literal disconnectedness.

I have a mild little example from my own life that
might help at this point. When I chose the topic for my
doctoral thesis, it was in a field where I was a relative
beginner. I spent the first year amassing piles and piles
of information, without any clear sense of direction. I
learned a good deal about the vocabulary and syntax of
the texts I was working with, but I had no idea what I
was going to do with it all.

When the summer came, I filled a briefcase with
notes and headed for Maine knowing that I had to sort
through all this to see how everything fit together.
When I got back to Harvard in the fall, I wiped the dust
off the briefcase with a dismaying sense of guilt, opened
it, and took out a folder of notes. I opened it, looked at
the first page in it, and knew exactly where it belonged.
That second year was a very productive one, and
brought the thesis into a clearly defined, well organized,
and well documented state.

The simplest way to explain what happened during
that first summer was that my subconscious mind found
the order that was actually there under the surface con-
fusion. I suspect that it was a much more valid order
than any that I might have worked out consciously—
that my conscious mind would have been more likely to
impose the order I preferred than to discover the order
that was there. There was a real risk of being misled by
superficial similarities, of putting things together that
did not belong together, and then becoming unwilling
to separate them again.
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There is the same risk, I am sure, in trying to make
order out of the chaotic periods of regeneration. The
very reason for the chaos is that we want to hang on to
inappropriate connections. If we try to follow a pro-
gram, then the order we are most likely to impose is pre-
cisely the order that needs to be broken up if a better
order is to ensue. We need to trust the Lord’s leading
more than that. We need to trust that there is a reason
for the chaos—a sense that we cannot perceive.

The times of chaos are times when we need to relin-
quish a certain measure of our control. We need to be
active in regard to coping with the problems that arise,
true; but we need a kind of intellectual passivity, a will-
ingness to let the natural order of the process emerge. It
is not so much an order that we can figure out with our
own mental powers as it is an order that we will be able
to perceive if we meet each situation as faithfully as we
can. This perception will come in the Lord’s good time,
not necessarily—or even probably—when we think it
should.

The church could be a real help at such times—and
will be if we as church members do not fall into the trap
of thinking that we have to provide answers. If the order
that I may try to impose on the confusion is likely to be
inappropriate; if the true order is subtly working away
in my spiritual depths, it would take a remarkable per-
son indeed who could see that order from the outside in
any but the most rudimentary outlines.

What is needed more than the answers themselves is
the assurance that the answers are there, and that they
will become clear in the Lord’s good time if we persist in
doing the best we can with the issues of daily life. It is
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helpful to be told that this is, or can be, a healthy pro-
cess; that others have experienced it in their own way
and have found themselves bettered by it. It is helpful to
have our attention turned to what we can do about the
chaos, and away from the futile effort to organize it.

Perhaps it will help to be a little more specific. One
of the necessary major themes of early adulthood is
being in control, and taking charge of our own lives. As
part of this process, we learn a good deal about causes
and their effects. We learn what it takes to succeed in
our enterprises—which attitudes and habits are produc-
tive, and which ones get us into trouble. This creates
and nourishes the illusion that we can control the
future; that we can “make happen” the things we want,
and prevent the things we do not want.

Now, Swedenborgian theology tells us that we can
see the Lord’s providence only after the fact. If we could
see it in advance, we would interfere with it. We think
we know what is best for us, and we are willing to work
to attain it. If we were totally honest with ourselves, we
would admit that we think we know better than the
Lord does what we really need. In fact, when the sixth
thing goes wrong on a particularly uncooperative day,
one of the statements that is most likely to come out is,
“I don’t need this.” Perhaps. .. just perhaps... the
Lord is telling us that we do need it.

I can't recall anyone telling me before the fact about
needing chaos and confusion: “I'm getting the feeling
that 'm on the right track, and have things pretty well in
hand. I think it’s time I had the props knocked out from
under me.” I have heard people say things like this after
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the fact. We can look back and see what it was in us,
what it was in our attitudes, that brought the crisis on.

We may not be able to see how the chaos worked.
Maybe if we had kept a journal throughout the period
of chaos, and then went back and analyzed it, we would
be able to get a reasonably clear picture of the underly-
ing order. That would take more time than I, for one,
would be willing to spend, but it might be a task that
someone else would find valuable; and if someone else
did the work, I'd certainly be interested in reading the
results.

I'd like to spend the rest of this talk being a little
more specific about what we can do in times of chaos. I
think it is best to begin by emphasizing the absolute
necessity of “hanging in there” in our everyday life.

During our times of chaos, our usual motives for the
faithful performance of our tasks have been badly
undermined, but the tasks still have to be done. Our
usual reasons for being considerate of other people have
largely vanished, but we still have to go through the
motions even though we don’t know why. It is to be
hoped that much of our constructive behavior has
become habitual enough that it has a kind of momen-
tum of its own. For example, if we have consistently
resisted impulses toward physical or verbal violence, we
are not likely to resort to such unfamiliar means even
when things fall apart.

If we can assume, then, that we do persist in respon-
sible outward behavior, then we may look at our deeper
attitudes. I would first repeat that it helps to be reas-
sured that there is a constructive reason for all this; that
there really is a light at the end of the tunnel. Then I
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would suggest that we need to be asking a great many
questions—and even to be asking questions about our
questions. What is going on, and why? What have I
done to deserve this? Why is this getting to me the way
it is? Just what is it in me that feels so threatened? Why
am [ incapable of putting all this behind me and getting
on with the business of living the way I used to? These
are very general questions, which will take much more
specific forms in the minds of particular individuals.

Given the willingness to ask the questions, we then
need the patience to wait for the answers. As I have
implied above, the most valid answers will be gifts rather
than achievements. That is, they will not be answers
that we figure out by the skillful application of Sweden-
borgian theology. They will be insights that come to
us—insights that carry conviction, that ring true.

They will have a definite relationship to Swedenbor-
gian theology, though. While we will not find them by
looking them up in the books, we will find that once
they are granted, the books take on new meanings. We
will understand in a fresh and quite compelling way, for
example, what it means to resist evils “as if of ourselves.”
Such familiar terms as “good” and “truth” become less
abstract. Different things will jump out of the pages and
seize our attention.

At first, this is likely to be an occasional experience,
and more like a glimmer or a hint than a flash of light or
an answer. | am reminded of the little glimpses of hope
that come up from time to time in the midst of masses
of prophetic denunciation. This means that we would
do well to be attentive to such moments. We may not be
able to prolong them, but we can at least notice and
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remember them so that they can be a source of encour-
agement.

Ultimately, if we do our part, the Lord will arrange
things in a better order: a better order than the previous
one, and a better order than we could devise. It is abso-
lutely necessary that we allow the Lord to do this. That
is why I have insisted that it is not our task to find
answers or to impose order. Chaos is profoundly dis-
tressing; and the quickest way through it is to do our
part and our part only, truly letting the Lord do what
only the Lord can do.



Following the Crowd

Thou shalt not follow a multitude to do evil. (Exodus
23:2)

Probably none of us would have liked Pilate’s job. He
was a Roman, and Judea was, against its will, a Roman
province. There was an army of occupation, which did
not sit well with the populace. There were tax collectors,
whom the King James Version refers to as “publicans.”
These were normally Jews, and they were bitterly
resented as collaborators, quislings. Pilate was an admin-
istrator, charged with trying to keep the peace primarily
through the use of law. There must have been many
times when he weighed the consequences of possible
decisions, trying to figure out what course of action
would be in Rome’s best interests.

As the Gospels tell it, when Jesus was brought before
him, he did not find evidence of guilt. That is, he did
not find evidence of conspiracy against Rome. He did
find an opportunity to stand in support of the people he
was governing, though. By allowing Jesus’ execution, he
assumed the role not of the enforcer of alien laws, but of
an ally of local custom. He was on their side.

The story is so told that this is quite obvious—and
that is unfortunate, in a way. Pilate’s behavior is so
clearly unjust that we may not identify with him. We
cannot imagine “following a multitude to do evil” in
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such blatant fashion. We do not realize that in subtler
ways, we all do. We do, simply because we are partici-
pants in a particular and very imperfect culture, and are
influenced by its values in ways that are very hard to
detect.

Let me give an example. As we begin to explore the
solar system, there is more and more interest in search-
ing for extraterrestrial intelligence. Much of the time,
this is accompanied by the expectation that if we do
make contact, we will probably find a civilization tech-
nologically more advanced than our own. We assume,
that is, that any intelligent race would share our deter-
mination to master its physical environment.

How much sense does this assumption really make?
We have made tremendous strides in science and tech-
nology in a very short time. In less than a century, we
have gone from the horse and buggy to the space shut-
tle. Are we more contented, more at peace with our-
selves, happier?

Suppose we had taken a different course. Suppose we
had realized that change was needed, that we were dis-
contented, anxious, and hostile far too often. And then
suppose that we had put all our resources into probing
the roots of our discontent. We would have looked to
individuals who seemed to know the secrets of living
peaceful and happy lives. We would have tried to under-
stand how they got that way. We would have questioned
the discontented, trying our best to understand what
went wrong. We would have learned more and more
about the workings of the human heart; and it would
have been abundantly clear that the most genuinely suc-
cessful life is characterized by generosity, compassion,
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and trust. There is every likelihood that we would have
formed communities with far fewer material posses-
sions, far more caring relationships, and far, far more
contentment.

With this in mind, think for a moment. What are the
odds that another race of humans, a more intelligent
race, would have spent so much energy on things that
did not deepen their happiness? Is it not far more likely
that, if we do ever encounter extraterrestrial intelligence,
we will find people who have learned peace?

Coming back to our text, “Thou shalt not follow a
multitude to do evil,” I do not mean to suggest that
technology is evil, or that interest in material progress or
comfort is evil. In and of themselves, they are not. The
evil comes when we put them first; when we think that
we will be content if we have a new car or a new dish-
washer. “If only I could win the lottery. . ..” When we
think like this, we turn things upside-down.

When we think like this, that is, we look to be made
happy by things outside ourselves. We blind ourselves to
the fact that the most critical ingredient in happiness is
our own attitude toward life; toward ourselves and
toward others. If we were to look at the people we know
who are the most contented, we would find that they
are not necessarily the ones who have the most. They are
the people who are understanding and generous, trust-
ing and trustworthy. Some of them may be wealthier
than we, some of them have less than we.

We can make this discovery by observation, if we
wish. We might be able to figure it out for ourselves.
People who are generous and understanding are good to
have around. They are not out to get something from
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us. They are not in competition with us. They do not
rouse our resentment or our competitive urges. They
bring out the best in us.

If we put ourselves in the place of such people, what
do we find? We find that they live in a relatively pleasing
world. By and large, they are welcome wherever they go.
By and large, they find people trying to treat them well.
They have a kind of security that comes not from being
stronger or richer, but from being valued.

This, in turn, rests in a very solid principle. This is a
finite earth. The more of it one person or one nation
monopolizes, the less there is for others. If happiness
depends on possessions, then more happiness for some
means less for others. But generosity is in infinite supply.
It is a gift from an infinite Lord. The more one person
has, the more there is for others. One person’s growth in
love nurtures similar growth in others. “Thou shalt love
thy neighbor as thyself” (Leviticus 19:18) is not just a
lofty sentiment. It is an inexorable law of survival.

“Thou shalt not follow a multitude to do evil.” “The
multitude,” in our own times, believes in something
that is called, I hope mistakenly, “the American dream.”
It is the house in the suburb, with the weed-free lawn
and the two cars in the garage, with the kids doing well
in school and enough left over for a trip to Disneyland.
It is an attractive picture, and in fact a perfectly legiti-
mate image of contentment. Again, there is nothing
wrong with it in and of itself.

Because it is attractive, and because there is nothing
intrinsically wrong with it, it is awfully easy to get
caught up in it. All of us, I suspect, are influenced by it
to some degree. We might look at our daydreams, for
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example, or at that perennial question, “What would I
actually do if I won the lottery?” We are part of this cul-
ture, born and raised in it. We have been taught in sub-
tle ways that these things matter. There was an article
recently that told of a man who rebelled against mowing
his lawn. His neighbors were up in arms about it. His
property didnt match the image.

And there, I would suggest, is the problem: it is so
easy to take the image to be the essence. It is perfectly
possible, of course, that the rebel was doing exactly the
same thing: that not mowing his lawn was as important
to him as mowing was to his neighbors. Demoting lawn
mowing from the top of the list does not necessarily
mean crossing it off entirely. We can recognize that out-
ward appearances matter without believing that they
matter more than anything else.

This is a good thing. It is not easy to go against the
main current of one’s own culture, and it helps that we
are not faced with the immediate necessity of discarding
something that is so widely valued. We can “keep up
appearances,” so to speak, but less compulsively. We can
recognize that we are not proving anything about our
personal worth, that we are simply doing what is
expected of us. We can start to dream more about
improving our relationships, and less about redecorating
the house.

The sooner we do, the better, because we have a long
way to go. There may be nothing intrinsically evil about
the house in the suburbs, but if we enlarge our vision, it
is an alarming symptom. As we begin to think on a glo-
bal scale and realize what abundance we have in the face
of poverty and starvation elsewhere, we must realize that
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we are in a race with time. The world is shrinking, and
we will be less and less able to ignore the effects that our
choices have in other lands. More than we have realized,
we are following a multitude to do evil. We are not
doing it as Pilate did, face to face with the sufferer. We
are not even doing it intentionally, but we are doing it
nonetheless.

It is not easy not to do it. From time to time, there
have been efforts at “redistribution of wealth,” and they
have not worked—Marxism being the most recent and
obvious example. They have not worked, I would sug-
gest, because they have not addressed the heart of the
problem. They have assumed exactly what experience
denies: that people will be contented and peaceful if
they have a larger share of the world’s goods. This sim-
ply is not true. And any “solution”—including capital-
ism—that rests upon this assumption is destined to fail.

What can we do? “Whoever is faithful in that which
is least is faithful also in much” (Luke 16:10). The basic
shift in thinking must be away from the concept of per-
sonal ownership and toward a concept of personal stew-
ardship. The American Indians were right. We cannot
“own” the land any more than we can “own” the sky.
They are ours in trust—gifts from our Creator. What-
ever we have, whether it is much or little, is a resource
for use. Houses and cars are not “status symbols.” A
house is a resource for the nurturing of family and the
strengthening of friendships. A car is a means of com-
munication, a way to enlarge the realm of our service. A
television set is a means of enlarging our experience of
people and places, and within limits, a perfectly valid
aid to the recreation that we need.
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Nor should we fall into the trap of becoming “utili-
tarian” in any bleak and materialistic way. We need
beauty in our lives—music and art. This can certainly
include pictures on the walls and curtains in the win-
dows. The important thing is that all such beauty is to
be shared rather than hoarded. We do not “own” it.

As this shift in thinking takes place within and
around us, the roots of inequity will be weakened. We
will find ourselves more at peace, and becoming peace-
makers. We will find our nation becoming a more
responsible citizen of the planet as “the multitude” tends
more and more toward the good.



“Organized” Religion?

The thoughts I want to put before you started some five
or so years ago when I was asked to be a consultant in
developing a film on William Blake and Swedenborg.
When Blake was (I think) in his late twenties, he read
Swedenborg’s Divine Love and Wisdom, and the com-
ments he wrote on the margins of his copy indicate a
sense that he had found a kindred spirit. This is proba-
bly why he attended a meeting in London where readers
of Swedenborg were to take the first steps toward found-
ing a distinct church organization. He signed the regis-
ter on the first day and apparently never came back. In
fact, for years thereafter, his comments on Swedenborg
are largely negative; and it was only late in his life that
he seemed to return to his favorable stance.

What happened? The proceedings of that first meet-
ing were recorded, and I quote a part of the published
account:

The Circular Letter, convening the Conference, was
read. The Meeting then proceeded, with a solemnity
and deliberation suited to the magnitude of the occa-
sion, to take into serious consideration the various
Propositions contained in the above Letter; and after a
most interesting and instructive conversation on their
important contents, the following Resolutions were
moved, and unanimously agreed to.
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There follow thirty-two theological statements describ-
ing essentials of Swedenborgian theology in catechetical
fashion and proclaiming the absolute truth of that the-
ology, the hopeless falsity of contemporary Christianity,
and the need of a “complete and total separation”
between the two.

In his own way, Blake might well have agreed that
the new theology was a revelation, and that the Chris-
tian church of his day had wandered hopelessly far from
the intent and spirit of the Christ. He would have dis-
agreed totally with the solution proposed, both in style
and in content. In content, the whole notion of estab-
lishing a new orthodoxy would have been repellent. He
described his own calling as a calling “to open the
immortal eyes of man inward, into the bosom of God.”
There was no way he would trade his liberty of thought
for conformity to any creed. In style, his excitement and
creativity were diametrically opposed to the “solemnity
and deliberation” of the meeting.

I cannot prove it, but I have a moral certainty that
his brief exposure to this approach to Swedenborgian-
ism occasioned his little poem, “The Garden of Love,”
which includes the following lines:

I went to the Garden of Love

And saw what I never had seen:

A Chapel was built in the midst
Where I used to play on the green.

And Priests in black Gowns
Were walking their rounds
And binding with Briers
My Joys and Desires.
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The main issue I see here was not a new one at the time,
and it has not gone away in our own times. It is the issue
of institutionalism and religion. In her book 7he Gnostic
Gospels, Elaine Pagels presents a vivid picture of the
dynamics of this issue in the early history of Christian-
ity. The Gnostic stressed the possibility and the necessity
of a direct individual relationship with the divine. The
institutionalist saw this as a straight road to chaos, and
stressed the need for some kind of law and order.

I find it increasingly difficult to see this as simply a
conflict between the good guys and the bad guys,
though I identify more strongly with the Gnostic
approach than with the institutional. The peril of indi-
vidualism is the neglect of community. Some of the
Gnostics were pretty flaky. But more than that, I believe
that we are essentially social beings, with a fundamental
and profound need to learn from each other both men-
tally and emotionally.

The peril of institutionalism, though, is no less real,
and seems on reflection surprisingly similar. It seems in
fact to be the same problem on a larger scale. It is sepa-
ratism, the isolation of the institution from the larger
community. The church becomes #e church, the sole
repository of truth, obliged to maintain its orthodoxy
rigorously—and, sadly, obliged to proclaim the error of
all others.

If T push this line of thought a little further, I come
to a consideration of matters of difference, right, and
wrong. I would state first of all that I do not think it is
possible to be human without notions of right and
wrong. To be human is to choose, and to choose is to
adopt one course of thought or action as better than
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another. I cannot conceive of a way of being human that
does not involve values.

The problem is that we seem to have a hard time
believing that there are differences that are not differ-
ences in value. It is hard to suggest that there are signifi-
cant differences between the sexes or between races
without becoming, or being regarded as, a sexist or a
racist. It is hard to become committed to one church
without becoming, or being regarded as, disapproving
of others.

I hasten to add that churches are not the only institu-
tions that fail to solve this problem. In fact, I would go
so far as to suggest that, by and large, they face it more
squarely and handle it much better than most secular
organizations. What would happen, for example, if you
went to a local football game and cheered for the oppo-
sition? What would happen if you went to work for one
company and openly promoted the product of a rival?
What would happen if you wrote to your local newspa-
per suggesting that your town was getting more than its
share of state aid?

No, to me the fact of Vatican II, the fact of the ecu-
menical movement, and the facts of common pulpit
exchanges, indicate to me that “the world,” the secular
world, has a long way to go to catch up with many
churches. Such churches and temples seem to have
found a way to recognize difference without crossing the
border into rejection. Some, obviously, have not. It
seems characteristic particularly of fundamentalism—
whether Christian, Muslim, or Jewish—to deny the
validity of all who disagree. To me this demeans rather
than exalts the divine, since it limits the effective power
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of the divine to one small group. Extra ecclesia nulla
salus—there is no salvation outside the church—claims
that God can heal, bless, and save only within these
organizational boundaries. I would rather put it the
other way around. Extra salutem nulla ecclesia—unless
there is healing, blessing, and saving, there is no church.

Should there then be just one vast church organiza-
tion, comprising all people who identify with the heal-
ing and the blessing? This is certainly not a realistic goal
for our own times, but I find it suspect on deeper
grounds as well. Swedenborg offers a thought that has
grown on me recently: “A form makes a one the more
perfectly in proportion as the things that enter into it
are distinctly different, and yet united” (Divine Provi-
dence #4.4).

On an individual level, I have a peculiar contribution
to make, which I cannot make effectively to the extent
that I try to resemble others or to differ from them. I do
not need to imitate some stereotype in order to be male.
I happen to be male, one little syllable in an ongoing
definition of that term. In fact, by imitating a stereo-
type, I distort the definition, as though the “cu” in the
word “masculine” decided it didnt belong because it
wasn't a “mas.”

But that is not the whole picture. By itself, it would
indicate that my primary obligation is simply to “do my
own thing.” One essential part of my own distinctive-
ness, though, is the unique set of relationships in which I
am involved. Think for a moment of how hard it would
be to maintain a particular self-image if all the feedback
you got from others contradicted it. Whatever the mir-
ror says, could you regard yourself as unattractive if
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everyone seemed to want you around? Could you regard
yourself as attractive if everyone tried to avoid you?

That is an obvious oversimplification. We actually
get mixed signals from others, and usually wind up with
a good deal of latitude in deciding who we are. It seems,
then, that our real “own thing” is both self-generated
and conditioned. It is not an either/or situation. In fact,
if we find individuals who are not responsive to condi-
tioning or individuals who respond mechanically, we
label them catatonic or obsessive-compulsive, respec-
tively, and often despair of helping them.

Where does this leave me in regard to “organized reli-
gion?” I'm almost embarrassed by the simplicity of the
conclusion, so I'll say it first in abstract terms: the task
of every church is to reconcile individuality and interde-
pendence. Differences are “better” as they promote that
reconciliation, and “worse” as they impede it—as they
promote individualism at the cost of unity or unity at
the cost of individuality. In more everyday language, the
task of each organized church is to identify and make its
own very special contribution to oneness.



A Serving Church

Those of us who are members of a Swedenborgian
church face a particular dilemma. On the one hand, we
are members largely because we believe that the theol-
ogy of this church is more satisfactory than other theol-
ogies. On the other hand, that theology itself insists that
the Lord works effectively through all religions. We are
unwilling to make truth completely relative—to say
only that this theology is best for us. We would really
like to say that it is best for everyone. Yet time after time
we are faced with the clear statement that “good people
in all religions are saved”; and there seems little point to
a theology other than as a means to salvation.

At least part of the problem centers in the institu-
tional nature of the church. Historically, one joins only
one church at a time. Membership involves commit-
ment, and commitment to one church is normally
understood to preclude commitment to another. This in
itself strikes me as simply an extension of our own indi-
vidual self-concern, our tendency as individuals to try to
defend our own worth by minimizing the worth of oth-
ers. Children can fear that their parents’ love for their
siblings means that there is less love for them. Married
partners can want a relationship that excludes not only
infidelity but even close friendships. Husbands are tradi-
tionally often jealous of their children, and wives of

their husbands’ jobs.
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In what Swedenborg refers to as the natural world,
there is some justification for this. Physical time, space,
and resources are limited. Time spent on one relation-
ship means that there is less time for others. Money
spent on one enterprise means that there is less available
for others. An institutional church, then, has some rea-
son to want its members to make a kind of exclusive
commitment. It is conscious of its own needs, and it
may feel threatened if its members are actively involved
in another church.

In the mental and spiritual realms, however, we find
what seems to be a quite different situation. Love for
one child does not diminish love for another. Under-
standing of one individual does not mean misunder-
standing others. In fact, the ability to love and
understand one person enhances the ability to love and
understand others. Conversely, the inability to form or
sustain friendships bodes ill for a marriage relationship,
just as the inability to sustain a loving marriage bodes ill
for relationships with children.

I suggested that this only seems to be different from
the physical situation. With the rising number of mar-
riages in which both parents work, a good deal of atten-
tion has been given to what happens to children who do
not have a parent around the house all day. The evi-
dence consistently indicates that it is not the amount of
time that parents spend with their children that counts
most, but the quality of that time. The mother who is in
the house all day getting cabin fever and experiencing
the children as constantly demanding is not necessarily a
better mother than the one who comes home from work
tired, but experiences the children as special.
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Of all institutions on earth, the church is supposed to
be the one that focuses on and represents spiritual val-
ues. This sometimes reaches the proportions of carica-
ture, to be sure. There have been countless Christian
groups that have taught and practiced “renunciation of
the world,” and have regarded money in particular as
evil. But at its best, religion demonstrates that living for
others works not just inwardly, but outwardly as well.
“Seek first the kingdom of God, and his righteousness,
and all these things shall be added unto you” (Matthew
6:33). “Be therefore wise as serpents, and harmless as
doves” (Matthew 10:16). It may not lead to wealth and
power, but the Christian life wisely led, since it involves
usefulness and its material rewards, does provide food
and shelter. It does provide a sense of security—partly
because material needs do not become obsessions.

If this is true of the religious life of the individual, we
may suspect that it is true of the collective life of the
institutional church. That is, the church that is prima-
rily concerned with its own physical survival will be prey
to anxiety. The church that tries to assert its own worth
by demeaning the worth of others will find itself
increasingly isolated and embattled. The church that
demands exclusive commitment will find resentment
growing in its membership. There will be fights over
money and property, and struggles for power.

We as Swedenborgians have a clear alternative to this,
I believe. It is implicit in the insistence of Swedenbor-
gian theology that the Lord is at work everywhere,
bringing salvation not just among our own small num-
bers, not just within the bounds of Christianity, but
wherever people try to live by principles that they regard
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as coming from a source beyond themselves. I think this
alternative could be developed into a style of church
commitment—almost a program.

We begin with this assumption about the Lord’s uni-
versal care and work, and add only the assumption that
our task as a church is to cooperate with the Lord in his
work. That seems fairly safe and obvious. It then follows
that we can best cooperate if we find out how the Lord
is offering salvation through other religions, and see
whether there is anything we can do to help.

Every earthly church has its spiritual liabilities as well
as its spiritual assets. Every earthly church needs help.
We have some very special resources to bring. We need
not expect people to “buy the whole package” of Swe-
denborgian theology; but we may very well have unique
and helpful insights. As individuals who have tried to
learn and live by these principles, we may have very spe-
cial skills.

Suppose, then, that we took it as our task to help
other churches, other religions, become more effective
vehicles of the Lord’s salvation. Suppose we took it as
our task to seek out church programs to which we could
contribute some time, thought, and skill. Suppose that
wherever one of our churches was found, there were
supportive, helpful Swedenborgian presences in various
ventures of other churches—a consistent voice for the
practical realization of spiritual values. What would
happen to our church?

First of all, I suspect that it would find itself studying
both its own theology and the theologies of other
churches. We would fail if we went out as “the people
with the answers”—if we set out to straighten out all
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those poor mistaken folk out there. We would find our-
selves in complex situations with no easy answers. We
would find ourselves coming to our own church with
questions. We would have a particular interest not in
theology in the abstract, but in theology as the disci-
plined and intelligent examination of principles to live
by, of ideas that affect decisions and relationships. Most
importantly, we would be looking at other systems to
find out what is right about them—to find out what the
Lord is providing as means to salvation.

Second, I suspect that we would begin to attract peo-
ple who have tended to be repelled by some of the fea-
tures of institutional religion. By helping Catholics to be
better Catholics, Methodists to be better Methodists,
Jews to be better Jews, we would recruit precisely those
people who saw the validity and the value of this task.
Some might not in fact leave their “religions of origin,”
but they would be sources of encouragement, enlighten-
ment, and support.

Third, we would come to see ourselves, and to be
seen, as really worth having around. We could look at
the growth of another church with the knowledge that
we had helped. We could know that other people were
probably talking about our useful contributions behind
our backs, and that our reputation as a helpful resource
was growing.

It would take time and effort. I am sure that some of
it is being done. In most of our churches that I have
known, there have been individuals with some involve-
ment in projects sponsored by other churches.
Nowhere, though, have I found this regarded as an

explicit feature of commitment to the church. Nowhere
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have I found an effort to build on the experience, to
develop the understanding and the skills to help as effec-
tively as possible.

The doctrinal basis for such an approach is clear.
Even the apostle Paul, who is so often used to justify
exclusive Christianity, wrote to the Romans about “the
righteous judgment of God, who will render to every-
one according to his deeds: . . . Glory, honor, and peace
to everyone who works good: to the Jew first, and also
to the Gentile, for there is no respect of persons with
God” (Romans 2:5-6, 10—11). Isaiah foresaw a time
when Israel would be a blessing between her ancient
enemies, Assyria and Egypt. The Lord found a match-
less faith in the presumably “pagan” Roman centurion.
What might we find, if we went o