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Introduction

The New Church is to be a church that promotes and advocates a direct, immediate and deep

relationship between the Lord Jesus Christ Himself and the people of His Church through a life according

to the understanding of His Word.  Powerful passages such as AR 798 speak of this immediate and direct

relationship. The Lord carefully taught that nobody has the right or ability to insert himself as an

intermediary in this relationship.  With this study, I would like to gently and respectfully challenge a

traditionally held notion in the General Church that our priests represent the Lord. I became suspicious of

this belief for two basic reasons. First, I am not convinced I actually understand what it means to

‘represent the Lord’ and, therefore, I am not sure if I would be able to do a good job at it.  And second,

my skepticism rises because saying so seems to place our priests into a role acting in the place of the

Lord (between the Lord and His people) which was stripped away when the Lord came to earth. The

Lord, through His advent, became completely present and directly accessible making it neither

necessary nor desirable for the priest’s personality, physical presence, dress, habits or behaviors to

represent the Lord any more than anyone does in any other occupation. It is true, that there is wonderful

symbolic value hands being placed on a person’s head in a blessing, or the administration of a sacrament.

But this is a very external activity of the job that carries the power – not the person performing the

action.  It seems to me that the job of a priest today is better characterized as being one who invites,

introduces, and helps point the way to the Lord even with rituals such as blessing – rather than one who

stands in the Lord’s place.

While I do not wish to rattle the church by challenging this belief, I do wish to question if the Writings

really advocate a New Church representative priesthood in its teachings.  I have gradually come to

believe that such an assumption is quite possibly detrimental to the health of the church making it more

difficult to grow or serve the spiritual welfare of its people.  It seems inevitable that the notion of a

representative priesthood places priests at risk for a kind of power relationship that is unattractive to

the average person interested in participating in religion today.

The power of a representative priesthood still clearly resides today in one place – in the stories of the

letter of the Word itself – and those stories are indeed very powerful. In fact reading the passages

about the different priests in the Old and New Testaments is deeply moving offering sublime insights

into the nature of the Lord and His operation with the Human Race.  But I have to wonder if the

representative nature of the priesthood isn’t intended to stop there.   Is it therefore possible that the

theory that General Church priests themselves hold a special representative role actually detracts from

that power in the Word?  I realize that no New Church priest would want that.  But does the thought that

our priests represent the Lord somehow add an unnecessary obstacle between the Lord and a person –

an obstacle that was intentionally removed by the Lord during His life on earth?

The Job Description of a Priest

What is a New Church priest’s primary job?  We are taught that the clear focus of the job is to teach the

truths of the Word and lead thereby to the good of life (NJHD 315).  This is a role primarily of influence,

not of representation, position or control. The priest’s use does have symbolic value in the same way

that a physician, head of state, lawyer or gardener has uses which symbolically represent things the Lord



does.  Clearly, the uses of a priest, dealing directly with helping people live the life of heaven have a

deep quality and represent the Lord and His care for the salvation of the Human race.  But this symbolism

seems only attached to the job, not the person, making the person no better, or any more powerful than

anyone else.

 This leads me to wonder, is it really helpful for a young child to think the person in the pulpit is the Lord?

An honest mistake, but wouldn’t we be better off redirecting the child’s attention to the Lord Himself?

Do we best serve our congregations by donning robes that set us apart from (and above) our

congregants even though we might think the robes are a symbol of humility?  Does inauguration and

ordination into the priesthood convey any power beyond recognizing that a person is capable of

performing certain uses in the church?  If we believe that the priesthood has a special representative

power don’t we suggest that the theology of the priest is somehow more valuable than a lay person’s

own insights and enlightenment from personal, private study of the Word?  This seems to draw attention

away from the critical importance the New Church places on individuals developing ‘genuine faith’ that is

based on a personal relationship with the Lord directly through the Word and a life according to its

teachings. (see Faith 1, AE 789)

 Does the assumption that the priest represents the Lord sometimes tempt him into the thought that his

personal views about the application of doctrine are particularly enlightened beyond the light of

understanding of a lay person?  While professional study certainly offers an expertise that has value,

there is nothing internal or sacred given by the Lord that elevates that opinion above a lay person’s view

which may be based on better scholarship and a more genuine light than the priest’s.  My point here is

that I fear that when we make the primary role of the General Church priest a representative of the Lord

we may be rendering the church vulnerable to dysfunctions that ultimately drive people away.

 I am not suggesting that this paper should be used to scrap the General Church traditions our

congregants hold dear surrounding the New Church priesthood.  But I would like to broaden the dialogue

and offer another point of view about how to hold the priesthood.   Perhaps we can consider what small

steps we can take toward a more carefully defined priesthood that is better able to function in leading

people to the good of life. I see such conversation perhaps leading to a clearer, more functional job

description that is easier on the employed priest and offers a better, more grounded life of faith by the

congregant.  Clearer thinking on what our jobs are will help resolve such ambiguous issues like the three

degrees of the priesthood (definitions which we don’t really follow anyway);  the real value of robes and

their use; and what qualifies a person who aspires to serve in the use. The Lord certainly refers to the

presence of a modern day priesthood. But I think we need to refocus our efforts on developing a

priesthood that serves through leading people to the Lord while not getting trapped in the role as an

intermediary.

The Shepherd Model

Parenthetically, I love the model the Lord gives in the word for pastors being shepherds of the sheep

because it so clearly represents the essential and highly functional model for a New Church priest’s

methodology (see AC 343).  Think of passages like Matthew 25, where the Lord differentiates between

sheep and goats because their behaviors are so radically different. Sheep, in general, are quite willing to

follow their shepherd - a powerful symbol of innocence and the willingness to follow the Lord.  It is true

they recognize their shepherds voice (cows in my experience often do the same), and follow them.

Goats are another story.  While goats might be cute and bear a certain resemblance to sheep, they are

notoriously stubborn and generally are either driven from behind or dragged.  The relationship between



pastor and sheep underlines the essential nature of the priest’s role as being a job of influence through

teaching and example rather than through a relationship of compulsion.  We don’t drag our flocks.  We

don’t compel them.  Priests in the New Church were not assigned that kind of power.

What do the Writings for the New Church say?

In the following section I quote passages at length with some introductory commentary generally in bold.

I find the experience of reading these passages to be very powerful so I am liberal with the volume of

the quotes.

Priests in the Stories of the Word still Represent

There are many passages speaking about the priests in the stories of the Word and their special

representation.  These passages stand as a reminder of how powerful the stories in the Old and

New Testaments are in a person’s life today.  It is important to note, however, that the language

characterizing priests’ representative role is almost exclusively past tense in the Word and

passages clearly refer to representative power of characters in the literal sense. Here are a few

examples:

Arcana Caelestia 6148[3] teaches that priests represented Divine Good while Kings represented

Divine Truth (key reference in the Arcana about what priests represented with many passages

referring back to it): “So far as the meaning of 'the priests' as forms of good is concerned, it should be

recognized that there are two realities which go forth from the Lord - goodness and truth. Divine Good

was represented by priests, and Divine Truth by kings; and this is why 'the priests' means forms of good

and 'the kings' truths. Regarding the attribution of Priesthood and Kingship to the Lord, see 1728, 2015

(end), 3670. In the representative Ancient Church those two offices of priest and king existed jointly in

one personage, the reason for this being that goodness and truth which go forth from the Lord are

united; and they are also joined together in heaven among the angels.” See also AC 9477, AC 4677

(which refers to representation of the High Priest), AC 2258, AC 2015, AC 5619, AR 854, AR 128, AE

412, AE 31

Arcana Caelestia 3704 offers a slightly different emphasis in how Kings and Priests represented the

Lord in the Word: “kings and priests represented the Lord; kings, by their royalty, the Lord as to Divine

truth; and priests the Lord as to Divine good (n. 3670)…” See also AC 1664

Apocalypse Explained 475 teaches the same as above but focuses on holiness and purity

(connected with ritual washing etc.): “the priests represented also the Divine holiness which is pure

without blemish”.

Heaven and Hell 226 is more explicit in its clarifying that it is speaking of characters in the Word

when the representatives of kings and priests is spoken of: “Priests represented the Lord as to Divine

Good, kings as to Divine Truth (n. 2015, 6148).Therefore, in the Word, a "priest" signifies those who are

in the good of love to the Lord, thus the "priesthood" that good (n. 9806, 9809).A "king" in the Word

signifies those who are in Divine Truth, and "royalty" truth from good (n. 1672, 2015, 2069, 4575, 4581,

4966, 5044).” (Emphasis mine)

Here we see that Arcana Caelestia 8770 refers to representatives with the present tense but the

language explicitly refers to the Jewish church and the priesthood functioning within that

representative of a church. “'And you will be for Me a kingdom of priests' means that at that time the

good of truth will be [with them]. This is clear from the meaning of 'a kingdom of priests' here as spiritual

good, which is the good of truth, that is, the good that a member of the spiritual Church is brought to by

means of truth. The reason why 'a kingdom of priests' means this good is that these words are



addressed to the house of Jacob and the children of Israel, who represent the spiritual Church, external

and internal - the house of Jacob representing the external Church, and the children of Israel the internal

Church, 8762. Also 'a kingdom' means truth, 1672, 2547, 4691, while 'priests' means good, since the

Lord's Priesthood, which was represented by priests, means Divine Good, and the Lord's Kingship, which

was represented by kings, means Divine Truth, 1728, 2015 (end), 3670, 6148.”

The representative nature of the priesthood is referred to in TCR in the context of Redemption and

the two functions of the church – however the references are still in past tense specifically tying

passages in the Word.  I quote this passage at length because it contains such rich doctrine.

True Christian Religion 114 teaches: “It is well known in the church that the Lord has two functions, the

priestly and the kingly; but since few are aware of what distinguishes either of them, this needs to be

stated. The Lord in His priestly function is called Jesus, in His kingly function Christ; and in the Word He is

also called in His priestly function Jehovah and Lord, and in His kingly function God and the Holy One of

Israel, as well as King. The distinction between them is like that between love and wisdom, or, what is

the same, between good and truth. Therefore whatever the Lord did or performed from Divine love or

Divine good, He did in His priestly function; whatever He did from Divine wisdom or Divine truth, in His

kingly function. In the Word too priest and priesthood mean Divine good, king and royalty Divine truth,

and this same pair were represented by priests and kings in the Israelite church. Redemption concerns

both functions, but in what respects it concerns one or the other will be revealed in what follows. For the

sake of clarity of detail the discussion will be divided into separate topics or sections, as follows:

 (i) The real redemption was the conquest of the hells and the ordering of the heavens, and preparation

by this means for a new spiritual church. (ii) But for that redemption no person could have been saved,

nor could the angels have remained unharmed. (iii) The Lord thus redeemed not only men, but also

angels. (iv) Redemption was an entirely Divine deed. (v) This redemption could only be effected by an

incarnate God. (vi) The passion on the cross was the last temptation which the Lord underwent as the

greatest Prophet; this was the means by which He glorified His Human, that is, united it with His Father's

Divine; so this was not in itself the redemption.

(vii) It is a fundamental error on the part of the church to believe that the passion on the cross was the

real act of redemption. That error, together with the erroneous belief in three Divine Persons existing

from eternity, has so perverted the whole church that there is no remainder of spirituality left in it.”

Arcana Caelestia 9809 focuses more specifically on the uses of the priesthood – though still

clearly referring to the Priesthood of the Old Testament. This passage is heavily quoted and used

in the Liturgy. Its use in the Liturgy seems a little misleading because there it seems to be used to

refer to the New Church Priesthood when in the context of the Arcana it is clearly a reference to

Aaron and his sons (again I quote at length because the passage is so beautiful):  “'So that they

may serve Me in the priestly office' means that which is representative of the Lord. This is clear from the

representation of 'the priestly office' in the highest sense as all the service performed by the Lord as the

Saviour. And the moving force behind whatever He does as the Saviour is Divine Love, thus Divine Good

since all good is an aspect of love. So it is also that in the highest sense 'the priestly office' means the

Divine Good of the Lord's Divine Love. There is Divine Good and there is Divine Truth. Divine Good exists

within the Lord, and so is His Essential Being (Esse), which in the Word is called Jehovah. But Divine Truth

is an emanation from the Lord, and so is the Coming-into-being (Existere) from that Essential Being; this

is meant in the Word by God. And since that which is the Coming-into-being from Himself is nonetheless

Himself, the Lord is also Divine Truth, which is what is Divine and His in the heavens. For the heavens are a



coming-into-being from Him, because the angels there are recipients of what is Divine and His, celestial

angels being recipients of the Divine Good which emanates from Him, but spiritual angels recipients of

the Divine Truth springing from that Good. All this helps to make clear what it was belonging to the Lord

that was represented by the priestly office, and what it was belonging to the Lord that was represented

by the royal office, namely the Divine Good of His Divine Love by the priestly office, and the Divine Truth

springing from that Good by the royal office. [2] The truth that the priestly office represented the Divine

Good of the Lord's Divine Love, thus all the service performed by the Lord as the Saviour, is clear from

the following declarations in the Word…”

No “Priests” in Heaven!

The book Heaven and Hell reminds us that in Heaven Preachers are called ‘preachers’ instead of

being called ‘priests’! Wow, I find that interesting!  Perhaps, it is the basis of making a case for us

to stop calling our preachers priests to better reflect what is going on in the post Second Advent

Spiritual World!

Heaven and Hell 226: “All preachers are appointed by the Lord, and have therefore a gift for preaching.

No one else is allowed to teach in the temples. They are called preachers, but not priests. They are not

priests because the priesthood of heaven is the celestial kingdom, for priesthood signifies the good of

love to the Lord, and those in the celestial kingdom are in that good. The royalty of heaven, however, is

the spiritual kingdom, for royalty signifies truth from good in which are those who are in the spiritual

kingdom (see above 24). #[notes] Priests represented the Lord as to Divine Good, kings as to Divine

Truth (n. 2015, 6148).Therefore, in the Word, a "priest" signifies those who are in the good of love to

the Lord, thus the "priesthood" that good (n. 9806, 9809).A "king" in the Word signifies those who are in

Divine Truth, and "royalty" truth from good (n. 1672, 2015, 2069, 4575, 4581, 4966, 5044)”.

Inaugurations into the priesthood are indeed spoken of as happening at least in Swedenborg’s

day in the following: CL 396, DLW 220, AC 6292 and elsewhere. In fact this occurs frequently

enough to easily justify having priests in the New Church on Earth.  So my interpretation of the

above teaching in Heaven and Hell is that it is a cautionary reminder for us not to push the

envelope with a priest’s position or status in the church and guard against a selfish love of rule.

Job Descriptions

What do the Writings for our church teach that Priests do? And what are they NOT to do? What is

the focus of the priesthood? Where is its power? What gets recognition, dignity and honor?

Naturally, the clearest teaching on this subject is found in the book New Jerusalem and Its

Heavenly Doctrines. I quote the series of passages here because of its importance in

understanding the job of the New Church priesthood.

NJHD  314. “Governors over those things with men which relate to heaven, or over ecclesiastical affairs,

are called priests, and their office is called the priesthood. But governors over those things with men

which relate to the world, or over civil affairs, are called magistrates, and their chief, where such a form

of government prevails, is called king. 315. With respect to the priests, they ought to teach men the way

to heaven, and also to lead them; they ought to teach them according to the doctrine of their church

from the Word, and to lead them to live according to it. Priests who teach truths, and thereby lead to the

good of life, and so to the Lord, are good shepherds of the sheep; but they who teach and do not lead

to the good of life, and so to the Lord, are evil shepherds. 316. Priests ought not to claim to themselves

any power over the souls of men, because they do not know in what state the interiors of a man are; still

less ought they to claim the power of opening and shutting heaven, since that power belongs to the Lord



alone.  317. Dignity and honor ought to be paid to priests on account of the holy things which they

administer; but they who are wise give the honor to the Lord, from whom the holy things are, and

not to themselves; but they who are not wise attribute the honor to themselves; these take it away

from the Lord. They who attribute honor to themselves, on account of the holy things which they

administer, prefer honor and gain to the salvation of souls, which they ought to provide for; but

they who give the honor to the Lord, and not to themselves, prefer the salvation of souls to honor

and gain. The honor of any employment is not in the person, but is adjoined to him according to

the dignity of the thing which he administers; and what is adjoined does not belong to the person

himself, and is also separated from him with the employment. All personal honor is the honor of

wisdom and the fear of the Lord.  318. Priests ought to teach the people, and to lead them by truths to

the good of life, but still they ought to compel no one, since no one can be compelled to believe contrary

to what he thinks from his heart to be true. He who believes otherwise than the priest, and makes no

disturbance, ought to be left in peace; but he who makes disturbance, ought to be separated; for this

also is of order, for the sake of which the priesthood is established. (Emphasis added)

This series deserves further commentary.  NJHD 317 seems to be saying the more a priest

intentionally gets out of the limelight directing all dignity, honor, glory etc. to the Lord instead of

self, the more he is able to be useful.   It seems to me to be saying the priest is effective only to the

degree that he puts off the idea that he deserves honor or status.  Does this also imply that the

notion that he represents the Lord also should be shunned as something detrimental to his

effectiveness?  When he is carrying out his duties justly and faithfully directing all attention to the

Lord rather than to himself, then he is operating as a New Church priest.  This is a servant role, a

role where compulsion has no place (NJHD 318) where his role is best carried out by influencing his

flock through, love, service, and skilled teaching. I think that most pastors realize quickly how

poorly an authoritarian model of priesthood works. At least in the New Church, it seems that

people are too independently minded to just go along with a pastor’s personal urgings.

What Representatives Were Abolished By the Lord’s Advent?

In the Writings, the Lord explicitly states that the Lord retained ONLY TWO representatives in the

New Church:  Baptism and Holy Supper!  Everything else was abrogated.  Note the definition of

Abrogate: “ABROGATE 1 : to abolish by authoritative action : annul 2 : to treat as nonexistent”

(www.miriamwebster.com).  “Abrogate” is a strong word!  This is so explicitly taught below that

it seems quite clear that the representative nature of a priest ended when the Lord came on earth

and established a new church.

True Christian Religion 670: “Washings and many similar things were commanded and enjoined upon the

Children of Israel because the Church established among them was a representative Church, and was

such that it prefigured the Christian Church which was about to come. Therefore, when the Lord came

into the world, He abrogated the representatives, which were all external, and instituted a Church,

all things of which should be internal. Thus the Lord set aside figures and revealed the very forms,

as one removes a veil or opens a door and causes the things within not only to be seen, but also to

be approached. Of all those representatives the Lord retained but two, which should include in

comprehensive form all things pertaining to the interior Church. These two are Baptism in place of

washings, and the Holy Supper in place of the lamb which was sacrificed every day, and with full ritual

at the feast of the Passover.” (Emphasis mine)

I find it very powerful to consider why the representatives were abrogated. The Arcana Caelestia

http://www.google.com/url?q=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.miriam-webster.com%2F&sa=D&sntz=1&usg=AFQjCNGBbJmRhHA5_Uo5gnMqUaBzbW3oig


1637 explains that external representatives are now unnecessary and no longer useful once the

internal is revealed:  “The things contained in the external sense are not eternal truths, but are things

that were to be observed by the Israelitish nation for the sake of things internal; for they signify these,

and thus involve them. Moreover, these things were to be kept by that nation until the internal things

of the Word had been opened by the Lord; but when these had been opened, then these external

things were abrogated. For when a man worships the Lord from faith in Him and from love to Him,

which are internal things, he has no need of the external things which signify these internal things,

because he is then in these, and not in their symbols. For example, the feast of unleavened bread

was to be kept in the month Abib, and then unleavened bread was to be eaten seven days; everything

that opens the womb was to be given to God; the firstling of an ass was to be redeemed, or its neck

broken; the firstborn sons were to be redeemed; the feast of weeks was to be observed, also the feast

of ingathering; three times in the year all the males were to appear before Jehovah; they were not to

sacrifice upon what is leavened; a kid was not to be seethed in its mother's milk. But although these

things have been abrogated, they nevertheless are holy Divine things of the Word, because there is a

holy internal in them.” (Emphasis mine)

History and Church Hierarchy

The ending of Representatives with the Lord’s coming was an incredibly bold move in the spiritual

history of the human race celebrating the potential spiritual wisdom and spiritual light offered to

every individual through the Word!  This was a Divine act introducing a new kind of spiritual

freedom that had been snuffed out for centuries.  With His coming on earth, and His Revelation

now available to all, He was offering it to every adult person who wished to participate in the

church.  It was a magnificent move by the Lord celebrating the spiritual rational potential for

everyone.  The Arcana Caelestia 10637 teaches: “The things contained in the external sense are not

eternal truths, but are things that were to be observed by the Israelitish nation for the sake of things

internal; for they signify these, and thus involve them. Moreover, these things were to be kept by that

nation until the internal things of the Word had been opened by the Lord; but when these had been

opened, then these external things were abrogated. For when a person worships the Lord from faith in

Him and from love to Him, which are internal things, he has no need of the external things which signify

these internal things, because he is then in these, and not in their symbols.”

 If I look back at church history as articulated in the Writings, I notice that when the Most Ancient

and Ancient churches thrived, their organizations were based on family type systems.  Churches

then seemed more like small groups with a high level of involvement and participation of all parts.

Passages like Arcana Caelestia 1261 emphasize that unit of the church was the ‘family’ or the

‘household’.  This seems to have been a much more organic structure than what we have today.

The Writings also speak of the structure represented by the human form, with societies and groups

bundled like cell groups forming organs and various tissues.  After the death of the Most Ancient

Church, the Ancient church subsequently also ultimately deteriorated.  The result was its family

structure gradually decayed only to be replaced by the hierarchical structure of the Pharisees who

used it to rule their Jewish communities with an iron hand.

This was when the Lord came on earth.  Throughout His life and teaching on earth, He intentionally

broke down the archaic power structures of the Pharisees.  Upon His death, He ripped the veil in the

temple symbolizing the end of that kind of church.

It is remarkable to compare the church the Lord was starting to the one He rejected.  To start with,



He used ordinary people as His emissaries.  Ordinary people who were armed with nothing more

than a baptism and a little instruction were sent out to establish His new kingdom on earth.   There

were no special robes or symbols setting His ‘students’ or disciples apart from anyone else.  They

didn’t even need to be circumcised! It is amazing that the early Christian church became so popular

while starting with such grass roots origins.  Sadly, all too soon, Christianity replaced the

hierarchal structures bringing back many of the same symbols indicating a priest’s position and

authority that were used by the Pharisees.

As I understand it, around 325, with the corruption introduced into the church through the Council

of Nicea those old calcified forms of priestly dominion began to creep back into the system.  The

growing power of the clergy over its laity was cemented into place in all sorts of ways.  Robes and

rituals that set the clergy apart from the people became more prominent.   Religion gradually

introduced more and more requirements for compliance in order for people to be recognized as

‘saved’ in the eyes of the church.  Gradually power increased with the sale of indulgences and

further abuses.   While the Protestant Reformation rolled back the level of corruption in the church

providing temporary relief, ultimately, it did nothing to prevent priests from claiming power over

the salvation of people’s souls.

This also is the time reported by historians when women, once seen as equals to men in the affairs

of the early Christian church, were increasingly assigned subordinate, inferior roles regarding

them as less human than their male counterparts. It is startling to me how eerily similar the

decaying Christian church became to the Pharisees church of the Lord’s time.

Curiously, seventeen hundred years later, when the New Church started, our founders looked

around at existing dead Christian models of the priesthood and adopted many of them, taking

vestments, rituals and modes of operating and even finding theological arguments justifying their

value in the church.

 I find it understandable that the early New Church founders would wish to not rock the boat too

much and adopt externals that looked similar to all the churches that surrounded them.  But today

those externals no longer work and people are leaving churches because many of these forms have

come to represent the opposite of what we might intend.

Because old Christian ritual no longer carries the weight it once had, we now have an opportunity

to reconsider how we regard the priesthood, better defining its role in a way that is more

characteristic of True Christianity, the Christianity this church is to be.  To the degree that we

successfully do this, we can better introduce health into the church by focusing on a more solid

relationship with the Lord.

I see this as an opportunity to emphasize in our church that we offer a direct relationship with the

Lord with no middle-men.  We can do this by defining ourselves as a movement where priests are

cognizant of our need to stand aside as we usher people into their own relationship with the Lord

based on their understanding and life according to their personal reading of the Word.  Our

preaching and teaching is to promote and support that relationship.  But it is not a substitute for

that relationship.

I do not think this means we should systematically gut the General Church of all its existing rituals

removing the forms of worship that people both love and are accustomed to.  There are too many

examples of painful episodes in history where people have been harmed by radical reformers who

have tried to strip out old familiar forms of churches past.  However, the doctrine does, I believe,



imply that we need to acknowledge that such forms of worship are simply external forms and,

while comforting, they do not carry any special spiritual benefits. Doing this will allow us to be

more focused on cultivating the internal, direct, more real relationship that the Lord offers each of

His children.

What Representatives are Banned?

This sentiment is to me conveyed in the Arcana Caelestia passage below that teaches that some

things of the church which were abrogated can still serve if a person or group of people feel like

using them.  This is a great teaching allowing for people to use certain freedoms to use church

practices according to personal preference. Such rituals could provide memories that stimulate

useful reflections. But these externals are optional and voluntary.  There is nothing within them

that is critical for salvation.  I think one still needs to be very careful to ensure that the use of an

external that has been abrogated not hinder a person from entering into the internal of the church.

Arcana Caelestia 9349 is the famous passage that differentiates between abrogated rituals,

essential laws, and the optional ones.  I quote it here in its entirety.

AC 9349 “the outward rituals of the church, which represented the Lord and the internal things of

heaven and the church that are from the Lord, and which are treated of in the Word of the Old

Testament, have indeed been for the most part abrogated, but that the Word nevertheless remains in

its Divine sanctity; because, as before said, each and all things therein still enfold holy Divine things,

which are perceived in heaven while the Word is being read; for in every detail there is a holy internal

which is its internal sense; that is, its heavenly and Divine sense. This sense is the soul of the Word, and it

is truth Divine itself proceeding from the Lord; thus it is the Lord Himself. [3] From all this it can be seen

how the case is with the laws, judgments, and statutes promulgated by the Lord from Mount Sinai, and

which are contained in chapters 20-23, which have been explained; namely, that each and all things

therein are holy because they are holy in their internal form; but that nevertheless some of them have

been abrogated in respect to present use where the church is, which is an internal church. Some of

them however are of such a nature that they may serve a use if one so pleases; and some of them

are to be altogether observed and done. And yet those which have been abrogated in respect to

use where the church is, and those which may serve a use if one so pleases, and also those which

are to be altogether observed and done, are equally holy in their holy internal; for in its bosom the

whole Word is Divine. This holy internal is that which the internal sense teaches, and is the same as the

internal things of the Christian Church, which the doctrine of charity and faith teaches.

[4] In order that what has been said may be placed within the apprehension, let us take for illustration

the laws, judgments, and statutes treated of in the aforesaid chapters. Those which are to be altogether

observed and done are those contained in Exod. 20:3-5, 7, 8, 12-17, 23; in Exod. 21:12, 14, 15, 20; in

Exod. 22:18-20, 28; and in Exod. 23:1-3, 6-8, 24-25, 32. Those which may serve a use if one so pleases,

are such as are contained in Exod. 20:10; in Exod. 21:18, 19, 22-25, 33-36; in Exod. 22:1-14, 17, 21-23,

25-27, 31; and in Exod. 23:4, 5, 9, 12-16, 33. And those which have been abrogated in respect to

present use where the church is, are contained in Exod. 20:24-26; 21:2-11, 16, 21, 26-29, 31, 32; in

Exod. 22:15, 29, 30; and in Exod. 23:10, 11, 17-19. But, as before said, both the latter and the former

are equally holy, that is, are equally the Divine Word.”

A parallel Passage is found in New Jerusalem and its Heavenly Doctrines #262 which teaches: “The

laws enacted for the sons of Israel, are yet the Holy Word, notwithstanding their abrogation, on account

of the internal sense which they contain (n. 9211, 9259, 9349). Of the laws, judgments and statutes, for



the Israelitish and Jewish church, which was a representative church, there are some which are still in

force, both in their external and internal sense; some which ought to be strictly observed in their

external sense; some which may be of use, if people are disposed to observe them, and some which are

altogether abrogated (n. 9349). The Word is Divine, even as to those which are abrogated (n. 10637).”

The Lord cast aside ‘figures’ and revealed the true forms in order to remove the veil and open the

door to the interior so that the interior can be seen and approached.  This suggests to me that

claiming a special representative nature to the priesthood (not taught by the Lord) places an

artificial barrier or ‘door’ between the person seeking to enter into the interiors of faith and those

internals:

TCR 670 “Thus the Lord set aside figures and revealed the very forms, as one removes a veil or opens a

door and causes the things within not only to be seen, but also to be approached.”

Amazingly, Even Evil People Can Still Function As Priests

It is clear that a priest’s use can powerfully remind people of the ways that the Lord operates in

people’s lives.  It is also true that even in our bad moments we (as priests) can usefully do things

that introduce the Lord into people’s lives – even when our motives are less than ideal.  This is also

true for many jobs and functions.  However, the Writings expressly forbid a priest to claim for

himself any of the sacredness of the office.  This is wonderfully taught by Arcana Caelestia 3670

quoted below.  It is worth noting here that this passage in the Arcana is the only passage in the

Writings for our Church that I could find that refers to New Church Priests - I’d say “present-day

priests” – I don’t know that this represents a discussion of New Church priests, especially since it

was written before the NC was really established.  It had to be talking about Christian priests

because that’s all there were at the time. I quote the passage in its entirety because it is worth

observing how carefully the passage differentiates between the person and his duties.

 “The fact that neither Abraham, nor Isaac, nor Jacob were meant, but that Jacob represented the Lord's

Natural which He was to make Divine is abundantly evident from the explanations given. The same

applies to the character of any person who represents, whether evil or good; for the evil are no less

able to represent, and have represented, the Lord's Divine, see 665, 1097, 1361.  [2] The same may be

seen from the representatives which also exist at the present day. For all kings, no matter who they

are or what they are like, represent the Lord through the kingly office itself residing with them; and

in like manner all priests, no matter who they are or what they are like, do so through their priestly

office. The kingly office itself and the priestly office itself are sacred, no matter who serves in them.

Consequently the Word taught by someone evil is no less sacred; nor is the Sacrament of Baptism, or the

Holy Supper, or similar ministrations any less so. From this it may also be seen that no king can possibly

claim as his own the sacredness that goes with his kingly office, nor any priest the sacredness that

goes with his priestly office. Insofar as he does claim it or attribute it to himself he brands himself

with the sign of a spiritual thief, or the mark of spiritual theft. And insofar as he commits what is evil,

that is, acts contrary to what is right and fair, and contrary to what is good and true, a king throws off his

representation of the sacred kingly office, and a priest his representation of the sacred priestly office,

and then represents the reverse of this. This explains why so many laws were laid down in the Jewish

representative Church concerning the sacredness which was to be attached in particular to priests when

ministering.” (Emphasis mine)

Conclusions:

These passages do not seem to suggest that priests today have a major role representing the Lord for



the laity.  Instead, they leave that to the representatives in the stories of the Word itself.  Furthermore,

these teachings imply that such an assumption inserts the minister into a relationship with congregants

that the Lord intentionally dismantled when He came on earth.  A clearer teaching is that the chief use of

the New Church priest is to teach, preach and lead to the good of life through influence rather than

through compulsion.  I think this is where our priesthood should focus its efforts.

If so, then we need to rethink some things about the priesthood.

Here are a few things we might reconsider:

● Ordination: Inauguration and ordination perhaps are best seen as rituals that are

symbolic of a person being recognized and ‘certified’ as an expert at helping people

come to know New Church theology and apply it to life.  Maybe we could think of the

rite of ordination as more a public religious ceremony recognizing someone as being

‘currently licensed’ to serve the church in a specific way.   This might mean that when the

person gives up the functions of the priesthood – essentially letting their license expire

that their ordination expires as well.  A minister who retires, is like a physician then who

no longer maintains a license and therefore does not practice medicine.  There are

passages speaking about the symbolism of ‘the laying on of hands’ in an ordination as

Divine Power (DLW 220).  To me the leading teaching about how a person becomes a

priest is that “inaugurations into the priesthood were effected by means of spiritual

things.” (AC 2830 [2]) I understand this to mean that it is the spiritual preparatory work

and entering into the functions that bring the ordination, not the external, natural

ceremony that carries the true value.

 ●

● I am intrigued by the teaching in AC 10019 describing inaugurations into the Levitical

priesthood of old being accomplished by the ‘filling the hand’ a ritual that symbolized

“the Divine Power of saving the human race.” This power, the passage goes on to say, is

none other than the Lord’s alone.  I think perhaps the Writings speak in this way to

remind us that priests never act in place of the Lord. While in the former Christian church

it was common for people to speak of the ‘vicarious’ relationship a priest had between

the people and the Lord - not so in the New Church. The power that the Lord

communicates to a person comes directly from Him with no intermediates.   Perhaps we

can further cultivate the conditions where that direct relationship is established – while

acknowledging that nothing of that relationship is related to the priest.

 ●

● Sometimes ordination has been thought of as having special significance because of

what is known as “Apostolic Succession” - the idea that ordination can be traced back

through the generations all the way to the Lord’s commissioning of the disciples. While it

may be interesting to see if “Apostolic Succession” can be traced through the New

Church, I don’t see any teaching that suggests that such a connection offers the

priesthood any special recognition that helps it in its uses.

 ●

● Women in the Priesthood: I’m probably poking a hornet’s nest here, but I wonder

about using the argument about a representative priesthood to justify a male only



clergy.  Wasn’t this argument weakened by the Lord putting an end to the

representative church with His coming on earth?  I can’t find the teachings that imply that

the priesthood needs to be male in order to represent the Lord once that special

representative function went away when He was born on earth.  Is it helpful to continue

to make this assumption in the absence of clear teaching?

 ●

● Robes: What is conveyed by the wearing of robes?  This seems like a pretty external

part of our church hardly worth debating (and believe me I do not wish to make an issue

out of it).  But does the wearing of robes really cause the average person in church

today to think more about the Lord or does it stimulate other thoughts?  Would the Lord

have worn robes if the people of Palestine were wearing business suits or other modern

clothing? Perhaps, but it seems doubtful.  On the other hand, perhaps this is one of the

rituals that can be used depending on the needs and uses of the specific congregations.

A physician often chooses to wear scrubs or a lab coat – dress indicating his profession

and expertise. Perhaps there is similar value in a priest wearing robes suitable to his use.

 ●

● Leadership and Structure: It seems like the primary leadership model of the New

Church is not a model of authority (other than the authority of the Word).  Instead, it

seems to be a model where priests encourage the development of genuine faith by

facilitating a direct relationship between the person and the Lord through the Word

(compare with ‘historical faith’ Doctrine of Faith 1, AE 232).  Priests are shepherds of

sheep who are willing to follow their voices rather than goat-herds. They lead through

influence rather than through compulsion.  A priest may be recognized for his

comprehensive view of the doctrines, or for his ability to connect the Word to practical

areas of life; but this view must be communicated through skilled teaching, not

compulsion or assertion that the status of the priest is somehow more holy than the

member of the church.

 ●

● Priests’ Job Description: The coaching model comes to my mind as one way of thinking

about how priests best relate to their congregations. A coach stands on the bench or

sideline of a competition and offers sage advice (hopefully) drawn from a combination

of knowledge of the sport, observations made during the course of the game and from

his experience with the team.  The wise coach recognizes that this is a job of influence

and relationship - he is not the athlete on the court actually playing the game.  In my

experience as a coach, I have learned that the more the coach tries to control the team

from the bench, making the minute decisions on each play which the players themselves

should be making, the worse the team performs overall.   I think the same is generally

true for a church.  Similarly, pastors are most effective when they exercise to influence

through excellent teaching and preaching.  Like a coach, pastors are most effective when

they accommodate their knowledge and experience with doctrine to the history, culture



and abilities of the congregants.  If the pastor tries to get onto the field by dictating

outcomes contrary to the reasoned opinions of the laity, he will ultimately hurt the

overall health of the church and diminish the potential of the individual layperson.

 ●

A final note:

I would be completely satisfied in distributing this study if it stimulated some dialogue about the role of

the priesthood in the General Church and helped build a discussion that led to greater understanding of

the subject.  Even just creating a format where people can share differing viewpoints and articulate why

they have arrived at these views would be wonderful.  Such dialogue can be so helpful in deepening

one’s own knowledge and awareness.  Moving beyond that, perhaps we gradually can refocus and

adjust our current model of a church to further emphasize the exciting and powerfully direct nature of

the relationship that the Lord Jesus Christ desires to have with all of His Children.  Perhaps we can begin

to rethink how our forms of worship, rituals, practices and structures contribute to that direct

relationship and we can gradually improve so that the Lord is more clearly present in everything of His

Church.


