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Introduction
	
 I want to start this paper as carefully as I can.  I’ll begin by sharing with you that for the 
past year I have felt very conflicted about the appropriateness of writing this paper at all.  I think 
the Writings actually lay out the hazards of writing doctrinal papers pretty well when they 
describe how easy it is to confirm or prove anything whether true or false.1  So I want to 
acknowledge that in many ways, any doctrinal paper (including this one) will be intrinsically 
flawed.  Please don’t put your faith in this paper or in any other doctrinal paper.  Put your faith in 
the Lord’s Word, as you understand it. 
 	
 O reader of mine, put your trust in the holy Word rather than in councils, and turn to the 
	
 Lord and you will be enlightened. The Lord is the Word. That is, the Divine truth itself is 
	
 there.  (TCR 634.2).  

Charity and Humility as a Goal
	
 My goal for this paper is to share with you my beliefs, perspectives and understanding on 
this issue with charity and humility.  I’m not saying I’m right.  I’m not saying anyone else is 
wrong. This is not a series of points which will confirm or prove the rightness or wrongness of 
any position.  I’m simply sharing my perspective on it, for whatever that’s worth.  
	
 In addition to my goal, I also have a hope that this paper might lend some legitimacy to 
the understandings of the Word which supports a policy of a gender-inclusive clergy.  And I also 
hope that our church might someday adopt such a policy. 
	
 While I hope to share my perspective with charity and humility, the very nature of my 
paper could be seen as challenging a long accepted practice in our church.  There will be parts of 
this paper where I will be offering critiques of that practice.  Please know that I am simply 
sharing the reasons for why I (and others in the General Church) disagree with that practice.  And 
though I intend to give detailed reasons for why I disagree with that practice, I’m not trying to 
prove that other General Church members shouldn’t have an understanding which is different 
from mine (see HD 318). 
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1 See AC 362, 589, 1510, 2477, 4783, 10124, 10227; HH 356.11; WH 8; EU 38.3; DLW 267; AR 566.4-5, 
598.3; CL 233, 491; TCR 621.12; etc.. Or when the Writings describe how easy it is to engage in 
“substantiating what is called doctrine.” (AC 6500).  “There is nothing that we cannot rationalize . . . . Our 
ability to justify whatever we please is not intelligence” (DP 318).  “The majority cling to their own dogmas, 
and are anxious only to confirm these from the Word” (AC 4368.2).  “All dogmas, however false, can be 
proved to the point where they appear to be true” (LJ 39.18).  This is true whether we believe in an all-
male priesthood, or a gender-inclusive priesthood.  “Anyone who thinks pleasure and wisdom lie in 
contesting whether such an idea is true or untrue, cannot begin to know the countless facets there are to 
correspondence." (AC 5658).  “Educated” or “learned” people who engage in these kinds of doctrinal 
contests are often referred to in the Writings as being less wise than more simple people (see section 
below on the learned and the simple).



	
 That addresses some of the humility with which I hope to convey my beliefs.  I also want 
to begin this paper with charity as well.  This is an issue in which there are very strong feelings 
from both perspectives.  In the General Church there are men and women, clergy and laity who 
feel very strongly that women should not be priests.  And there are men and women, clergy and 
laity in the General Church who feel very strongly that both men and women can be priests.
 
Fears
	
 I want to charitably acknowledge the fears that I hear some people expressing about the 
idea of inviting women to enter the priesthood.  I hear that people in the General Church are 
concerned that by changing our policy we would potentially be: Damaging the church, damaging 
women’s feminine nature, damaging the potential for conjugial love, emasculating men, claiming 
men and women are no different, disregarding the Writings as the Word and as an authority, 
coming to the Word with preconceived ideas, making the truth look like falsity and falsity look 
like truth, and/or causing a disturbance and possibly a schism in the church. 
	
 These are legitimate and genuine fears.  And without trying to discredit the fears of 
people I disagree with, I want to acknowledge that in some ways we all share the same fears.  I 
don’t think anyone in the General Church wants the church, or women, or men, or the potential 
for conjugial love to be damaged.  I don’t think anyone in the General Church wants to 
disrespect the valuable and different contributions of men and women, or claim that men and 
women are exactly the same.  I don’t think anyone in the General Church wants to lose our sense 
of the Writings as the Word, or intentionally twist the truth.  And I think people with different 
perspectives on this issue have both felt the fear and pain of division from our friends, family, 
and fellow church members over this issue.  
	
 People who want to see women ordained in the General Church also have similar fears, 
but in different ways.  I hear that people in the General Church are concerned that by 
maintaining our current policy we would potentially be: Damaging the church, damaging the 
feminine nature through unhealthy patriarchy and sexism, losing respect for men, limiting and 
misunderstanding the valuable and distinct contributions women can make to the church, 
maintaining a fundamentalist, literalistic, dogmatic, constitutionalist perspective on the Writings, 
losing what it means to truly see the Writings as the Word, coming from preconceived ideas 
(adopted from the old Christian church), making the truth look like falsity and falsity like truth, 
and/or causing a disturbance and possibly a schism in the church.  
	
 So we all share similar fears, but in different ways.  We all value the same things, but 
disagree on how best to protect them.  I don’t know if that brings a sense of unity or not.  But 
with a sense of charity and compassion I wanted to acknowledge the fear and pain that members 
and friends of the General Church feel around this issue.  It is legitimate and genuine pain that is 
deserving of compassion.  For those of you reading this paper who believe in an all-male 
priesthood, or a gender-inclusive clergy, I would simply ask that you acknowledge these fears as 
genuine and deserving of compassion, even if you disagree with them.
	
 But instead of focussing too much on our own fears, I’m hoping we can focus on our 
sense of love and compassion towards our neighbors’ feelings of fear and pain, because  “love 
opens the inner reaches of the mind, but fear closes them” (DP 139). Imagine too the pain felt by 
people on both sides of this issue when they feel accused of not being true to the Word, or not led 
by goodness and the Lord. The fact that people care so much about this issue is a sign that we all 
care deeply about the future of this church, and about our ability to better serve the Lord and 
other people by means of this church (see AC 2385.5). 
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The Validity of Questioning
	
 When the heat rises in discussions of this topic, I always like to say that one of the 
benefits of this discussion in our church is that it has gotten many people going to the Word, 
seeking to find answers to our questions. 

! In this church, we are allowed to use our intellect to explore and penetrate all the church's 
	
 mysteries and also to use the Word to support what we find. (TCR 508.5)

When our understanding of the truth seems to go against the truth’s own purpose—the purpose 
of loving—then the Writings themselves indicate that we are now permitted to enter into the 
mysteries of faith with understanding (see TCR 508). “If in the Church something is said to be 
true and yet it leads away from good, it should not be repeated, for it is not the truth” (AC 6822).  
In other words, we are allowed to question our historic faith, the teachings and traditions of our 
church organization, and the things we were taught by other people (see AE 190).  If those 
traditions seem to point away from love, charity and usefulness, we are not only allowed to 
question, but urged to question that understanding of the truth (see AC 4788, 6047, 10225.5; WH 
8; LJ 24; AR 564).  This kind of questioning does not necessarily create a disturbance in the 
church (see AC 5432).  It’s not questioning the truth itself, because the real truth always leads to 
love, charity and usefulness. It can be a questioning that goes along with an affirmative attitude 
(see AC 4638.4)  It’s questioning our understanding of the truth, which will always be in some 
way flawed, finite and changing, and so it won’t necessarily always lead to the most loving, 
charitable and useful application of doctrine.   
	
 We won’t ever get to a point where our doctrinal understanding of the Writings is fixed 
and unchanging.  Only the Lord’s understanding of truth is fixed and unchanging; only the Lord 
is omniscient (see AE 453).  If we think we know everything there is to know, then we are at risk 
of having pride of self-intelligence, and we are essentially assuming that no more doctrinal 
questioning is ever needed again (see TCR 839.2 for a harsh description of people who think 
they know everything).  True wisdom comes from knowing how much we don’t know (see EU 
37).  No matter how long a particular understanding of the Word or tradition is accepted in the 
church, it remains a finite understanding and tradition, and so it is subject to being revisited and 
if necessary revised (see AC 3207).

Led by our Will
	
 And as much as it’s important to strive for having our understanding of the Lord’s truth 
not be led by our old corrupt will, it’s important to acknowledge that our understanding is always 
led by our hearts. “Take the feeling out of your thinking. Would there be any thinking 
left?” (TCR 386.2)  Our intellect is led by our will, whether we are male or female, clergy or 
laity (see AC 379, 585, 4364, 5351, 8510, 9337, 10057.2; LJ 36, 39; DLW 1, 244, 410.6; DP 61; 
CL 196, 490; TCR 570.6, 602; AE 274:3, 1175, 1183; etc.)   We all believe what we want to 
believe.  Nobody can be forced to believe something against their will.  We do need to use our 
intellect to analyze the risk of bias in terms of our feelings and emotions. But this doesn’t 
necessarily mean that those feelings will always be corrupt and untrustworthy.  There may be 
times when a genuine feeling (from remnant goodness implanted by the Lord in our new will) 
indicates a flaw in our intellect. Our intellect would be remiss to disregard a chance to gain 
greater accuracy in thinking. A feeling of unfairness may point our intellect to reexamine a 
situation to find out if that situation truly is unfair or not. In some cases it may be accurate, and in 
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other cases it may not.  For example, in the history of women’s right to vote, I’m sure that a lot 
of what drove that movement was feelings. That doesn’t mean that it was wrong. Those feelings 
actually pointed out flaws in the way our cultural intellect thought about women’s rights, and that 
led to a correction in our understanding.  
	
 As we consider in what ways our feelings influence our thinking, one of the things that 
comes up in this discussion is the question of preconceived ideas.  Is the assumption that only 
men can be priests a culturally preconceived idea?  Is the assumption that both men and women 
can be priests a culturally preconceived idea? Are both of them?  Are neither of them?  We have 
a tendency to think that other people (rather than ourselves) are caught up in “persuasive beliefs 
that are the product of various assumptions” (AC 2715.3).  I think it’s important to acknowledge 
that we all have the baggage of preconceived ideas and assumptions. None of us can be 
completely unbiased.  
	
 At the same time, I think part of the charity that we can have in this discussion is 
assuming the best of other people’s intentions (see AC 1079).  We should not assume that other 
people are blindly being led by feelings or preconceived ideas, but rather assume that everyone is 
doing their best to understand the Word in the context of whatever historic faith and culture they 
come from.    

This Paper
	
 The question of whether women can be priests has been around for a long time in the 
General Church.  There have been many doctrinal papers written to explain the reasoning behind 
the tradition of having a male-only priesthood.  Some people have found these papers to provide 
satisfactory explanations, while others have not.   I can think of at least three possible reasons for 
that situation.  Either those latter people aren’t really understanding the doctrines, or the 
explanations for a male-only priesthood don’t actually make sense, or there are a variety of 
legitimate perspectives on the Writings which make sense to a variety of people.  We have to 
consider that all options are possible.
	
 A doctrinal presentation on the perspective of a gender-inclusive priesthood has been 
asked for, and that is part of why I have written this paper.  My thesis is not complicated, but 
because this discussion has been around for so long, a comprehensive approach to the discussion 
involves looking at a large number of doctrines.  
	
 I grew up believing in the assumption that only men can be priests.  I began to question 
that assumption as an adult, along with questioning many other aspects of my historic faith.  But 
it actually wasn’t until going through theological school and bringing many of those questions to 
a more intense study of the Writings, that I gained more clarity on this issue.  So this paper is 
chance for me to organize my thoughts and formulate that new understanding in writing.   
	
 I also have found that I have a love for this topic.  I’ve always been interested in books on 
marriage and the relationship between the sexes.  Even before deciding to become a minister, I 
found a love for doing marriage support work.  My theological school dissertation was on the 
three levels of marriage and the nature of the masculine and feminine.  So researching and 
writing this paper has been an enjoyable experience, even though I have felt conflicted about it.   
And while I still feel conflicted about it, I hope I can enter this discussion in the spirit of people 
like this: 

	
 Those who possess such faith [that inheres in charity] do not engage in reasoning about 
	
 the truths of faith. Instead they immediately declare them to be true, and also confirm 
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 them, so far as they are able, by means of sensory evidence, factual knowledge, and 
	
 analytical arguments.  (AC 1072.2) 
 	
 My intention is not to try to convince anyone that they must change their opinion.  
However, I do hope that this paper could be useful in describing what a doctrinal foundation for 
a gender inclusive clergy in the General Church might be.  

The Forest and the Trees
	
 I want this paper to be as comprehensive as possible.  So I intend to structure my paper 
around larger doctrinal topics, in which the specific points and passages can fit into the bigger 
picture of general doctrines.  I think it’s important that we start with the general doctrine, and 
especially the essentials of doctrine.  The essentials of doctrine are pretty clear, and I think pretty 
universally agreed upon, even across different Swedenborgian denominations: The Lord is the 
one God, the Word is holy and contains an internal sense, the spiritual world is real, and we 
should ‘cease to do evil and learn to do good’ by living a life according to the ten 
commandments, the two great commandments, and the union of faith (truth) and love 
(goodness).  Or to put it simply: the essential of the church is the attitude and life of charity, 
goodwill or thoughtfulness2 (see AC 1834.2, 2385, 2982, 3241.3, 8773, 8928.3; HH 57; HD 242; 
DP 259.3, 328.8; BE 96; AR 490; ISB 20; TCR 712; Isaiah 1:16-17; Micah 6:8; Matthew 
22:37-40; etc.)  
	
 Now obviously the doctrines about conjugial love and marriage are included in the 6th 
commandment, and also in the essential doctrines about the marriage of goodness and truth, but 
it’s interesting that the Writings don’t list the doctrines about men and women as one of the 
essentials of salvation.  The Writings also indicate that the priesthood itself is not essential to the 
church or salvation (see AC 1175). These things are important to consider for this conversation, 
since that means that according to the Writings, doctrines or perspectives about the gender of the 
priesthood are not listed as essential for salvation.   And as such, it’s important that we consider 
our opinions on which gender can be priests to fall under the category of “variations and 
differences in matters of doctrine” which don’t need to divide the church as long as charity is 
primary (see AC 1834.2, 3241, 3267; HH 56; DP 259).  
	
 If we start to claim that something that is not essential is actually essential, then we are at 
risk for being the “conscientious ones:” 

	
 [These are people] who take a conscientious stand on issues that are not vitally 
	
 important. . .  [who] burden the consciences of simple people. . . [who are] incapable of 
	
 paying any attention to reasons offered to them because they persisted in holding on 
	
 tenaciously to their own opinion. . . who become scrupulous about salvation, not only in 
	
 essential matters, but also in matters of form, and even in issues that make no difference 
	
 at all. (AC 5386; TCR 665.7, see also AC 5724; TCR 852).

	
 But though apparently not essential to salvation, I would still include the doctrines about 
men and women and marriage as one of the really important general New Church doctrines that 
we should work from in this discussion.  “Absolutely everything in us features something 
equivalent to a marriage” (AC 1432).  I intend to explore what the Writings say on the following 
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topics as related to this discussion: the priesthood and preaching, representation, enlightenment, 
the church, and the masculine and feminine.  This is the “forest,” and will constitute the main 
chapters of this paper.
	
 The Writings indicate that it’s important that we start from generals and then go to 
particulars (see AC 42, 920, 3057.3, 5454; BE 1; TCR 479; etc.).  The particulars then qualify the 
generals (see AC 3131.3, 5620:13; HH 267; CL 388; Charity 132).   It seems to me that we have 
been working from particulars to generals; starting with a few passages (such as AC 266, 568, 
8994; CL 91, 125, 165, 168, 175; SE 436, 4940, 5936) and determining (or inducing) from these 
a general principle that women can’t be priests.  
	
	
 As long as the general aspects of something are not known the individual details of that 
	
 same thing cannot install themselves where there is any light, only where total shade 
	
 exists. General conceptions come first, and unless they do, individual details do not have 
	
 anywhere to go. (AC 4269) 
 I’m interested in examining the above mentioned few passages in the light of general doctrine, 
rather than examining general doctrine in the light of these few passages.  It’s important to note 
that none of the above mentioned passages talk about the priesthood, and only one talks about 
preaching.  In an attempt to look at particulars and generals in the light of essentials, this paper 
will begin with an examination of what the published works of the Writings say on the 
priesthood, and then what the unpublished works, so that the core teachings give light to the rest.  
	
 When we are trying to determine what general principles are, we do have to gather, 
collate, and compare many particular passages and ideas  (see AC 3786.2, 7233.3; CL 388). But 
how do we determine if specific passages are describing general concepts, or if we are 
manufacturing our own generals from them?  There is both inductive and deductive reasoning at 
play here.  Inductive reasoning starts with particulars and forms generals.  Deductive reasoning 
starts with generals and sees support in the particulars.  There’s always a little bit of both going 
on.  The problems come when we think other people are working from different generals or 
different particulars, or using inductive reasoning when they should use deductive, and vice 
versa.     
	
 Imagine you are looking at two different pictures: one is a view of a forest from an 
airplane.  The other is a view of a forest from the ground within the forest.  Those two pictures 
will look very different, and yet they are pictures of the same thing.  Someone who had never 
been in a plane before might even say it’s impossible that those pictures are images of the exact 
same thing.  It’s all about perspective.  We all have different perspectives on the same thing: the 
Lord’s truth.   That fact that our different perspectives are relative to each other, doesn’t mean 
that the Lord’s absolute truth is relative.  

Culture and Experience
	
 I intend to keep this paper focussed mostly on doctrine, and not so much on culture or 
experience.  Not that I think that culture and experience can’t teach us things (see DP 60; AC 
2718).  Swedenborg himself learned much through experience, as he said: “I myself would not 
have known if I had not been taught from actual experience” (AC 1949.2).   But for the purpose 
of this paper, I want to focus mostly on what I understand the doctrines to say, and how I 
understand those teachings to apply to our church policies.  
	
 I think it’s very possible that our tradition of having a male-only priesthood came from 
the cultural influence of the old Christian church.  And I think it’s also possible that many people 
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in the General Church don’t want women priests because personally they find it uncomfortable.  
So culture and experience are influences we all deal with.  But it cuts both ways.  Those who 
support a male-only clergy are often concerned that those who want a gender inclusive clergy are 
primarily coming from the influence of culture and experience.  And those who support a gender-
inclusive clergy are often concerned that those who want a male-only clergy are primarily 
coming from the influence of culture and experience.   
	
 Personally, I have no interest in seeing women enter the priesthood in order to keep up 
with modern culture.  I want to see women enter the priesthood because I believe it’s doctrinally 
the right thing to do, just as I imagine many of you want to maintain a male-only clergy because 
you believe that it’s doctrinally the right thing to do.  I’m not primarily motivated by how it 
might affect the numbers in our pews, whether it grows or shrinks.  Of course I want the church 
to grow and thrive, and personally I believe a gender-inclusive clergy would help the church 
grow and thrive, but that is not my primary motivation.  Ultimately the Lord will make this 
organization grow if we are aligned with the essentials of the church, as mentioned above.  And I 
believe a gender-inclusive clergy is in alignment with the doctrines of the church.  

Doctrinal History
	
 I want to take a moment to offer my humble respect for all the doctrinal work that has 
been done so far on this subject.  There have been many well researched papers written on this 
topic, and though I may disagree with some of their conclusions, I respect their doctrinal value.  
Being new to the ordained ministry, with less knowledge and experience than many, I recognize 
that a paper such as mine could come across as a naive young whipper-snapper challenging the 
wisdom of his elders.  And that’s why I want to repeat that I’m not saying I’m necessarily right 
and that my elders are wrong.  
	
 But at the same time I want to acknowledge that it’s not impossible for long-held 
doctrinal perspectives to be flawed, and to need to be revisited.  The doctrine of faith alone being 
the most obvious example in the history of the Christian world.  An example from our own 
Swedenborgian history is the belief in what is now known as the “conjugial heresy.” 3  For a time, 
this was believed in, supported by doctrinal arguments, and then questioned and rejected.  I do 
worry that the policy of a male-only priesthood is dangerously close to the conjugial heresy, 
which I will discuss later. 
	
 A big red flag for many people in the General Church is the fact that there is only one 
passage which talks about women preaching (see SE 5936).  So there is a fear that our current 
policy is based on “one witness.”  The Writings indicate that “the truth must always be 
established on the testimony of two or three witnesses, not on that of one” (AC 4197.7).  Now 
there are plenty of other passages that are brought into the discussion, but the fact remains that 
there is technically only one passage that talks about women preaching, and this gives many 
people good reason to pause and question our understanding of the Word.  

Changes in the Church
	
 In the course of our short history there have been changes in the church.  This is because 
this natural-world General Church organization and priesthood is something that we created, not 
the Lord.  The Writings do seem to indicate that a priesthood is appropriate (see TCR 508.2), but 
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the descriptions and/or prescriptions for the priesthood in the Writings are fairly general.  So we 
have made up a lot of things on our own.  For example the wearing of white robes, the wearing 
of stoles, and the various functions of the three degrees.   All of these are choices that we have 
made, not things which are prescribed in the Writings.  These choices were not due to Divine 
prescriptions, but due to human choices based on our best understanding of the Word at the time.    
The choice to ordain women is another such choice.  A change that could be made, based on our 
best understanding of the Word at a given time.  
	
 In the church in the past we made different choices based on different understandings of 
how the Word applies to various questions around gender.  For example, we used to not allow 
women on boards, and we used to discourage women from voting.  Does that mean that in the 
past we got it wrong, and now we have it right?  It’s not that we’ve now rejected passages from 
the Word in order to support the rights of women to vote and be on boards, it’s that our 
understanding of their application has changed. We have for a long time now had a male-only 
priesthood.  If we were to change to a gender-inclusive clergy, I don’t think that necessarily has 
to mean that the male-only priesthood was wrong.  It was the choice that was made for a long 
time based on our best understanding of the Writings, and now we are considering a different 
choice based on our best understanding of the Writings.   
	
 In our personal regeneration we move from a place where truth appears to take the lead to 
a place where we enter a marriage of goodness and truth.   Maybe it’s actually appropriate that as 
a church we began in a place where truth appeared to take the lead—represented by a male-only 
priesthood—and yet we are now considering moving towards more of a balance of masculine 
and feminine reflected in the priesthood. 

Misunderstanding Each Other
	
 I think proponents of the different perspectives on this issue have had a history of 
misunderstanding each other, which I alluded to in the section on ‘fears’ above.   There are 
definitely reasons to ordain women which I don’t agree with.   For example: because women are 
no different from men, because women would be better ministers than men, because the Writings 
aren’t really the Word, because everyone else is doing it, etc.  Let me state again: I don’t agree 
with these reasons.   So while I might agree with someone who would like to see women 
ordained in the General Church, I might disagree with their reasons why.  The existence of 
flawed reasoning for a belief doesn’t negate the possibility of sound reasoning for the same 
belief.  This is true for people that support the policy of an all-male clergy as well.  Several 
different people might all support the policy, but disagree on the doctrinal reasons for why.  And 
I know that the current membership of the GC clergy doesn’t all agree on why they think we 
should have a male-only priesthood.  Some say it’s about representation, other about domestic 
and forensic uses, others about the church being established in the husband, others about the 
feminine nature being destroyed by preaching, others about the higher light in men.   The fact 
that they all agree on the policy gives the impression that they all agree on the reasons for it, 
when in fact they may not.  We have a tendency to over-generalize in our understanding of 
someone else’s point of view.  
	
 I think there are mistaken and unfair critiques made of those who support a gender-
inclusive clergy.  And I think there are mistaken and unfair critiques made of those who support a 
male-only clergy.  I thought about addressing some of the ones I’ve heard, but when I wrote them 
out, they just sounded defensive.  I didn’t want to get sucked into a battle mentality, so I’m not 
including them in this paper.  I think it’s enough to know that all of us have a tendency to over-
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generalize and think we know other people’s intentions, when we are criticizing beliefs which 
are different from our own.  And it’s a boundary violation to assume we know a person’s inner 
intentions (see AC 3796.3, 10795; HD 316; CL 523). The more we can put ourselves in other 
people’s shoes and assume the best intentions rather than the worst (see AC 1079), the more we 
can operate from charity, which is the true life of the church.  

Who is Right?
	
 This is the question that we often come down to in this discussion.  Especially when 
we’re examining what the doctrines say in application to what seems to be an either/or policy:  
Either women are ordained or they aren’t.  We can’t really (apparently) have it both ways.  But I 
think the fact that our policy needs to be one way or the other gives the false impression that our 
understanding of the doctrines needs to be one way or the other too. 
	
 I love the images the Writings paint of a church where there are differences of opinion on 
doctrine, but not division because charity is seen as more important than being right (see AC 
1834, 2385, 3241.3).  This is also the image we find of heaven:

	
 In the spiritual world where we all arrive after death, no one asks what our faith has been 
	
 or what our beliefs have been, only what our life has been, whether we are one kind of 
	
 person or another. (DP 101.3)

When we die, the angels won’t ask us, “Were you right?,” they’ll ask us, “Were you loving, kind, 
compassionate, forgiving, etc.?”   They won’t ask us whether we believe in a male-only clergy or 
a gender-inclusive clergy, they’ll ask us how we treated the people we disagreed with (see 
Matthew 5:43-45 “Love your enemies”).  Personally, I wouldn’t be surprised if there are both 
societies in heaven with only male priests, and societies in heaven with priests of both genders.4  
We would all live where we are most comfortable.   
	
 So when it comes to the question of “who is right?,” I believe that the question is wrong.  
I have no intention of convincing anyone to see things the way I see them.   I have no intention 
or expectation of being able to determine who is ‘right.’   That’s not the point anyway.  

	
 There are places where people argue about religious matters. Their arguing sounds, from 
	
 outside those places, like the gnashing of teeth . . . . [In these places there are] those who 
	
 believe that they know everything and that nothing at all is hidden from them, and who 
	
 do not wish to learn but to teach, saying often this or that is the absolute truth and cannot 
	
 be contradicted. Such people take away from others all freedom of speech, by imposing 
	
 their own opinions as if they were from God, and by assailing all who contradict them.  
	
 (LJP 32)

	
 The most important thing in this discussion is charity.  Without charity we have a 
tendency to “quibble about everything and condemn anyone who does not speak ([we] use the 
word believe) as [we] do.” (AC 1798.5; see also AR 603).   Without charity our pattern can 
become one of  “not acknowledging what another is saying. . . not acknowledging what another 
teaches, or in other words, not acknowledging another’s doctrine” (AC 1322).  This is the curse 
of Babel, in which they didn’t hear the “lip” [language] of their companions.  Whereas being of 
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“one lip,” means living in charity despite having different opinions and different doctrines (see 
AC 1285).  
	
 There’s a kind of mutual love and charity which naturally comes up when everyone 
agrees how beautiful a truth is.  However, when people disagree on what the truth is, confusion 
and doubt come up, and if selfishness gets in there, then arrogance and pride come up, and 
suddenly we can be at risk of holding the truth in such a way that we are holding the pointy end 
of a sword towards our friends.   I truly hope to avoid doing that.  I am simply stating what rings 
true for me.  I will however be talking about aspects of our current policy which do not ring true 
for me. I want to talk about these as charitably as I can, and I truly believe we all share the best 
of intentions in our different perspectives. What we decide on this issue is less important than 
how we treat each other, while doing it.  What is your life, not what is your doctrine (see DP 
101.3; see also AC 1175, 2385, 3241.3)

Thesis
	
 The thesis of my paper is as follows: The Writings don’t indicate that masculinity is an 
exclusive requirement for the priesthood.  Rather, in all the key passages that talk about the 
“qualifications” for a priest, there is no mention of gender.  The qualities needed for a priest are 
human qualities.  We’ve come to have a cultural assumption that the priesthood is a masculine 
role, whether it says that in the Writings or not.  And I believe this cultural assumption colors the 
way we understand many passages in the Writings and the Bible.  
	
 The Writings do talk in general and in particular about the complementary nature of the 
masculine and feminine.  Therefore I believe that having a gender-inclusive clergy is one 
legitimate understanding and application of doctrine in the General Church.   
	
 I also believe there is not only one legitimate understanding of the Writings in the 
General Church. This is my general thesis.  The rest of my paper will get into the specifics and 
particulars of this thesis.  

Chapter One - The Priesthood - A Study from the Published Works of the Writings

	
 With the thought of starting with generals, I want to begin with a broad study of what the 
Writings say about the priesthood.  In an attempt to put aside preconceived ideas and 
assumptions, I am simply asking the question: “Do the Writings indicate anything about gender 
inclusivity or exclusivity in regards to a New Church priesthood?”
	
 Most of the passages in the Writings that talk about a priest, priests, or the priesthood, are 
referring either to the priests in the Bible, which represent qualities in all of us, or about the 
clergy of the fallen Christian church, which are usually described in a negative way, or clergy in 
the world of spirits, which again are often described negatively.  The number of passages which 
give guidance for any kind of New Church priesthood are relatively few.
	
 The first place to look is the well-known chapter in New Jerusalem and its Heavenly 
Doctrine, numbers 311-319 (which is taken from AC 10789-10799).   In that chapter we find that 
priests are described as governors of church affairs or religious authorities who are meant to 
maintain order in the church (see HD 311-314; AC 10789-10793).   “Priests are in charge of 
affairs concerning God’s law and worship” (HD 319; see also AC 9925.2, 10799).  But even 
though they are described as authorities, they are not meant to exercise any kind of dominion 
over people: 
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 Priests must not claim for themselves any power over people's souls, because they do not 
	
 know the condition of a person's interiors. Much less must they claim the power of 
	
 opening or closing heaven, since the Lord alone has that power . . . . They must compel 
	
 no one, since no one can be forced to believe what is contrary to what that person thinks 
	
 in their heart to be true. Anyone whose belief is different from the priest's should be left 
	
 in peace, provided they do not make trouble. If they do make trouble, they should be 
	
 expelled, for this too is in accordance with order for which purpose the priesthood exists.  
	
 (HD 316, 318; see also AC 10795, 10798)

The basic job description for a priest is this: “Priests must teach the people and guide them to 
lead good lives.” (HD 318; see also HD 101; AC 8121, 10798)

! As for priests, their duty is to teach people the way to heaven, and also to guide them. 
	
 They must teach them in accordance with the teaching their church derives from the 
	
 Word, and guide them to live in accordance with it. Priests who teach truths and by their 
	
 means guide people to lead good lives, and so bring them to the Lord, are good 
	
 shepherds. Those, however, who teach, but do not guide people to lead good lives, and so 
	
 bring them to the Lord, are bad shepherds.5  (HD 315; see also AC 3427.4, 6779, 8121, 
	
 10794) 

And the basic concern of priests is “the salvation of souls, which should be their care.” (HD 317, 
AC 10796, etc.)  
	
 A priest is a religious authority who is meant to teach the truth and the way to heaven, 
and is meant to guide people to the Lord and to living a good life, from a love for the salvation of 
souls.   So priests are spiritual teachers, spiritual leaders, and spiritual guides.  And as the 
passages warn, priests who only teach the truth without guiding to the good of life are not good 
pastors.  
	
 There is also a warning in this treatment that we should not confuse the special nature of 
the use of the priesthood with the people who are serving in it.  

	
 Priests must be given status and honors because of their sacred functions. But those of 
	
 them who are wise ascribe the honors to the Lord from whom what is holy comes, and 
	
 not to themselves. Priests, however, who are unwise attribute the honors to themselves, 
	
 and so take them away from the Lord. Those who attribute honors to themselves 
	
 because of their sacred functions, set honors and gain above the salvation of souls, 
	
 which should be their care. Those, however, who ascribe honors to the Lord and not to 
	
 themselves set the salvation of souls above honors and gain. None of the honors 
	
 attaching to any office depends upon the person, but they are assigned to that person in 
	
 proportion to the level of government they undertake; and what is assigned does not 
	
 belong to the person themselves, and is taken away when they give up the office. (HD 
	
 317; see also AC 10796, 10797) 
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It’s elusive because goodness is not as easy to pin down as truth.  Goodness is a feeling; an attitude; a 
motivation.  And yet it’s the essential qualifying difference between a good and bad pastor.  



The priesthood is something which represents something very special, and it serves a useful 
function.  This function doesn’t “depend upon the person” who is serving it.  We will examine 
this idea more closely later on.  
	
 These passages are the only place in the Writings where there is a designated treatment of 
what the priesthood should be.  So if we are to take these passages as the essential or core 
teachings on the priesthood, it’s worth noting that there is no mention of gender.  One would 
think that if it were that important to the priesthood and the church, a mention of gender would 
have been included in this treatment.  I think it’s significant that it was not.  

The Priesthood
	
 But this is certainly not all that the Writings have to say about the priesthood.  We will 
now take a look at some of the other key passages that describe a current-day priesthood for the 
church.  This chapter is a study of what the published works of the Writings say about the 
priesthood.  What the unpublished works say will be studied in the following chapter after we 
have examined what I consider to be the core teachings for the church.  
	
 I’m not making much of a distinction between the terms priest, minister, doctrinal 
teacher, pastor, preacher, or clergy.  In the General Church we consider those terms (with the 
exception of minister, and possibly doctrinal teacher) to all describe a person who has been 
ordained into the General Church clergy.  The Writings also seem to use them interchangeably, 
and where they don’t I will make a mention of it.  Priests are described as pastors (see HD 315, 
AC 10794).  Priests are described as clergy and ministers (see AC 3670.2; AC Index 13;  AR 
128; CL 308; TCR 318).  Priests are described as teachers, pastors and clergy (see AR 677). 
Priests are described as ministers and preachers (see AC 4311.3, 9925.2; DP 110; CLJ 42; CL 24; 
TCR 751).  Clergy are described as priests (see BE 120; TCR 188).   Clergy are described as 
ministers, preachers, and doctrinal teachers (see TCR 146).  Doctrinal teachers are described as 
pastors and preachers (see AC 5201.3-4).   Pastors are described as doctrinal teachers (see AC 
4671).  Ministers are described as doctrinal teachers (see AC 6822).  Ministers are described as 
preachers (see DP 189, 291). Ministers are described as priests (see AR 20).  
	
 Very often priests and ministers are considered to be the same thing, but there are times 
when a distinction is made (see AC 1097).  It seems that in some ways a priest is always a 
minister, but a minister isn’t always a priest.  And it does seem to be that the role of a preacher is 
more like the role of a biblical prophet than a biblical priest.  In Heaven and Hell 226 it says that 
preachers are not called priests in heaven, because the celestial kingdom is the priesthood of 
heaven, and so preachers are people that—in one sense—preach to “priests” (see also AC 382).  
But that statement is qualified by the fact that there are many other passages where preachers in 
heaven are referred to as priests (see AR 533.2; CL 23, 24, 266, 521.6; TCR 750, 751, 852).6  
	
 I’m not going to try to suggest that women could be pastors but not priests, or that 
women could be ministers but not preachers, or anything like that.  As many have noted already, 
lay men and women already have ministries in the church.  The role in question is the role of a 
priest in the General Church, which is considered to be all of the above: a minister, doctrinal 
teacher, pastor, preacher and member of the clergy. 
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 And let’s remember that when we use the various terms for the priesthood and the church 
such as “pastor,” and “shepherd,” and “feeding the flock,” the terms we use are comparisons and 
analogies, and not necessarily correspondential as they are in the Word:

	
 The use of the expression ‘feeding’ has become commonly accepted when talking about 
	
 preaching or about instruction given in doctrine or the Word. But when the expression is 
	
 used in this way it is only a comparison and not, as when it occurs in the Word, one that 
	
 holds any spiritual meaning within it.  (AC 5201.4)

The Lord is the true Priest, Shepherd and Teacher, and we are all His flock, both clergy and laity 
alike.  In fact our usage of the terms “pastor and flock” for people has the potential to set up a 
somewhat dangerous hierarchical relationship between clergy and laity, in which clergy are 
described by a human role, and laity are described by an animal role on a lower level of 
intelligence.   But to many people, the image of a shepherd or shepherdess (pastor), is a 
wonderful nurturing image that portrays someone who cares for the well-being of a group of 
people (the salvation of souls), and presents a visible image of the Lord as our Shepherd. 

The “Priesthood” represents the Lord’s Love
	
 In the published works of the Writings, the “priesthood”—as it’s described in the Bible—
represents a spiritual quality that can flow into all of us.   In general it represents the Lord’s 
goodness (see AC 2258, 2015.10, 3858.11, 4677.3, 4844.16, 5332, 8625, 8770, 9477, 9670.5; 
HH 226; AR 128; 854.3; TCR 114, 218; see also Jeremiah 31:14).  It represents the Lord’s 
Divine love (see AC 3325.9, 3875.4, 9809.1-2) and mercy (see AC 3858.11), and the marriage of 
goodness and truth (see AC 3009).  All of those qualities are qualities of the celestial or heavenly 
kingdom, which is also what the priesthood represents (see AC 4677.3, 8625; HH 24; AR 20).  
The Writings say that the priesthood represents “the Lord's entire work of salvation” (AC 9937.4, 
see also AC 10152.2; TCR 218; Psalm 132:16), which is why, as we’ll see later, the “love for the 
salvation of souls,” is an important quality in a priest.   So in one sense, the “priesthood” in the 
Word represents that quality in all of us which wants people to get to heaven (see AC 9809.1-2).  
It makes sense then that the celestial kingdom is called the “priesthood,” when we think about 
the fact that “angels really do love everyone. They want nothing more than to help people, to 
teach them, to lead them into heaven. This is their highest joy” (HH 450; see also AC 454). 
	
 There are many forms that this quality can flow into, and an actual, natural-world, 
institutional priesthood is one of them: “The ordained clergy on earth administers matters which 
reflect the priesthood lodged in the Lord, that is, which reflect His love” (CL 308).  So an 
organized priesthood can be one of the forms for these interior qualities, but it’s not the exclusive 
form for them.
	
 It’s important to remember that the priesthood is not an essential for the church or 
salvation (see AC 1175, 7038; HH 222).  The priesthood is a special, useful job, but it’s no more 
or less special than any other useful occupation (see Life 83).  The priesthood should not be 
considered to be more important than the goodness and truth of the church (see TCR 415).  The 
Lord doesn’t need a priesthood to spread the goodness and truth of His church, as is clear from 
people like Johnny “Appleseed” Chapman and Helen Keller.  Religious enlightenment and 
spiritual leadership can be just as much a part of the laity as the priesthood, as is clear from 
people like Swedenborg and the fishermen who became the Lord’s apostles (see TCR 850; DP 
264).  However the description of the Nunc Licet temple does seem to indicate that a priesthood 
and its preaching are a part of the New Church (see TCR 508.2).
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  But the nature of the General Church priesthood is up to us.  There are many passages in 
the Writings which we’ve taken as inspiration for elements of our priesthood, such as the colors 
of our stoles (which were likely inspired by passages such as BE 120; TCR 162.6, 188).  But 
these passages are descriptive rather than prescriptive.  There are no passages prescribing the 
color or the need for stoles in our priesthood.  So it’s important to be aware of the difference 
between descriptive and prescriptive passages in terms of the priesthood.   
	
 And it’s also important to remember that descriptions of priests in the Bible are 
representative of qualities inside of all of us.  So passages describing the priesthood in the Bible 
“must not be taken literally” (AC 5247.2), but rather should be thought of as describing the 
celestial love for the salvation of souls in the Lord and potentially in all of us. 

Job Description of a Priest
	
 The basic job description for priests is that they should teach the truth and lead to the 
good of life (see AC 8121, 10794, 10798, 10833; HD 101, 315, 318; LJ 59; Life 72).   In other 
words, priests should teach people the way to heaven (see AC 10794; HD 315; Life 39; see also 
DP 291).   Priests are considered to be the designated experts on doctrine for the church (see AC 
6822; HH 226).  This doesn’t mean that priests are the only ones who can teach the way to 
heaven (see HD 316), or that priests are the only experts on doctrine, but due to their training and 
chance to study the doctrines full-time, they are trusted to be experts in their field (see TCR 418; 
CL 163).  
	
 But in a general sense, everyone should be teaching the truth and leading to the good of 
life in what they say and do.   All of us learn truths indirectly from other people: parents, 
teachers, and priests (see DLW 333; DP 172.6, 258.4; TCR 106, 374.4).  The Lord is the only 
One who directly teaches what is true and leads to the good of life: 
 	
 It does not reduce the immediacy that this happens indirectly, through sermons. The only 
	
 way the Word can be taught is indirectly, through our parents, teachers, preachers, and 
	
 books, and especially by our reading it. Still, these are not our teachers: the Lord is, using 
	
 them as means.  (DP 172.6) 

The Lord is the true Priest, Pastor and Teacher (see AR 383; Psalm 23:1, 110:4; John 13:13), and 
we can all be created in His image when we teach what is true and lead to the good of life in 
what we say and do.   And notice that there is no designation of gender made in the fact that 
parents, teachers and preachers can teach us the Word (see DP 172.6, 215.2, 258.4; CL 205).   
This has been a key component of New Church education: New Church doctrines are infused 
into what parents and teachers of both genders are teaching.  And I hope that in the future we will 
extend that to preachers.  
	
 Some have wondered what it means to “lead to the good of life.”  I believe the Word 
answer this question very simply: The “goodness of life. . . is . . . love to the Lord and charity 
towards the neighbor” (AC 3427.4).  “He has shown you, O man, what is good; and what does 
the Lord require of you but to do justly, to love mercy, and to walk humbly with your 
God?” (Micah 6:8).  Love, charity, justice, mercy, humility; these things are the good of life.  
“Let your priests be clothed with justice” (Psalm 132:9).  Both men and women are capable of 
leading other people to these things.  It happens all the time in what we all say and do.  
	
 Another aspect of priests’ job description is that they are considered to be in charge of 
worship in the church (see HD 319; see also AC 9806, 9925.2, 10799; CL 23; TCR 750).  It’s not 
that the laity can’t worship without priests (see AC 1175), but that priests have the full-time job 
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of providing for worship services.  There also seems to be some indication that providing Holy 
Supper is one of the jobs a priest can do (see AC 6148.4; TCR 567.8)  And there seems to be 
indication that performing weddings is the appropriate job of a priest (see CL 21.4, 295.2, 306, 
308). 

The Affection for Truth
 As I see it, the Writings indicate that the two loves which “qualify” a person for being a 
good priest are: the affection for truth, and the love for the salvation of souls.  First we’ll look at 
the affection for truth:

 It is the affection for interior truth that teaches, for it is by virtue of that affection that the 
	
 Church is the Church and a shepherd or pastor is a pastor.  (AC 3795)

This affection is represented in the Bible by Rachel who was a shepherdess or “pastor” (Genesis 
29:9).  In a footnote for the Elliot translation of this passage it says “The Latin word pastor, 
translated shepherdess above, is used of anyone—male or female—who tends a flock or herd. 
But in the original Hebrew the word is taken to be feminine” (see AC 3795, Elliot).  This is 
because affections are often portrayed by women in the Word.  The Writings indicate that this 
affection is a key component in a priest:

! Clerical and priestly orders exist [in heaven] . . . [and] they are perfected in love and 
	
 wisdom, each one according to the degree of the affection for truth and goodness.  (AR 
	
 533.2) 

This makes sense. The job wouldn’t be appealing to people unless they had an affection for the 
truths of the Lord’s Word, and the goodness that it leads to.   But it’s more important than that, 
because this affection is also what leads to enlightenment and perception.  

	
 The people in heaven who are involved in church affairs are the ones who loved the Word 
	
 in the world and looked for truths in it with lively interest, not for the sake of eminence or 
	
 profit but for the service of their own life and the lives of others. In proportion to their 
	
 love and eagerness for service, they are enlightened there and are in the light of 
	
 wisdom . . . . They have the gift of preaching.  (HH 393)  

	
 To have perception in spiritual things a person must have an affection for truth stirred by 
	
 good and must have an unceasing desire to know truths. This leads to an enlightenment of 
	
 the understanding part of their mind; and once it has been enlightened they are able 
	
 within themselves to see a thing with perception. (AC 5937.3, see also 9382.2, 10105.2; 
	
 TCR 231) 

And since the affection for truth is such an important aspect of the priesthood, the Writings say 
that this is one of the things that the “priesthood” in the Bible represents:

	
 Levi symbolizes a love or affection for truth and the resulting intelligence . . . . Since this 
	
 is what Levi represents, therefore that tribe became the priesthood . . . . The tribe of Levi 
	
 symbolizes a love of truth, which is the fundamental love that causes a church to be a 
	
 church, and at the same time the resulting intelligence.  (AR 357)

And the affection for truth is also intimately related to the love for the salvation of souls: 
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 The Lord's love—a most ardent love—was the salvation of the whole human race; it was 
	
 therefore a total affection for good and affection for truth in the highest degree.  (AC 
	
 1820.5)

	
 But the affection for truth is not a love that is exclusive to the priesthood.  Everyone can
—and hopefully should—foster an affection for truth.  

	
 The affection for truth exists solely with those who love to learn about truths, that is, to 
	
 know what is true, and who search the Scriptures with that end in view. Nobody is moved 
	
 by this affection except one who is governed by good, that is, one who is governed by 
	
 charity towards the neighbor, and more so who is governed by love to the Lord. With 
	
 people of this kind good itself flows into truth and creates the affection, for the Lord is 
	
 present within that good.  (AC 4368.2)

This affection for truth is most often represented in the Word by women (see AC 1774, 1904, 
3030, 3077, 4510, 4844.16, 5332; EU 38.6; AR 543), but it’s an affection that can exist in both 
men and women. “This kind of affection exists generally with good women” (AC 8994.3).   
	
 The affection or love that a person has is their life (see DLW 1), and so it shapes what 
kind of person they are and what kind of useful role they play, as is described of priests: “The 
process of shaping depends on the type of love that exists in the ministers will. The enjoyment 
related to that love actually does the shaping” (TCR 155).  So this leads us to the other important 
love that priests should have: the love for the salvation of souls.

The Love for the Salvation of Souls
	
 The published works of the Writings indicate that the other important love which 
qualifies a person for being a good priest is having a love for the salvation of souls (see Life 39, 
72; TCR 418, 422; see also Psalm 132:16)

	
 A priest [homo sacerdos] who is principled in that good [of love towards the neighbor], 
	
 as often as they teach and lead, they do a good work, because they act from the love of 
	
 saving souls.  (Life 72) 

	
 Priests who teach truths from the Word and use truths to lead to a goodness of life, and 
	
 therefore to heaven, are practicing goodwill in very important ways, because they are 
	
 caring for the souls of the people in their church.  (TCR 422)

In other words, good priests are people who have a love for the Lord and love for the neighbor, 
manifested in a love for the salvation of souls (see HH 226; Life 72; DP 110; TCR 422).  The 
love for the salvation of souls stems from the Lord’s love for the salvation of whole human race 
(see AC 9809).   And just as with the affection for truth, the love for the salvation of souls is 
what leads to true enlightenment in a priest:

! A priest: If they are principled in the good of the priesthood, which consists in providing 
	
 for the salvation of souls, in teaching the way to heaven and in leading those whom they 
	
 teach-so far as they are principled in this good from love of it and ardent desire-they 
	
 procure for themselves truths which they may teach and by which they may lead.  (Life 
	
 39)

A Doctrinal Foundation for a Gender Inclusive Clergy in the General Church - Solomon Keal - 2014

16



	
 These two loves—an affection for the truth, and a love for the salvation of souls—are not 
exclusive to the priesthood, nor are they exclusive to masculinity.  When anyone has these loves 
inside of them, these loves are represented in the Word by “priests.”  And so to a certain extent 
we can all be clothed with “robes of a passion for both theological truth and good deeds of daily 
life” (DP 110). “And you shall be to Me a kingdom of priests” (Exodus 19:6), “[You] have made 
us kings and priests to our God” (Revelation 5:10; see also 1:6, 20:6).  
 But the important things to remember for our discussion are that these loves are also 
described in the Writings as the two important loves for actual priests to have, and that they are 
not exclusive to masculinity.  

Government and Order
 Priests are described as governors who are meant to keep order in the church (HD 
311-314; AC 10789-10793).  What does this look like?  What kind of government is priestly 
government?  I think the following passages illustrate this nicely:

	
 As King the Lord governs every single thing in the universe from Divine Truth; but as 
	
 Priest He does so from Divine Good. Divine Truth is the order itself of His kingdom 
	
 existing everywhere, all the laws of which are truths, or eternal verities. Divine Good is 
	
 the very essential of order, every aspect of which is an expression of mercy. Both of these 
	
 —Divine Good and Divine Truth—are attributed to the Lord. If solely Divine Truth were 
	
 His, no mortal man could be saved, for truths condemn everyone to hell. But Divine 
	
 Good, which is the essence of mercy, raises people up from hell towards heaven.  (AC 
	
 1728; see also AC 2447.2; AR 20)

	
 For government from truths alone condemns everyone to hell, but government from 
	
 goods lifts them out of that place and raises them up into heaven.  (AC 2015.10)

There are plenty of times when priests need to preach truths that are hard to hear; truths like 
“don’t commit adultery” (see CL 500).  But I think the message of truth should be delivered in 
such a way that it doesn’t condemn people to hell, but rather lifts people to heaven. “Charity is 
exercised when a truth that the Church possesses is used to lead the neighbor to good” (AC 
6822).  I think this could be part of the difference between teaching the truth and not leading to 
good, vs. teaching the truth and leading to good; in other words the difference between a bad and 
a good shepherd (see HD 315; AC 343, 3427.4, 4844.4, 6779, 10794), namely: whether the truths 
we teach are taught in an uplifting way or a condemning way.    
	
 Keeping order isn’t just about truth.   Keeping order is also about mercy, compassion, 
forgiveness and charity.  The essential of the church is charity, and priests are there to remind us 
of that. Charity is the true “order of heaven” (AC 8510), and this is the order that priests should 
keep in the church, because this is what raises people toward heaven.  This kind of order and 
government stems from a love for the salvation of souls, rather than a condemnation of souls by 
means of truth alone.   
	
 So priestly government and order are a government of love and charity.  I don’t think 
women would have a hard time being governors over that kind of order, in fact I think it would 
suit them well.   Women are designed to be perceptive to goodness and charity in a way that men 
are not (see CL 168).  Men can be somewhat less perceptive to love at times, because men have a 
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native intellect-orientation.   I think the addition of women would really help the priesthood in its 
appointed task of governing and maintaining the essential of the church: charity.    

Preaching with Passion
	
 I’ve heard some people say that they think women wouldn’t be good preachers because 
they would preach from too much passion; that they are led by their emotions too much (see AC 
266, 568; SE 436).  But this tendency isn’t exclusive to women priests.  The Writings describe 
how priests (regardless of gender) can be negatively carried away by passion and zeal (see AC 
379, 896, 4799.4, 6914.3, 8383, 10735, and DP 197.2, 257.3).   Being masculine is not a 
protection against being too emotional.  
	
 But passion and zeal in preaching are not necessarily bad things either (see CL 363; DLW 
148, 359; DP 291).  The priesthood in the Bible is described as being militant in its fight against 
evil and falsity which can be a good thing (see AC 1664.7; AR 447.2, 500.6), or a bad thing (see 
AR 770).   The following passages describe what makes passion in preaching a good thing:

	
 Passion in preaching is just an intensity in the earthly self. If passion has a love for truth 
	
 inside it, then it is like the sacred fire that flowed into the apostles.  (TCR 146)

	
 If the minister has enjoyment in a good love and the truth that goes with it, the passion is 
	
 outwardly even, smooth, thundering, and blazing; inside the passion there is goodwill, 
	
 grace, and compassion.  (TCR 155) 

	
 The life in their eyes was due to their perception of truth, and the zeal in their speech to 
	
 their affection for truth.”  (AR 839.4)

Even though passion in preaching isn’t necessarily a bad thing, we do have to be careful with it: 

	
 Ministers have to be very careful, though, not to convince themselves that the passion 
	
 that comes over many of them when they preach is God at work in their hearts. The same 
	
 level of passion and an even more ardent one is found in fanatics who believe they are 
	
 divinely inspired, in people who have the falsest teachings, and even in people who see 
	
 no value in the Word and worship nature as their god, who toss faith and goodwill into 
	
 packs on their backs . . . . Passion in preaching is just an intensity in the earthly self . . . . 
	
 If there is a love for falsity inside that passion or intensity, then it is like fire smoldering 
	
 inside a piece of wood that bursts into flame and burns the house down.  (TCR 146; cf. 
	
 DP 291)

	
 If the minister has enjoyment in an evil love and the false perspective that goes with it, 
	
 that enjoyment generates a passion that is outwardly rough, prickly, intense, and 
	
 fire-belching; inside the passion there is anger, rage, and lack of compassion. (TCR 155) 

So whether passion in preaching is good or bad is qualified by whether or not there exists in the 
preacher a genuine affection for truth and love for the salvation of souls.   

Hazards for the Priesthood
	
 This leads nicely into an examination of the hazards the Writings describe for the 
priesthood.  Just as the main loves which inspire the priesthood are love for the Lord and love for 
the neighbor, manifested in an affection for truth and the love for the salvation of souls, so the 
main hazards for the priesthood are the opposite of those loves, namely the loves of self and the 
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world, and the love of dominion (see AC 6914.3, 8121, 10711; HD 101, 117; Life 39; DP 197; 
AR 575; TCR 320, 405.4).   

	
 The priest who teaches truth and leads to good for the sake of truth and good exercises 
	
 charity; but the one who does so for selfish and worldly reasons does not exercise charity 
	
 because they do not love their neighbor, only themselves.  (AC 8121)

The Writings indicate that the love of self in priests is in direct opposition to the love for the 
salvation of souls (see HD 317; AC 1295.2, 10796; DP 139.6; AR 729.2; CL 262.3; BE 93; TCR 
182.3, 318, 441). The love of dominion in priests is also in direct opposition to the love for the 
salvation of souls (see AC 1295.2, 9020; HH 218; DP 139.6; AR 729.2, 753; CL 262.3; BE 93; 
TCR 182.3; Matthew 20:25-28).  And the love of dominion is also in direct opposition to a 
genuine affection for truth (see AC 4368.2-3; TCR 320).  

	
 The affection for truth has no other origin than good . . . . It is well known that there are 
	
 many within the Church who feel an affection for the Word of the Lord and put a lot of 
	
 effort into reading it; but those whose end in view is to learn about what is true are only a 
	
 few. The majority cling to their own dogmas, and are anxious only to confirm these from 
	
 the Word. These people seem to be moved by an affection for truth, but they are not . . . . 
	
 People who are not moved by an affection for truth that originates in the good of genuine 
	
 charity but by an affection for truth originating in some other kind of good, and more so 
	
 if it originates in self-love and love of the world, are not stirred by any affection for that 
	
 truth, but become depressed and also angry since they wish to lay claim to that power as a 
	
 priestly one. They are angry because they are deprived of the power to control, and 
	
 depressed because they are deprived of other people's deference to them.  (AC 4368.2-3)

The love of self and the love of dominion are not gender exclusive.  Both men and women are at 
risk for these loves, so both men and women are at risk for being bad priests.  But this risk is not 
a reason to exclude anyone from the priesthood (see AC 4311.3). 
	
 There are other hazards described for the priesthood, all of which seem to be an 
unhealthy interaction with the truth, or a kind of twisting of the affection for truth.  There is the 
hazard of being in truth alone (see HD 315, AC 1515, 10794), the hazard of being in a love of 
falsity (see TCR 146, 320), the love of our own opinions over what the Word says (see TCR 810; 
AR 571), being stuck in a literalistic approach to the Word (see AC 9025.3), hypocrisy (see AC 
379; DLW 261; DP 109; CL 269.4; TCR 381), and pride of self intelligence (see DP 197; AR 
603; BE 59; CL 269.4, 354; TCR 462.6), not to mention the numerable places where the Writings 
warn against faith alone.    
	
 There is also the hazard of anyone (including priests) becoming spiritually “drunk” on 
truth.  When we spend too much time dealing with and reasoning about spiritual truth, we can 
become as it were spiritually “drunk,” and go into a kind of truth-alone craze, in which love, 
common sense, and the actual truth go out the window (see AC 1071, 1072, 10040.2; AR 721, 
758; Isaiah 28:7).  But as we learned with Prohibition in the USA, being overly restrictive is not 
the best way to avoid the hazards of drunkenness.  Freedom is important both in natural things 
and spiritual things.  Similarly, just because there are hazards in the priesthood (for both men and 
women), doesn’t mean we should exclude people from it (see AC 4311).  
	
 I don’t see any indication that these hazards are gender exclusive. If anything I would 
think that some of these hazards are worse for men, since men have a native truth and intellect-
orientation (see CL 88, 353).  However the hazard of loving our own opinions over what the 
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Word says is often cited as being one that women may be more prone to, because of their native 
will-orientation. We will examine these things more later in the paper when we discuss the 
differences between men and women.  

Gender in the Priesthood
	
 Are there any passages in the published works of the Writings which give any indication 
of the need for gender exclusivity in the priesthood?  Some have thought that there is an 
indication that “fathers” are associated with priests, so therefore priests should be men. 

	
 Since kings and priests represented the Lord—‘kings’ through their kingship representing 
	
 the Lord as regards Divine Truth, and ‘priests’ the Lord as regards Divine Good, 3670
	
 —priests were therefore called ‘fathers’ . . . . Kings called a priest ‘father’ because 
	
 ‘kings’ represented the Lord as regards Divine Truth, ‘priests’ as regards Divine Good, 
	
 and also because truth in relationship to good is as son to father, for truth stems from 
	
 good.  (AC 3704.5)

But the reason that “priests” were called “fathers” is that both priests and father represented the 
same thing: goodness.  It’s not because they were both male.   Priests and fathers both represent 
goodness, and kings and mothers both represent truth (see AC 3174, 8897).  But it’s not because 
kings and mothers are the same gender, so therefore it’s not necessarily because priests and 
fathers are the same gender. 
	
 Another concept is the idea that ministry is a “brotherly” kind of thing, therefore priests 
should be men:

	
 The reason why Aaron was chosen to serve in the priestly office was that he was Moses' 
	
 brother, and in this way the brotherly relationship of Divine Truth and Divine Good in 
	
 heaven was at the same time represented. For as stated above, Moses represented Divine 
	
 Truth and Aaron Divine Good.  [2] Everything throughout creation, both in heaven and in 
	
 the world, has connection with good and with truth, to the end that it may be something. 
	
 For good is the inner being (Esse) of truth, and truth is the outward manifestation 
	
 (Existere) of good. Good without truth therefore cannot manifest itself, and truth without 
	
 good has no real being. From this it is evident that they must be joined together. In the 
	
 Word the two joined together are represented by a married couple or by two brothers, by 
	
 a married couple when the heavenly marriage—the marriage of good and truth—and the 
	
 succeeding generations which spring from that marriage, are the subject, and by two 
	
 brothers when two kinds of ministry, namely those of judgement and worship, are the 
	
 subject. Those who served as ministers of judgement were called judges, and at a later 
	
 time kings, whereas those who served as ministers of worship were called priests. And 
	
 since all judgement is arrived at through truth and all worship springs from good, truth 
	
 founded on good is meant in the Word by ‘judges’, in the abstract sense, in which no 
	
 actual person is envisaged; but truth from which good results is meant by ‘kings’, and 
	
 good itself by ‘priests’.  (AC 9806, emphasis added)

Take note of the bolded section which I have emphasized, pointing out that all of this is 
describing spiritual things going on in side of all of us, and it is not prescribing the way that our 
actual priesthood should be.   We all have a “Moses,” and “Aaron” inside of us.  We all have 
“married couples,” “brothers,” “ministers,” “priests,” “judges,” and “kings” inside of us, as 
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described in the literal sense, and explained in the internal sense.  This is what passages like this 
are talking about.  They are not prescribing anything about the General Church priesthood. 
	
 Still another passage I’ve heard used in support of a male-only priesthood is this passage 
which describes a bridegroom in heaven dressed as a priest: 

	
 The wise man replied that the bridegroom—now the husband—represented the Lord, and 
	
 the bride—now the wife—represented the church, because weddings in heaven represent 
	
 a marriage of the Lord with the church. “That is why the groom had a turban on his 
	
 head,” the wise man said, “and why he was dressed in a robe, tunic and ephod like Aaron. 
	
 And that is why the bride—now the wife—wore a crown on her head and was dressed in 
	
 a mantle like a queen. Tomorrow, however, they will be dressed differently, because this 
	
 representation lasts only this one day.”  (CL 21; cf. CL 125)

This is very similar to the passage above about “fathers.”  The husband is dressed like a priest 
because he is representing the Lord’s love, which is also what the priesthood represents in all of 
us.  It’s not because the priesthood must be male.  A husband and a priest both represent the 
Lord’s love.  A wife and a king both represent the Lord’s truth (see AC 1468).  A wife and a king 
need not be of the same gender in order to represent the same thing.  So neither do a husband and 
a priest.   There is nothing prescriptive for our priesthood in this, merely descriptive.  
	
 Some have suggested that the reason Swedenborg never mentions gender is because in 
his time period a male-priesthood was assumed. But this is culturally descriptive rather than 
prescriptive.  If we choose to apply it to our priesthood that’s simply our choice, it’s not an 
imperative from the Lord.   But we will examine gender in its relationship to the priesthood later 
in the paper. 	


Restrictions and Qualifications
	
 Do the Writings suggest any restrictions on who can be in the priesthood?  Not that I can 
see.   I believe it’s the affection for truth and the love for the salvation of souls that “qualify” a 
person for the priesthood.   
	
 Now of course an organization may choose to have other qualifications for a job, which is 
what the General Church currently does, with a male gender being one of the prerequisites for 
entrance to the theological school.  But doctrinally speaking, I don’t think we can say that it is 
anything other than an affection for the truth and a love for the salvation of souls which qualifies 
a person for the priesthood.  The knowledge and skills come with training.
	
 In 1 Samuel, Saul made an “unlawful sacrifice” (1 Sam 13:9-13).  It was unlawful, not 
because of his gender, but because of his training and ordination.  It was Samuel, not Saul who 
was supposed to make sacrifices.  So here’s an example of a man (male) who was not supposed 
to be a priest.  It’s not about gender, it’s about who is trained and therefore qualified to be a 
priest.  Not all men are automatically qualified to be priests.  If a woman were to go through 
theological school and she were capable of doing everything that would be expected of her, and 
she were trained in all of those things, she would then be qualified to be a designated priest.
	
 It seems to me that in the history of the five churches the priesthood has gone from being 
unrestrictive, to being very restrictive, to being unrestrictive again.  The nature of the priesthood 
started out fairly loose and undefined (if it existed at all) in the Most Ancient and Ancient 
churches.  It then got very strict and exclusive in the Israelitish church (only men, but also only 
descendants of Levi).  In the Christian Church it began to loosen up again (not just descendants 
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of Levi).  It would seem that one pattern that could be seen is that the further we get from that 
lowest point in human history, the less exclusive and restrictive the priesthood gets.
	
 I find this statement to be very important: "The Lord alone knows who is adapted to 
receive and to teach those things which are of His New Church" (ISB 20.4).  I think that our 
current policy of a gender exclusive priesthood runs counter to this statement in the Writings.  I 
don’t believe it should be up to a policy or council or gender to decide what useful role a person 
can play in this life. It’s up to the Lord alone.  And therefore it’s up to a person’s individual 
relationship with the Lord in His Word.   

	
 What the Writings say about the “priesthood” is one piece of the puzzle.  The part of the 
puzzle that often relates more to goodness.  But there is another piece of our priesthood which 
often relates more to truth and is described in the Word by ministers, preachers, pastors, teachers 
and prophets.  Sometimes they are different things, and sometimes they are the same thing (see 
AC 9809.6).   We will now examine what the published works of the Writings say about these 
things. 

Ministers
	
 Ministers, like priests, are sometimes related to love, goodness, charity and the celestial 
(AR 3, 20, 128).  Apocalypse Revealed 3 describes how teaching is more related to a ‘servant’ 
than a ‘minister,’ because “good ministers, while truth serves” (AR 3; cf. AC 8241).   This is 
often how we use the term “ministry”: to describe someone who cares for another person and 
provides a useful service to them.  In one sense, ministry is something good we all do.  It’s like 
being useful.  When we are engaged in useful service and love to the Lord and the neighbor, we 
are engaged in ministry, like the “ministry of angels” (AC 50.3).
	
 Sometimes the Writings say that good is what ministers (see AR 3, 128), and in other 
places they say that truth is what ministers (see AC 3409, 4977, 8510, 10557).  I think this is a 
wonderful example of why it is symbolically appropriate for both men and women to be 
ministers.  
	
 In the Writings, ministers are also often described as the designated religious teachers of 
truth (see AC 5088, 9921, 10454; HD 101; AR 548).  And ministers are also described as 
preachers (see AC 9910, 9925; DP 189, 291).   

Teachers
	
 In one sense the priesthood is just a formalized organizational structure for something we 
can all do for each other: teach truths about the Lord and about love:

	
 The teaching about charity, that is, how to live, was the chief teaching in the ancient 
	
 churches. That teaching united all churches and so made one out of many. For they 
	
 recognized as members of the church all those whose lives showed the good of charity 
	
 and called them brothers, however much otherwise they differed in truths, what are 
	
 today called matters of faith. One taught another about truths, and this was one of their 
	
 charitable deeds. Also they did not take it amiss, if one failed to accept another's point of 
	
 view, knowing that each person accepts truth only to the extent that they are in a state of 
	
 good. Since the ancient churches were of this kind their members were therefore 
	
 ‘interior’ people; and for this reason they were wiser.  (HD 9, emphasis added)
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This is also clear from the fact that the Writings indicate that we all learn religious or doctrinal 
truths from our parents and teachers (see AC 2831, 3762.2, 3952.4, 5135.2, 6959.2, 9296.2; Life 
64; DLW 333; DP 172.6; 258.4; CL 202.2; TCR 374.4; Charity 174).  And there is no 
designation of the gender of the parents or teachers in those passages.  Doctrinal teaching by 
anyone is simply a communication of the truths of doctrine which lead us to the Lord, charity, 
and heaven.  And it is further clear from the fact that angels in heaven also love to teach people 
the way to heaven:

	
 Angels never feel happier than when they are informing and teaching spirits that stream 
	
 in from the world, or when they are ministering to people and are preventing the evil 
	
 spirits with them overstepping the mark, and inspiring people with what is good . . . .  
	
 Angels in this way are images of the Lord; they love their neighbor more than 
	
 themselves; and this is what makes heaven heaven.  (AC 454)

	
 Angels really do love everyone. They want nothing more than to help people, to teach 
	
 them, to lead them into heaven. This is their highest joy” (HH 450).

As said before, this is why the celestial kingdom is called the priesthood of heaven, because 
angels are in that priestly love and use of teaching and leading the way to heaven (see AC 10794; 
HD 315; Life 39; see also DP 291).   And once again, there is no designation or exclusivity of 
gender in the angels that love to teach the way to heaven.  The priesthood of heaven—the 
celestial kingdom—is made up of both men and women.  “Whoever does and teaches [the 
commandments] shall be called great in the kingdom of heaven” (Matthew 5:19). 
	
 Some have stated that they believe women can only teach children and not adults, based 
on descriptions in the Writings (see HH 514; CL 174, 176, 411).  But there are instances in the 
Writings of women in heaven who instructed Swedenborg in doctrinal things which he then 
wrote down to be included in one of the doctrinal works of our church (see CL 155r, 166, 208, 
293, 294, cf. 56).  
	
 Priests are also described as religious teachers (see AR 157.2, 567.4, 611.8), and when 
the Writings refer to teachers it is often (but not always) in the context of teaching doctrine as a 
priest.  But there’s no prescribed designation of gender there either.  And in all of this, we need to 
remember that the Lord is our real Doctrinal Teacher, as manifested in the Word: “Know and 
believe that the Word is the one and only teacher of how a person should live in the world in 
order to be happy for evermore” (AC 8939.3). 

Pastors (Shepherds and Shepherdesses)
	
 The pastoral function of the priesthood is often seen as the leadership function, in the 
sense that a pastor is leading their congregation like a shepherd or shepherdess leads their flock 
(see AC 3795, 5913, 6044; Genesis 29:9).  It’s the part of the job description of a priest where 
they are meant to lead to the good of life, which is charity: 

	
 ‘A shepherd of the flock’ means someone who practices good flowing from charity . . . . 
	
 One who does not lead to good flowing from charity, and does not teach that good is not a 
	
 true shepherd . . . . Those who lead the flock to the good of charity are those who ‘gather 
	
 the flock together’, but those who do not lead to such good are those who scatter it, for all 
	
 bringing together and unity is the product of charity, while all scattering and disunity 
	
 result from the lack of it.  (AC 343; see HD 315; AC 6779)
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This of course is modeled after the Lord’s pastoral leadership as our one true Shepherd:

	
 He will feed His flock like a shepherd; He will gather the lambs with His arm, and carry 
	
 them in His bosom, and gently lead those who are with young. (Isaiah 40:11) 

This description is a very nurturing pastoral image, and one that many people believe women 
would be very suited to as pastors.  Which is perhaps why one of the main passages describing 
pastors in the Writings is the passage that is discussing what Rachel as a shepherdess means:

	
 ‘For she was a shepherdess’ or one who feeds the flock means that the affection for 
	
 interior truth contained in the Word is that which teaches. This is clear from the meaning 
	
 of ‘a shepherd’ or one who feeds the flock as one who leads and teaches, and from the 
	
 representation of Rachel, to whom ‘she’ refers here, as the affection for interior truth. The 
	
 reason why interior truth is said to come from the Word is that it was the well to which 
	
 Rachel came with the flock - ‘a well’ meaning the Word. What is more, it is the affection 
	
 for interior truth that teaches, for it is by virtue of that affection that the Church is the 
	
 Church and a shepherd or pastor is a pastor. The reason ‘a shepherd’ and one who feeds 
	
 the flock means in the Word those who lead and teach is that ‘the flock’ means those who 
	
 are led and taught, and therefore means Churches and also the doctrines which a Church 
	
 teaches. The fact that shepherd or pastor and flock have these meanings is very well 
	
 known in the Christian world, for these are the terms used for those who teach and those 
	
 who learn. (AC 3795; see also AC 10754 for a description of the leadership of 
	
 shepherdesses)

	
 Some have suggested that the “leading to the good of life” part of a priest’s job is perhaps 
the part that is better suited to women, while the “teaching the truth” part is better suited to men. 
Perhaps much like Rachel was the one who led the sheep to the well, while Jacob was the one 
who rolled the stone away and watered them (Genesis 29:9-10).  I’m not really trying to suggest 
this, since I believe men are perfectly capable of leading to the good of life, just as I believe 
women are perfectly capable of teaching the truth.  Rachel and Jacob (women and men in the 
Bible) represent parts inside all of us, both men and women.   However, I do think the story of 
Jacob and Rachel presents a wonderful image of men and women working together in their own 
distinct ways towards the same pastoral goal: caring for the flock. 
	
 Along with being a leadership role, the Writings say that a “pastor” also describes the 
teaching function of the priesthood (see AC 3795, 4671, 6044, 6784; HD 315).  And when a 
pastor is a male shepherd, it represents that “truths present with those who teach are what do the 
leading” (AC 6044).  While when a pastor is a female shepherdess, it represents that “it is the 
affection for interior truth that teaches” (AC 3795), because “good is what teaches and 
leads” (AC 4844).   Both men and women are capable of being teachers (see above), and having 
an affection for the truth (see AC 8994.3) in their own distinct ways.  And the passages above 
also indicate that both men and women can represent that teaching/leading function described by 
shepherds and shepherdesses in the Word, even while maintaining their gender distinctions, 
because we are ideally led and taught by both goodness and truth.  	


Preachers
	
 This is getting more to the heart of the issue in our church.  Many people in the General 
Church are fine with women having ministries, and providing a kind of pastoral care to others.  

A Doctrinal Foundation for a Gender Inclusive Clergy in the General Church - Solomon Keal - 2014

24



Girls and women regularly open and close the Word for worship, and light candles and do other 
priestly rituals like that (see discussion of “chancel girls” below), and most people don’t have a 
problem with that.  We have women teachers in our General Church schools and college who 
teach their students New Church doctrines.  In some places around the General Church women 
read from the Word in church as lay readers.  But many people in the General Church see 
primarily the “preaching in church” function of the priesthood as not appropriate for women.  So 
what do the published works of the Writings say about preachers?
	
 Preachers, like priests are described as people who teach the truth and lead to the good of 
life (see AC 10833).    The Writings say that “preaching the gospel involves declaring the truth 
about the Lord” (AC 9925.2), like the women who declared the truth about the Lord having risen 
(see Matthew 28:5-10, Mark 16:6,7,14; Luke 24: 8-11, John 20:17,18).  To “preach,” “declare,” 
and “proclaim,” are really the same things:

	
 Then I saw another angel flying in the midst of heaven, having the everlasting gospel to 
	
 preach to those who dwell on the earth—to every nation, tribe, tongue, and people.  
	
 (Revelation 14:6; emphasis added) 

	
 To declare good news means, symbolically, to proclaim the coming of the Lord and His 
	
 kingdom, for the gospel is happy news.  (AR 478; emphasis added)

	
 That the gospel and preaching the gospel symbolize an announcement of the advent of 
	
 the Lord and His kingdom, can be clearly seen from the passages cited in no. 478.  (AR 
	
 626; emphasis added)

And it should be noted that the Writings say that “it does not matter at all who declares what is 
good and true” (AC 4311.3).7  The truth can be received by people “no matter whose mouth it 
has come from” (DP 14).  So it doesn’t matter who preaches the truth; what matters is that the 
truth gets preached.   
	
 And what is the truth that should get preached?  The good news! (Not bad news). The 
Gospel!  Hope!  Good tidings and comfort (see Isaiah 61:1-3).  Truths that lift people to heaven, 
rather than condemning them to hell (see AC 2015.10). The gospel (or good news) that we can 
get to heaven through repentance and regeneration!   
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7  “. . . provided their lives are not openly wicked, because that would give offense.”  There are some in 
the church that believe that a woman preaching is openly wicked (likely based on an interpretation of SD 
5936) and that therefore AC 4311 doesn’t support a gender inclusive clergy.  I don’t believe there is 
anything in the Writings which indicates that a woman preaching is equated with open wickedness.  And I 
don’t believe even SD 5936 is describing any sort of open wickedness, because it is talking about a 
woman’s “interiors,” and not how she is “in outward form” (see SD 5936).  A priest can be a bad person on 
the inside and still be an effective priest and leader on the outside.  But as soon as people find out that 
the priest is a bad person (when the wickedness becomes open), he or she can no longer effectively lead 
people. An openly wicked priest would be someone who is known to be in a love of breaking the 
commandments, rather than an inwardly or secretly wicked priest who is a hypocrite: visibly appearing 
good and teaching the truth, while secretly harboring evil loves.  AC 4311 says that the latter (a hypocrite) 
can actually be an effective priest, while the former can not, because that would obviously (openly) be 
offensive to the congregation.    Open wickedness is the only caveat to the statement that anyone can 
declare what it true, and women preaching is not open wickedness.  A woman being wicked would be in 
open wickedness.  But preaching—declaring the Lord’s truth—is by its very nature, externally good.    



	
 Jesus proclaimed the good news of the kingdom of God: "Repent, and believe the good 
	
 news." (Mark 1:14-15)  Jesus sent out His disciples who preached repentance as they 
	
 went forth. (Mark 6:12)  Jesus told the apostles that they were to preach repentance and 
	
 the forgiveness of sins to all nations. (Luke 24:47) John preached the baptism of 
	
 repentance for the forgiveness of sins. (Mark 1:4; Luke 3:3) Think about this, then, with 
	
 some clarity of mind and if you are religious you will see that repentance from sins is the 
	
 pathway to heaven.  (DP 114.2)

So preaching should inspire us to live a heavenly life of spiritual growth and change.  “All the 
doctrines that govern the preaching [in heaven] focus on life as their end, none on faith apart 
from life”  (HH 227).  And we find these doctrines in the Word, so preaching needs to come from 
the truths in the Word (see DLW 333; AR 65).  

Preachers are Spiritual
	
 Because “all preaching comes from truths” (HH 225), all the preachers in heaven are 
from the spiritual kingdom.  Although it’s more likely that since these spiritual preacher angels 
travel to the celestial kingdom, they are actually intermediate, or celestial-spiritual angels (see 
HH 27, 35; AC 9670-9673, 9826).  
	
 Now some have thought that the statement that “all preachers are spiritual” indicates that 
preachers must be male, since men have a native intellect-orientation, and the spiritual kingdom 
is as it were “truth-oriented” (see AC 9822).  But the spiritual kingdom is made up of both men 
and women, just like the celestial (priestly) kingdom.  So preachers are likely to be men or 
women who are spiritually-minded people.  And in both cases this involves a spiritual affection 
for truth (see AC 3795, 8994.4). Spiritual people have an affection for truth, while celestial 
people have an affection for goodness (see AC 2718.2,3).  Celestially-minded people, whether 
they are men or women, don’t tend to like preaching (see HH 214, 225), because they would 
rather live the truths than talk about them, and they also have a simpler and wiser grasp of the 
truth than spiritual people do.  
	
 So preachers are spiritually-minded people.  But not because they are in truth-alone, or in 
faith-alone, but because they are focussed on charity in their preaching.  These people are 
“rooted in the good of charity; and since the affection characteristic of charity constitutes the 
truly spiritual level of things, those forms of truth and good are spiritual, flowing in from the 
Lord by way of heaven”  (AC 7506.2).
	
 But this doesn’t mean that preachers only preach about spiritual things.  They should also 
preach about celestial things (see AC 4677.9).  Because preaching is supposed to point us 
towards the celestial things of the good of love (see AC 9924).  This is probably why preachers 
are likely to be intermediate celestial-spiritual angels, and also why the preaching function and 
the priestly function are so often conjoined; because the spiritual and celestial are meant to be 
married in our lives (see AC 60, 61, 1203, 1577, 2173). 

Gender and Preachers
	
 Now, is there any indication in the published works of the Writings that preachers should 
be male?  The Writings do say that “the intellect is like a preacher” (AR 17.2; see also DP 231.2).   
Men are often symbolically compared to the intellect, and women to the will (see AC 54, 476).  
And men tend to have a native intellect-orientation, while women tend to have a native will-
orientation (see CL 33).   So both symbolically and realistically, men are often more associated 
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with the intellect than women.   And maybe this is why—both in the stories in the Word, and in 
the history of the Israelite and Christian churches—men have more often been in the role of 
preacher.  
	
 But this isn’t always a consistent correlation.  “Both man and woman are endowed with 
intellect and volition” (HH 369).  So there is an aspect of every women that is like a preacher; 
namely her intellect.  Anyone who preaches is preaching from their intellect.  And there are 
places in the Writings where the intellect is represented by a woman, and the will by a man (see 
TCR 37.2-3; DLW 398).  So to say that “the intellect is like a preacher, therefore preachers 
should be male,” doesn’t consistently work with the doctrines.   
	
 Maybe this is why even in the Word there are women who play the role of a preacher: 
Prophetesses like Miriam (Exodus 15:20), Deborah (Judges 4:4), Hannah (1 Samuel 2:1-10)8, 
Huldah (2 Kings 22:14),  Anna (Luke 2:36), and a prophetess known to Isaiah (Isaiah 8:3).9 (See 
also AC 1756.3).  Huldah is an interesting one because it describes her literally speaking for the 
Lord.  The story of Huldah is the story I have quoted at the beginning of this paper: “Then she 
said to them, ‘Thus says the Lord God . . .’”  (2 Kings 22:15).  In that story Huldah went on to 
give a message to the people from the Lord.  I encourage you to read the story of Huldah (2 
Kings 22:14-20), and consider the fact that this message from the Lord was delivered (preached) 
in a woman’s voice.  She was an accepted10 vessel for the voice of the Lord, and she presents a 
Biblical image of a woman representing the Lord and preaching the Lord’s truth.11  It’s too bad 
that the Writings don’t discuss the meaning of “Huldah” (but see below about “Prophets and 
Prophetesses”). 
	
 Women were also a big part of the Lord’s discipleship (see Matt 27:55; Mark 15:40-41; 
Luke 8:1-2, 23:55, 24:10).  And there are some scholars who believe that there were possibly 
three women among the group of seventy which the Lord sent out to preach the gospel (see Luke 
10:9; see also TCR 113:7; AR 839.10)12, and that they were considered by some to be apostles 
(see Romans 16:7)13.   And it is also believed by some that in the early Christian church, before 
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8 Hannah was considered to have been a prophetess; see AC 66, 1756.3, 2832.3, 9325.8; AE 316.3, 
357:26, 684.31, 721:6, 741.17.

9 Also Noadiah (Nehemiah 6:14; a non-canonical book of the Bible). 

10 Now obviously one can’t always take the descriptions in the literal sense of the Word to be prescriptive 
for our lives today, otherwise we might consider polygamy and slavery to be acceptable.  I’m simply trying 
to show that it is not unprecedented for a woman to be in the role of a preacher in the history of the 
churches.  People have differing opinions about whether it is/was truly acceptable or not.  

11 She was also a married woman.  She was the wife of Shallum.  See below the discussion of CL 125.  

12 Tabitha (Dorcus), Apphia, and Junia.  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Seventy_disciples 

13 Junia is considered to have been an apostle (see Romans 16:7)  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Female_disciples_of_Jesus  See also: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Junia
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http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Female_disciples_of_Jesus
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Female_disciples_of_Jesus
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Female_disciples_of_Jesus
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Junia
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Junia


its fall, women had roles in the preaching of the Gospel and in the clergy (see Galatians 3:28; 
Romans 16:1)14.  

Prophets and Prophetesses
	
 Prophets in the Word were people who preached (see Isaiah 61:1; Ezekiel 20:46, 21:2; 
Jonah 3:1-2; Zechariah 1:4).  And “prophets in the internal sense of the Word mean those who 
teach truth and by truth lead towards good” (LJ 59), which is the job description of a priest.  The 
Writings indicate that a “prophet” is someone who teaches, or represents someone who teaches 
(see AC 382, 2534.3, 4682, 6148.10, 7269, 10071, 10105.3)  “A prophet means one who teaches 
and gives voice to that [Divine] truth” (AR 8.5).  
	
 But it’s not just prophets that represent this, but also prophetesses.  We know this “from 
the meaning of ‘the prophetess’ as one who teaches, dealt with in 2534, 7269” (AC 8337).   The 
passages from AC 2534 and 7269 don’t actually mention “prophetesses” they just describe 
“prophets,” which indicates that symbolically and functionally a prophet and a prophetess are 
really the same thing.  “A prophet in the Word symbolizes the doctrine of the church . . . and so 
likewise does a prophetess.”  (AR 133, see also AR 8.6)  The form of a man can present the 
doctrine of the church, and so likewise can the form of a woman. 
	
 Now I’m not trying to say that I think there’s no difference between men and women.  
But the representation of prophets and prophetesses and shepherds and shepherdesses seems to 
indicate that men and women can perform the same useful functions while still maintaining and 
representing their important gender distinctions.  

! And it shall come to pass afterward that I will pour out My Spirit on all flesh; your sons 
	
 and your daughters shall prophesy, your old men shall dream dreams, your young men 
	
 shall see visions. And also on My menservants and on My maidservants I will pour out 
	
 My Spirit in those days.  (Joel 2:28-29, emphasis added)

	
 ‘Prophet’ denotes the one who should teach or speak . . . In Joel: ‘I will pour out My 
	
 spirit upon all flesh, and your sons and your daughters shall prophesy’ (Joel 2:28);  ‘shall 
	
 prophesy’ denotes shall teach.  (AC 2534.3)
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14 Many scholars believe there was a form of “women in the priesthood” in the early Christian Church. 
They used to be enrolled among the clergy.  However they began to be suppressed after the Council of 
Nicea and the fall of the Christian Church:  “Those who in the past have been enrolled among the clergy, 
if they appear to be blameless and irreproachable, are to be rebaptised and ordained by the bishop of the 
catholic church. But if on inquiry they are shown to be unsuitable, it is right that they should be deposed. 
Similarly with regard to deaconesses and all in general whose names have been included in the roll, the 
same form shall be observed. We refer to deaconesses who have been granted this status, for they do 
not receive any imposition of hands, so that they are in all respects to be numbered among the 
laity.” (Canon 19 from the Council of Nicea; 325 AD  http://www.ewtn.com/library/councils/nicaea1.htm).  
And also: “No person shall be ordained deaconess except she be forty years of age.” Canon 15 from the 
Council of Chalcedon; 451 AD http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Council_of_Chalcedon#Confession_of_Chalcedon) I understand this to mean that in the early Christian 
church there was a role for women called “deaconess” who at one time were enrolled among the clergy, 
but at the Council of Nicea were numbered among the laity.  See also Romans 16:1 (RSV): “I commend 
to you our sister Phoebe, a deaconess of the church at Cen′chre-ae, that you may receive her in the Lord 
as befits the saints, and help her in whatever she may require from you, for she has been a helper of 
many and of myself as well.”   Also, the Montanists of the Early Christians of the 2nd century AD 
recognized female bishops and presbyters (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Montanism)

http://www.ewtn.com/library/councils/nicaea1.htm
http://www.ewtn.com/library/councils/nicaea1.htm
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Council_of_Chalcedon#Confession_of_Chalcedon
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Council_of_Chalcedon#Confession_of_Chalcedon
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Council_of_Chalcedon#Confession_of_Chalcedon
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Council_of_Chalcedon#Confession_of_Chalcedon
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Montanism
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Montanism


The Holy Spirit
	
 Speaking of the Lord pouring His spirit on all flesh, the promise of the Holy Spirit is 
something that is spoken of in terms of the priesthood (see DLW 359; DP 291; TCR 146, 155; 
Mark 13:11; Luke 12:12; John 20:22). 

	
 We all know that after the Lord bestowed the Holy Spirit on the apostles, they preached 
	
 the good news across much of the world and publicized it through speaking and writing. 
	
 They did this on their own initiative on behalf of the Lord. Peter wrote and taught one 
	
 way, James another way, John a third, and Paul a fourth. Each of them used their own 
	
 intelligence. The Lord filled them all with His spirit, but they each took a portion of it 
	
 that depended on the quality of their perception, and they each exercised that portion 
	
 depending on the quality of their own ability.  (TCR 154)  
 So of course women would preach differently than men, because they have a different 
intelligence and perception than men do (see CL 168, 218).  
	
 The Holy Spirit wasn’t just received by men in the Word (Luke 1:67, 2:35) but also by 
women such as Elizabeth and Mary (Matt 1:20; Luke 1:35, 41).  And when Elizabeth received 
the Holy Spirit, she essentially “preached” or “testified”:  

	
 And it happened, when Elizabeth heard the greeting of Mary, that the babe leaped in her 
	
 womb; and Elizabeth was filled with the Holy Spirit.  Then she spoke out with a loud 
	
 voice and said, “Blessed are you among women, and blessed is the fruit of your womb!  
	
 But why is this granted to me, that the mother of my Lord should come to me? For 
	
 indeed, as soon as the voice of your greeting sounded in my ears, the babe leaped in my 
	
 womb for joy. Blessed is she who believed, for there will be a fulfillment of those things 
	
 which were told her from the Lord.”  (Luke 1:41-45, emphasis added)

And Mary also essentially preached or testified when she spoke the “Song of Mary,” or the 
“Magnificat” (Luke 1:46-55).  Mary said, “my soul magnifies the Lord.”  Everyone’s soul is 
capable of “magnifying” the Lord; helping to focus the Lord’s light in our own special and 
distinct way.  The church as a whole—both men and women—magnifies the Lord.  
	
 The Holy Spirit is simply the Lord’s presence with each of us, flowing into us, whether 
man or woman (see Lord 46.4; AR 949.3; DP 58; AC 9956; Psalm 51:11; Matt 3:11; Mark 1:8; 
Luke 3:16, 11:13; John 14:26).   And the more we are in tune to the Lord’s presence, the more 
the things we speak will be closer to His truth. 

Anyone Can Preach
	
 The Holy Spirit can flow into anyone allowing them to preach His truth (see AC 7506.2; 
HH 291; AR 949.3; TCR 589; see also AC 1756.3):

	
 And behold, I am coming quickly, and My reward is with Me, to give to every one 
	
 according to his work.  (Revelation 22:12) 

	
 That the reward not only comes from the Lord but also constitutes His very presence is 
	
 apparent from passages in the Word where we are told that those people who are 
	
 conjoined with Him are in Him and have Him in them, as may be seen in John . . . and 
	
 elsewhere.  And also where we are told that the Holy Spirit is in them - the Holy Spirit 
	
 being the Lord, for it is His Divine presence. So, too, when we pray that God may dwell 
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 in people, teaching them, leading them, giving them a tongue to preach and a body to 
	
 do what is good, and other like things as well.  (AR 949.3)

! By lifting our [homo] intellect above the love that resides in our will, we are all capable 
	
 of grasping those truths, saying them, teaching them, and preaching [praedicare] them.  
	
 (TCR 589)

Some people have suggested that women are not capable of lifting their intellect above the love 
that resides in their will, possibly based on the concept of men being able to have their intellect 
lifted into a light in which women are not (see CL 165).  But if women couldn’t lift their intellect 
above the love in their will, then they wouldn’t be capable of regenerating, and it is this ability 
that allows people to preach, not the higher light that men have (see section on Enlightenment 
below).   
	
 Part of why a person of either gender can preach (provided they are the designated 
preacher, see AC 6822), is because preaching only delivers things to people’s minds, not to their 
hearts (see DP 172.6).  The Lord and other people can deliver goodness to our hearts, based on 
the truth we receive in freedom from the Word and designated teachers (cf. AC 6822; CL 525).  
There is no indication that I can see in the published works of the Writings that gender is a 
barrier to being a designated teacher: a declarer, a proclaimer, a deliverer, a messenger or angel 
of the Lord’s truth; in other words, a preacher.  

Chapter Two:  The Priesthood - A Study from the Unpublished Works of the Writings
 
	
 There are many other passages to look at in this discussion:  Important teachings about 
representation, enlightenment, the church, and men and women.  But before we look at those, we 
will now turn to examine what the unpublished works of the Writings say about the priesthood.  
	
 I am examining these passages as distinct from the published works, not because I’m 
trying to say that they should not be considered part of the Word, but rather because they are 
distinct from the published works, and many people view them differently from the published 
works.  To some in the GC, the unpublished works are the Word15 (at least after a certain date).  
To others, they are not.  To still others, they are full of truth, but perhaps not to the same degree 
as the published works.  Personally I consider the published works to be the core teachings (see 
TCR 779).  I hear the Lord speaking most clearly there.  I find the unpublished works to be 
generally less clear, but I still love and use them, especially Apocalypse Explained and Charity.  
There are many different perspectives in the General Church on the nature of the unpublished 
works.  And they are all legitimate perspectives because we have no official General Church 
canon dictating which books of Swedenborg’s writings are the Word and which are not.  So I 
want to begin with a sense of charity (goodwill) towards people who view the unpublished works 
in different ways.  And I think as a general rule, many of us like to start with the published 
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15 “I have been permitted to see this enlightenment, and from it to perceive distinctly what comes from the 
Lord, and what from angels; what is from the Lord has been written, and what from the angels has not 
been written (quod a Domino, hoc scriptum est, et quod ab angelis non scriptum)” (AE 1183).  Some 
people say this is evidence of the authority of the unpublished works.   However, using an unpublished 
work as an authority to try to show that the unpublished works have authority is somewhat problematic.



works, and then view the ideas in the unpublished works in light of those.  So that is what I’m 
doing in this paper.  

Similarities with the Published Works
	
 I want to point out that most of the time the unpublished works are in agreement with the 
published works on the topic of the priesthood.16  Like the published works, the unpublished 
works indicate that the priesthood represents the Lord’s goodness (see AE 27, 31, 155, 179, 205, 
320, 376, 412, 475, 700, 831, 863, 951, 1034), and the Lord’s love (see AE 31, 155, 324, 427, 
624.18, 725.7, 865).  They indicate that the priesthood represents what is celestial (see AE 18, 
31, 155, 433, 684, 710, 717; PP 171), although they also say “the priesthood was representative 
of the Lord as to the good of love, both celestial and spiritual” (AE 324.16), which is perhaps 
similar to the idea in the published works that the priesthood represents the marriage of goodness 
and truth (see AC 3009). They also indicate that the priesthood represents the Lord’s work of 
salvation (see AE 31, 375).  And because the priesthood in the Bible represents spiritual qualities 
that can exist in all of us, the unpublished works also remind us that descriptions of priests in the 
letter of the Word should not be taken too literally because “in the spiritual sense everything 
associated with person is put off” (AE 333). 
	
 The priesthood is not essential to the church, and so the unpublished works also indicate 
that it’s just another job, no more or less important than others (see SE 6105; Divine Wisdom 
11:4; AE 1226.7).  The job description is the same: teach the truth and lead to the good of life 
(see AE 624.18, 701.19, see also 250.9, 329.25, 750.12).  In other words, priests are meant to 
teach the way to heaven (see Charity 160).  The unpublished works also indicate that it is 
appropriate for priests to perform weddings (see SE 6027). 
	
 The unpublished works indicate that it’s the same loves which qualify a person to be a 
priest, the affection for truth (see AE 768.19, 444.3-10, Letters 31), and the love for the salvation 
of souls (see AE 1029.1, 1053.3, 1187.3; Divine Love 13.2; SE 3462; Charity 160), which are 
manifestations of love for the Lord and the neighbor (see AE 431.2, 443.8, 444.3-4,12).  They 
also indicate that the affection for truth and the love for the salvation of souls are what give 
enlightenment (see Charity 160, AE 444.3-4). The priesthood is also described as being militant 
against evils and falsities (see AE 64.4, 734.14).  
	
 The hazards for the priesthood are the same, as described in the unpublished works: the 
hazards of love of self and the world (see SE 1643, 3421, 3462, 4412, 4943, 5074, 5514, 5533, 
5723; SEM 4761; AE 193.2, 1187.2; Divine Love 17.50; De Verbo 9; LJP 159), and the love of 
dominion (see SE 4838, 4959, 5030, 5074; AE 1029.11, 1033.2).  They say that the priestly love 
for the salvation of souls is the opposite of the love of self (see AE 1053.3), the world (see SE 
3462), and the love of dominion (see AE 1029.1, 1053.3, 1071; SE 4985).  And the unpublished 
works also describe the other hazards for the priesthood: being in truth alone (see SE 1327), the 
pride of self-intelligence (see LJP 295; SE 1462, 1643, 2947, 5400; AE 520.2, 825), falsifying 
the Word (see Marriage 81; SE 5091, 5473), loving our own opinions or doctrines over what the 
Word says (see SE 3421, 3605; AE 885), hypocrisy (see SE 2947, 3105, 3775, 4099, 4309, 4324, 
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16 As in the published works, the unpublished works don’t make much of a distinction between the various 
terms for priests: Priests are described as pastors (AE 250.9), preachers (Charity 174; Divine Wisdom 
11:4), doctrinal teachers (AE 130.8, 237.3; Charity 160), and ministers (AE 155, Charity 134, 160). Clergy 
are described as doctrinal teachers and preachers (Canons 36).   Doctrinal teachers are described as 
pastors (AE 482.2).   Ministers are described as doctrinal teachers (Divine Wisdom 11:4).  Ministers are 
described as priests (Charity 134, 137).  



4358), preaching persuasively (see SE 3200), a literalistic approach to the Word (see SE 1462, 
4841), and as always: faith alone. 
	
 The unpublished works also indicate that it doesn’t matter who the priest is because it’s 
not about the person, it’s about the function: 

	
 For the character of the person who represents is of no importance, provided they be in 
	
 external worship according to the laws and statutes, representation looking not to the 
	
 person, but to the thing and nothing more is required in the person than the external in 
	
 worship. (AE 443.8)

	
 I think my favorite passage on the priesthood from the unpublished works is this one 
from the work called Charity:

	
 Charity in the case of the Priest. If they look to the Lord and shun evils as sins, and 
	
 honestly, justly, and faithfully do the work of the ministry they are charged with, they are 
	
 doing a good of use continually, and become a charity in form. But they do this good of 
	
 use or the work of the ministry honestly, justly, and faithfully, when it is the salvation of 
	
 souls that affects them; and in proportion as this affects them, truths affect them, because 
	
 by them they are to lead souls to heaven; and they are leading souls to heaven by means 
	
 of truths when they lead them to the Lord. Their love is then diligently to teach truths 
	
 from the Word, because when they teach them from the Word they are teaching them 
	
 from the Lord. (Charity 160)

There’s nothing in this passage and the above referenced passages which stand out as being 
different from anything in the published works on the priesthood.  And as before, there’s nothing 
in any of the passages referenced above which indicates anything to me about gender exclusivity 
in the priesthood. 

Ministers
	
 Ministers like priests represent goodness, love, and the celestial (see AE 155, 419.11, 
478.3), but they can also refer to someone who teaches truth (see Divine Wisdom 11.133; AE 
538.10, 828.3).  In some places it says that good is what ministers (see AE 155, 336.9, 340.6), 
and in other places it says that truth is what ministers (see AE 205).  Goodness and truth are both 
aspects of ministry and the priesthood, “for the priesthood, to which Aaron and his sons were 
appointed, represented the Lord as to Divine good; and this ministers all things by means of 
Divine truth” (AE 951.2), which is why the job description of a priest is to teach the truth and 
lead to the good of life.  The different ministries of men and women are great representations for 
the different ways that goodness and truth minister.    

Teachers, Pastors, and Prophets
	
 The unpublished works agree with the published (for the most part) in stating that anyone 
can teach truths (see AE 624.8, 710.12, 1216.4; Divine Love 15; SE-WE 368; SE 1531).  All 
people  “can think truths, confirm, understand, and teach them. They have this ability because the 
power of reason is the essence of humanity” (5 mem 1).   The unpublished works also say that 
angels (and good people in general)—of undesignated gender—love to teach truths (see SE 481, 
3617, 4145.6 4770).  “Those who are in goods of love, and in truths of doctrine, are they who 
teach” (AE 636).   And once again, it’s not our place to say who can and can’t teach because “the 
Lord alone knows who is fitted for the perceiving and teaching of the truths which are of His 
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New Church” (Letters 9, cf. ISB 20.4).  As long as a person is teaching from the Word and not 
from their intelligence alone, then they are a good teacher (see Coronis 29.3).  Neither gender is 
immune to that temptation of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil; and both genders are 
capable of eating of the tree of life (see Coronis 29.3).  Because really it’s the Lord’s Divine truth 
(wherever and with whomever that is found) that is what teaches us (see AE 502.4, 1136.9).    
And it’s the affection for truth in us that makes it so we are capable of being taught by the Lord, 
and also capable of teaching others (see AE 444.5, 555.6).
	
 There are many different things and people in the Word which represent the teaching 
function: fishermen (see Letters 9), merchants (see AE 1104), the apostles (see AE 100.2), etc.  
Also “domestic” things like sewing (see AE 654.50) and serving meals (see AE 695.6).  One 
might be inclined to think that because it’s often male roles in the Word that represent the 
teachers of doctrine (like the apostles), that therefore in modern life only men should be the 
teachers of doctrine.  But this is simply because it is our intellect that allows us to teach, whether 
we are a man or a woman, and the intellect is often (but not always) represented in the Word by 
men.   But this is just the appearance.  Because really, it’s our intellect, along with our affection 
for truth that allows us to teach.  It takes goodness and truth, will and intellect to perform any 
human function or use, which is beautifully represented by the fact that it takes both genders to 
represent the fullness of humanity (see CL 316.4).    
	
 Like the published works, the unpublished works also describe pastors as people who 
teach the truth and lead to the good of life (see AE 315.11, see also 482.2).  Or to put it another 
way: “shepherds mean those who teach good and lead to it by means of truths”  (AE 700.35 
emphasis added, see also 419.17). 
	
 The unpublished works also agree with the published works in saying that prophets 
represent people who teach the doctrinal truths of the church from the Word (see AE 100.2, etc.)  
They also say that a “prophet” represents more of the teaching function while a “priest” 
represents more of the leading function (see AE 624.18).

Preachers
	
 There seems to be some indication in the unpublished works that preachers in heaven are 
from the spiritual kingdom (see SE 5519, 5730) like it says in the published works.  But the 
unpublished works actually say more clearly that preachers tend to be intermediate angels called 
celestial-spiritual, or spiritual-celestial (see AE 831.2; De Verbo 3).  This appears to support what 
was said above about intermediate angels (see HH 27, 35; AC 9670-9673, 9826).17   
	
 Anyone is capable of preaching because everyone has an intellect (see AE 93), a mouth 
(see AE 782), and the ability to separate their intellect from their will (see AE 1170.3; SE 5641), 
in other words: to think about the Lord’s truth apart from their corrupt will, which is a human 
ability not just a male ability.  

	
 Good works are everything that a person [homo] does, writes, or preaches, indeed 
	
 everything that they utter, not from themselves but from the Lord. And they act, write, 
	
 preach, and speak from the Lord when they live according to the laws of their religion.  
	
 (AE 825.3)
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17 Here’s another interesting statement: “Because the Lord's justice is here preached from the heavens, 
and the heavens consist of two kingdoms—the spiritual and the celestial—therefore preaching is done 
from each kingdom; and one is meant by the angel of the waters, and the other by the angel of the 
altar”  (AE 978).



	
 But this doesn’t meant that preachers should separate their intellect from their will to the 
point of separating faith from charity.  Being governed by charity is actually what allows a 
preacher to be enlightened in the truth (see SE 4263).  And charity resides in the will (see LJ 37; 
TCR 367; Charity 64).  Preaching has to do with our affections as well as our thoughts (see AE 
817).   So there is a kind of separation, and there is also not.  There is distinction, and there is 
conjunction (see AC 732).  It’s a delicate balance.  When our native will gets too involved with 
our intellect, then we run the risk of preaching too much from passion in a negative sense 
(whether we are male or female)(see SE 648).  But when our new will (the receptacle for charity) 
gets too separated from our intellect, then we come into the dangerous territory of truth-alone 
and faith-alone. 

Differences from the Published Works
	
 There are a few passages which seem to be a little different from the ideas about the 
priesthood in the published works.   In Charity 131 it says “what is Divine is there [in society] 
through ministers.”  This idea is also echoed somewhat in this passage: “The Divine, which is 
meant by the Holy Spirit, proceeds from the Lord through the Clergy to the laity by 
preaching.” (Canons 36).   Now, there’s a somewhat qualifying statement: “The Holy Spirit, is 
not transferred from person to person, but from the Lord through person to person” (Canons 36).  
Still, this can sound a little bit like priests are a kind of intercessor.  But, I don’t recall seeing this 
idea in the published works stated in this way.  I think the published works more often say that 
what is Divine is in society through the Word (see AC 10614), and in all goodness and truth (see 
AC 4572.2, 6784.2) and in the life of love and charity (see AC 904), whether there are ministers 
involved or not (see AC 1175).  Preaching is only one of the many ways that the Lord brings His 
Divine truth and Divine presence into the world (see AE 1173.2).   So these statements should be 
read in the light of the published works.  
	
 There is also this statement, from which we’ve taken the idea of a priesthood of three 
degrees, which is not found stated like this anywhere in the published works:

! It is well known, that, in order that anything may be perfect, there must be a trine in just 
	
 order, one under another, and a communication between, and that this trine must make a 
	
 one . . . . In like manner in the Church, there must be a mitred primate, parish priests, and 
	
 under them curates. (Coronis 17)

That’s not to say that we can’t have a trine in the priesthood, but it’s worth noting that the 
published works don’t prescribe it.  
	
 There is also the idea that “the priesthood is the first of the church.”  But the passage 
stating this isn’t indicating that the actual priesthood in any way has priority over the laity, but 
rather it’s speaking symbolically.  The “priesthood” is the first of the church, because charity and 
love are the first of the church.  It’s not prescriptive, it’s correspondentially descriptive:  

	
 Charity itself is actually the first principle of the church . . . . Reuben (because he was the 
	
 first-born of Jacob) represented faith, and it was believed that the tribe which had its 
	
 name from him was the first; but that tribe was not the first, but the tribe of Levi, because 
	
 Levi represented the good of charity; therefore also this tribe was appointed to the 
	
 priesthood, and the priesthood is the first thing of the church.  (AE 229.1,4)18
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Gender and the Priesthood in the Unpublished Works
	
 The unpublished works only refer to one prophetess: Jezebel, and they indicate that she 
represents the teaching of false doctrine (see AE 149, 160, 170).  There are no mentions of  
prophetesses representing something good, like there are in the published works in reference to 
Miriam representing the teaching of true doctrine (see AC 8337).  There are also no mentions of 
shepherdesses in the unpublished works, like there are in the published works (see AC 3795).19  
	
 The unpublished works also indicate that in the Most Ancient Church “the father of the 
family taught those who were born of his house the precepts of charity, and thence the life of 
love, in tabernacles, as, afterwards, in temples” (AE 799; cf. DP 215.2).   Some have taken this to 
mean that since this indicates that even in that celestial church the father played the role of priest, 
therefore priests and teachers of doctrine today must be men.    But in general the published 
works refer more often to parents (of undesignated gender) who teach people the truths and 
doctrines of the Word (see AC 2831, 3762.2, 3952.4, 5135.2, 6959.2, 9296.2; CL 202.2; DLW 
333; DP 172.6; 258.4; Life 64; TCR 374.4).20  

Women Teachers (SE 4940)
	
 There is also this well-known passage from the Spiritual Diary:

Afterwards, a certain prayer was uttered by a woman, who was permitted to utter it 
because she could be in external devotion; and they were then variously affected. 
Thereupon I spoke with them, saying, that women are indeed able to enunciate with 
affection and thus to excite to devotion and sanctity, but not to teach. It must be 
added that nevertheless occasionally [they can], when such women are interiorly 
devout.21 The woman who uttered the prayer in that church with such sanctity that all 
were moved and believed that she was the best of them all - she, on being examined as to 
the life, thus as to interiors, was wicked - wicked against her husband and against all who 
did not extol her. She wished to kill me by magic, and, with another woman, plotted 
foully against me.  (SE 4940, emphasis added)

The idea that “women can’t teach doctrine” seems strange because the published works teach 
that all it takes to be an effective doctrinal teacher is external devotion.  “For it does not matter at 
all who declares what is good and true, provided their lives are not openly wicked, because that 
would give offense”  (AC 4311.3).   Whereas SE 4940 seems to be saying that external devotion 
isn’t enough, but what is required is interior devotion.  
	
 Taken at face value, the first sentence in bold above also seems strange because everyone 
in the General Church knows that women can teach doctrine.  They do it every day.  Women 
have been teaching New Church doctrine in New Church schools since the beginning of our 
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19 Granted, the topic of good prophetesses and shepherdesses in both the published and unpublished 
works is sparsely covered compared to the topic of male prophets and male shepherds, because there 
were far fewer women in those roles than men in the Word.  But it’s worth noting that it is addressed in 
the published works, whereas it’s not in the unpublished works.  

20 The unpublished works occasionally agree with this as well (AE 739.3; SE 523, 3253, 4663).

21 The translation of this sentence is by Durban Odhner; taken from “The Hazards of Ministry” by Jeremy 
Simons, 2002, p. 38.



church.  Women who teach children the ten commandments, or truths about heaven, are teaching 
New Church doctrine.  And many people think it would more ideal to have women rather than 
men teaching the doctrines about conjugial love to high school and college age young women.  
Anytime a woman tells someone outside the church about her religion, she is teaching doctrine.  
And Swedenborg himself was certainly taught truths of doctrine from women (see CL 155r, 208, 
293, 294, cf. 56).  But the context of this passage indicates to many people that the “teaching” 
that is referred to in this passage is: “teaching in church.”  And this is the one situation in the 
General Church which has been traditionally off-limits for women to teach doctrine: in church as 
the designated expert (see AC 6822).   What is the difference?  Some say it’s formal settings vs. 
informal settings.  Or forensic settings vs. domestic settings.  Or teaching children vs. adults.   
But which is it?  While professional female teachers in the General Church are most often 
teaching children, they are still in a formal “forensic role.”  While discussions about doctrinal 
topics are typically in informal settings, they are still with adults.  There’s some inconsistency in 
application. 
	
 The concept that women should not teach in church actually sounds a lot more like 
concepts from the Epistles than concepts from the published works of the Writings: 
“And I do not permit a woman to teach or to have authority over a man, but to be in silence” (1 
Timothy 2:12).  

	
 Let your women keep silent in the churches, for they are not permitted to speak; but they 
	
 are to be submissive, as the law also says.  And if they want to learn something, let them 
	
 ask their own husbands at home; for it is shameful for women to speak in church. (1 
	
 Corinthians 14:34-35; cf. CL 125, 292)  

Women Preachers (SE 5936)
	
 The unpublished works also have this to say about the role of women in church:

	
 Women who think the way men do on religious topics and speak about them a lot, and 
	
 still more if they preach in gatherings, lose their feminine nature belonging to the 
	
 affection from which they will be with [their] husbands, and become so materialistic that 
	
 their affection perishes and they close up inside. They also begin to rave in their thoughts, 
	
 which takes place because their affection, then destroyed, makes their intellect delirious. 
	
 Admittedly, in external form they can appear like other women. In a word, they become 
	
 sensual in the lowest degree. [Their form is] that at home,22  and another one where 
	
 preachings [occur].  (SD 5936, Rose)23

Some people have stated that together, SD 5936 and 4940 are two passages in the unpublished 
works which seem to them to support the idea that women should not preach (or teach doctrine) 
in church or in settings of public worship.  But there are several things in this passage which to 
my mind don’t add up to that. 
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22 Note also that, if the Rev. Dr. Rose’s translation is more accurate, then this passage is not saying that 
“woman belongs to the home.”

23 Translation by Rev. Dr. Jonathan Rose.  Taken from: “Women Who Preach.” Translation of Spiritual 
Diary 5936.” New Church Life. General Church of the New Jerusalem, 1997. pp. 89-90.



	
 For one thing, as many people have said before, the phrase “the way men do” is 
significant.24  If that phrase were taken out, one of the concepts being put forth in this passage 
would be: “Women who think on religious topics and speak about them a lot, lose their feminine 
nature.”  If we are going to take that at face value then we should stop inviting women to 
doctrinal classes, Journey groups, after-church discussions of the sermon, or to work for the 
church.   The passage makes much more sense when “the way men do” is seen as a governing 
phrase.25  The passage could be read two different ways: either women who preach lose their 
feminine nature, or women who behave like men lose their feminine nature.26  The latter make 
much more sense to me, and I think is much more consistent with what the doctrines as a whole 
are teaching.  
	
 We have plenty of forensic occupations which require significant usage of the intellect, 
which most people in the General Church acknowledge as being appropriate for women.  
Occupations such as teachers, doctors, scientists, writers, etc.  The useful function of the role is 
the same whether it is, for example; a male doctor or a female doctor.  But most people will 
acknowledge that there’s something different about a male doctor and a female doctor.  This 
difference is good.  It’s the natural distinction between the genders, which is how the Lord 
created us.   I think many people acknowledge that when women try to be more like men and less 
feminine, or when men try to be more like women and less masculine, in whatever they’re doing, 
then something is wrong.  Someone trying to be something other than what God created them to 
be, is generally not useful.   I think that is what SE 5936 is getting at.  When a man performs the 
role of a doctor while being true to his masculinity, that’s great.  And when a woman performs 
the role of a doctor while being true to her femininity, that’s great too.  It’s like prophets and 
prophetesses, or shepherds and shepherdesses, or mothers and fathers.  The useful role is the 
same (prophet, shepherd, parent), but it’s performed in its uniquely and distinctly different ways 
by each gender. 

Sensual in the Lowest Degree and Crazy
	
 There has been concern in the church that allowing women to preach would necessarily 
make them crazy and sensual in the lowest degree, and even consign them to profanation and 
hell.  While not wanting to dismiss the good protective intentions behind these concerns, this is 
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24 Rev. Dr. Jonathan Rose states: “When Swedenborg went to index this passage he wrote something I 
might translate as follows: "Women who speak-intellectually-and-preach like men, lose their nature and 
become delirious." I use the hyphens to show that the "like men" is a governing phrase in the Latin. To me 
Swedenborg's passage above is not saying that women should not think about religious matters or 
preach; it is saying that they should not do so in a pseudo-masculine way. They can speak on religious 
subjects and preach in a feminine way, a way that is true to their nature rather than destructive of it.”  
“Women Who Preach.” Translation of Spiritual Diary 5936. New Church Life. General Church of the New 
Jerusalem, 1997. p. 90.

25 This part of the passage is unfortunately often left out of descriptions of this passage. It’s often 
described as the passage which says that “women who preach . . . lose their feminine nature,” which 
leaves out part of the passage. 

26 And the assumption that the priesthood is an exclusively masculine role has become so much a part of 
our cultural thinking—even though the Writings don’t actually say that—that it has come to be understood 
that a woman who is preaching is a woman who is behaving like a man.  Almost as if a woman who is 
being a doctor is a woman who is behaving like a man.  



definitely one of those areas where I wonder if these concerns are overly “conscientious,” and 
whether we are bringing feelings of anxiety into an issue which is actually not vitally important 
and not an issue of essentials or salvation (see AC 5386; TCR 665.7).  
	
 What is it that makes a person sensual in the lowest degree?  SE 5141 indicates that it is 
people who focus too much on knowledge and truth without application to love and use.  This is 
a hazard for both men and women. “The greatest part of the learned, within the Church, become 
bones. They are those who are sensual in the last degree” (SE 5141).   SE 5371 indicates that 
people who are altogether sensual are associated with the “dragon” and are in a pride of self 
intelligence and a literalistic interpretation of the Word (see SE 5370, 5371). 
  	
 When the truth of the church is no longer believed, then people [homo] become sensual, 
	
 believing nothing but what they can see with their eyes, and touch with their hands, and 
	
 such people give themselves up wholly to the love of self and the love of the world, thus 
	
 to lusts. (AE 388.5)  

These statements seems to be supportive of what the published works say about what makes a 
person sensual, which is that when a person is not governed by love to the Lord and love to the 
neighbor (the spiritual and celestial truths of the church), but rather is governed only by their 
senses, truth alone, and love of self and the world, then they are sensual (see AR 424.4 for a 
wonderful summary).  The published works also indicate that we become “crazy” by thinking too 
much from time and space (see DLW 76; TCR 793), which is very related to being sensual.  This 
kind of sensuality and craziness is a hazard for any gender, in any occupation.  	

	
 Preaching (for either gender) is certainly one area where people can be sensual and go 
crazy.  But I believe the cause comes from internal motivations rather than external occupations.  
We are coming out of a culture in which women believed that in order to be useful in a “man’s 
world” they would need to behave like men.  Rather than being true to their own femininity, 
some women appear to try to act more like men, and in doing so (ironically) their affection for 
men perishes and they close up inside. Women who subsequently think that men are stupid and 
useless, and who want to take over from men (love of dominion) due to a lack of faith in men, 
and are preaching from that mentality, are probably more likely to become sensual and crazy in 
their thinking.  Whereas women who acknowledge the valuable complementary contributions of 
men (their higher light, their native intellect-orientation, their special loves, wisdom, intelligence, 
perception and judgment) while also acknowledging their own distinct valuable contributions as 
women (their higher heat, their native will-orientation, their special loves, wisdom, intelligence, 
perception and judgment) are less likely to become sensual and crazy, because they haven’t lost 
their affection for men, which stems from the marriage of goodness and truth, which is the 
essence of the church (see CL 63).   But I don’t think that the external act of preaching by itself, 
apart from these internal components, is going to necessarily lead to sensuality and craziness.  
	
 The Lord looks at our internals; our intentions.  Some believe that even a woman with 
good intentions could still go crazy and become sensual by preaching.  Perhaps because of the 
age old saying: “the road to hell is paved with good intentions.”  But the road to hell isn’t paved 
with good intentions, the road to vastations is paved with good intentions (see AC 5037).  If 
someone has good intentions, but false assumptions and bad behaviors, their good intentions will 
ultimately be their salvation.  And so in a very real sense, the road to heaven is paved with good 
intentions (see AC 3489, 5128.4, 6571, 9293; HH 26, 250, 472; HD 42; DP 80, 81, 86; CL 453.2; 
TCR 340, 374).  The Lord looks primarily at our intentions and our heart (see CL 71, 400, 452.3; 
AC 4493.6; 9014; 1 Samuel 16:7; DLW 410).  
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 A person who genuinely wants to serve the Lord and other people by being a priest 
doesn’t necessarily become sensual to the last degree, because that would contradict these 
teachings about our good intentions being what the Lord looks at, and what save us from hell.  
	
 It comes down to the distinction between wanting to be selfish and hurt other people, or 
wanting to look to the Lord and help other people.  Something that is truly evil and hellish 
(sensual and crazy) must have the evil intention in it.  It is not the act by itself that condemns us.  
For example, with adultery:  it’s not adultery that sends a person to hell, it’s the love of adultery 
(see CL 423; 490-495).  We might disagree about whether specific acts are good or evil.  But 
what really makes a person evil or good, is whether the person wants to do it to hurt others or 
help others; their intentions.  If they want to do it to help others, then whether or not the act is 
actually helpful or not is not as important to the person’s eternal soul.  If they truly want to help 
others, they will be open to learning the truth about the most useful ways to accomplish that, as 
opposed to the acts which get in the way of that. If I thought that a person wanted to become a 
minister in order to fight, and take over the church, then I might be concerned.  But we can’t 
really know what people’s intentions are, all we can do is assume the best from externals (see 
CL 523.2)  And what I hear from people on the surface are really good intentions: wanting to 
serve the Lord and serve the church and other people, leading people to the good of life by 
means of the beautiful truths of the Word.  
	
 So a person who wants to become a priest with the intention of helping other people on 
their paths to heaven, and with the intention of sharing the Lord’s beautiful and healing truths 
with the world, will not become sensual in the last degree by preaching, unless their intentions 
actually become evil.  And of course a person of any gender should self-monitor, and be aware of 
whether being in a position of authority is damaging to their spiritual growth, in which case they 
might want to consider leaving (or not joining) the priesthood.  But that should be up to them in 
freedom.  Also, a person as a priest might actually become evil, sensual and selfish, while 
maintaining a hypocritical face, in which case the Writings indicate that the person can still 
somewhat effectively teach the truth (see AC 4311.3, 6914.3). But I would imagine that any 
priest (whether male or female) in that case would be on dangerous ground, as far as damaging 
their own souls.
	
 Some have stated that women are in danger of profanation by becoming preachers.  This 
is a serious danger for preachers, but I think it’s a danger for preachers of any gender: “Those 
therefore who profane what is holy, [are] those, that is, who claim for themselves the power of 
opening and closing heaven and of remitting sins, powers which belong to the Lord alone” (LJ 
64).  Fortunately, the Lord works hard to prevent us from even entering into profanation by not 
granting us deeper access to truths that we can’t remain in (see DP 231.9, 260.2).

Doctrinal Matters (SE 436)
	
 There is also this passage, which to some in the General Church indicates that women 
should actually not engage in doctrinal matters at all:

	
 A kind of punishment consisting in running around:  There are some whom fantasies 
	
 punish in this way, namely by their seeming to themselves to be running around and 
	
 around in a circle backwards, either from right to left, or the reverse, depending on to the 
	
 fantasies. In this way, in quite short gyres, they time and again come back and go out 
	
 again, carrying something with them that is weighing them down. This kind of 
	
 punishment comes to those who let themselves be led along by their desires, and even 
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 though they see and acknowledge truths, nevertheless go back on them, drawn by their 
	
 yearnings. Thus they go forth into the field of understanding and recognize [truth], but 
	
 being drawn by their desire, fall back into opposing it.  This is especially applicable to 
	
 women, in whom desires normally take precedence, when they join in like men in matters 
	
 regarding the doctrines of faith.  (SE 436) 
 The clear teaching in this passage is that we need to be led by our understanding of truth, and not 
by the desires of our corrupt native will.  The Writings are also clear that women have a native 
will-orientation and men have a native intellect-orientation (see CL 33).  But to say that women 
can’t ever “join in like men” in matters of doctrine and faith because they are will-oriented, 
would be like saying that men can’t “join in like women” in matters of love and charity because 
they are intellect-oriented.  There were plenty of women disciples of the Lord who were “joining 
in like men” in matters regarding the doctrines of faith (see Matt 27:55; Mark 15:40-41; Luke 
8:1-2, 10:38-42, 23:55, 24:10).  The “they” who are being punished in the above passage from 
the Spiritual Diary is not referring exclusively to women, but to any people who are not led by 
the truths of the Word, but instead by their corrupt will.  Both men and women are susceptible to 
that.   There are other passages like this where Swedenborg is talking about a principle and then 
using women as an example, such as the following:

	
 Among them were some who thought about spiritual and celestial matters solely on the 
	
 basis of such things as are the objects of the external senses. They did not comprehend 
	
 interior things in any other way. To me they sounded like members of the female sex. 
	
 People who reason on the basis of the experiences of the external senses, and so on the 
	
 basis of worldly and earthly things, about the things of heaven, that is, about the spiritual 
	
 things of faith and love—insofar as they make them all the same and confuse them 
	
 together—move away to what is more and more outward until they reach, on the outside 
	
 of the head, the skin which they represent.  (AC 4046.3; see also SE 1693) 

This passage isn’t saying that all women think about spiritual and celestial things solely on the 
basis of the experience of the external senses.  It’s saying that there are people like this (“skin” 
people), and that Swedenborg was listening to some who sounded like they were women (see SE 
3611 for another example like this).  To assume that this passage is talking about all women 
would be like saying that I overheard someone who was making racist comments, and also 
mentioning that that person was white.  It would be irrational and irresponsible of me to say that 
therefore all white people are racist.  It’s a correlation not a causation.
	
 There are of course other passages which talk about the difference between men and 
women (such as CL 165, 175), but we will talk about those more later when we look at what the 
Writings say about the different kinds of intelligence and judgment that men and women have.    
Besides, anyone who thinks too much about doctrinal matters at the expense of love and charity 
is in trouble:  

	
 [Those who] give much thought to matters of doctrine but not to the good deeds of 
	
 charity . . . cannot possibly know, let alone perceive, that the truth of faith is subordinate 
	
 to the good that flows from charity. The things which are the substance and the basis of a 
	
 person's thought have an affect on them. If they were to think from the goods of charity 
	
 they would see plainly that the truths of faith occupied the second position, and they 
	
 would also see truths themselves so to speak in light. For the good which flows from 
	
 charity is like a flame which provides light and so illuminates every single thing which 
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 they had previously assumed to be true. They would also discern how falsities had 
	
 intermingled themselves and had taken on the appearance of truths.  (AC 4245.2)

“Descriptive” and “Prescriptive”
	
 Many people in the General Church would acknowledge that while the underlying 
principles of the Writings are timeless, the examples Swedenborg used to illustrate those 
principles are understandably dated. They were the examples that were available to him in his 
own time period.  Part of our task in viewing the Writings as the Word is to be able to look past 
the dated aspect of the examples, illustrations, and descriptions and to see the underlying 
timeless principles, rather than to dismiss the principles because the examples are dated. 
 	
 If we stay engaged with [time and space] and do not raise our minds above them, there is 
	
 no way we can grasp anything spiritual and divine. We entangle such matters in concepts 
	
 drawn from space and time, and to the extent that we do, the light of our discernment 
	
 becomes merely earthly. When we use this light to think logically about spiritual and 
	
 divine matters, it is like using the dark of night to figure out things that can be seen only 
	
 in the light of day. Materialism comes from this kind of thinking.   (DLW 69, see also 51) 

I think that the examples of women preaching, teaching and joining men in doctrinal matters are 
illustrations from time and space.  The underlying timeless principles are that men and women 
are different, and that letting our corrupt will guide our understanding of truth is dangerous for 
preachers and anyone. 
	
 There are other examples of timeless true principles that manifest in less than ideal ways 
in merely human understandings and culture.  For example, the old laws about marriage:

	
 Seeing that every law and every precept arises out of what is celestial and spiritual as its 
	
 true source, this law which has to do with marriages therefore does so too, it being a law 
	
 which requires a wife, because she acts not so much from reason, as her husband does, 
	
 but from desire which belongs to the proprium, to defer to her husband's better judgement 
	
 (prudentia).  (AC 266)   

“This law” is referring to the Old Testament statement to Eve that “your obedience will be to 
your husband; and he will rule over you” (Genesis 3:16; AC 261 NCE).   Many Christians, 
including writers of the Epistles, have believed that this statement should be taken literally, and 
that men’s judgment should take precedence over women’s judgment as “the husband is head of 
the wife” (Ephesians 5:23).   But Old and New Testament laws about “the husband's rights and 
the wife's obedience” (AC 568), are not supposed to be taken literally in the New Church.  In the 
New Church we know that the “celestial and spiritual source”—the timeless principle behind 
these mistaken gender practices and dated examples—is that the intellect is supposed to rule over 
our corrupt will.  
	
 Claiming that men must therefore in someway have authority over women is unfairly and 
inaccurately associating men with the enlightened understanding, and women with the corrupt 
will, when in actual fact men represent both the corrupt and new understanding, and women 
represent both the corrupt and new will (see AC 568).  And it is also disregarding the clear 
teachings that there is no dominion in true marriage (see HH 380; CL 248).  The comparison 
between the relationship of the intellect and will, and the relationship between men and women 
is similar, but not identical (see CL 100).  I’m concerned that in this discussion of women in the 
priesthood we have been seeing them too much as identical.  

A Doctrinal Foundation for a Gender Inclusive Clergy in the General Church - Solomon Keal - 2014

41



Descriptive, Illustrative, Examples
	
 Viewing the Writings in this way is not unprecedented in the General Church.  There are 
many other cultural or scientific statements in the Writings which people in the General Church 
don’t always take literally or at face value.  For example: the non-abrogated commands to 
execute children who strike their parents, execute witches, and attack and kill people from 
different religions (see AC 9359.4). Also when a man has sex with his wife during her period, we 
don’t tend to list that among the various kinds of adulteries, as the Writings seem to (see 
Leviticus 18:19; AE 410:11, 434:16).  Most people would not take literally the statement that a 
man can’t love a woman with pimples or varicose veins (see TCR 331.3).   There are many 
scientific statements in the Writings which seem to disagree with modern science, such as the 
statements about spontaneous generation (see DLW 341-342), the statement that all plants are 
exclusively masculine (see TCR 58527), that racial genetics are determined by only the father and 
not the mother (see DP 277.3), and that there are people living on our moon (see EU 111-112).  
There are also cultural statements which people don’t always take at face value, such as the 
statements that Jewish people are insane (see SE 151) or rejected (see SE 5227), or in the love of 
self and the world (see AE 122.5) or cruel (see SE 3347), or are totally external people even at 
the present day (see AE 376.21, 815.15; LJP 253; CLJ 82).28  There are generalizations which 
aren’t always true (or are no longer true), such as that “the intelligent are ruled by desires for 
high position and monetary gain” (AC 10492), or that “most priests” are bad people (see SE 
3462)29.  Many of the things said in the Writings about the Catholic religion and its people are 
now outdated because of the changes made through Vatican II.30  It’s not that there’s no truth in 
any of these statements, it’s that many people don’t find that truth by taking the statements 
literally.  Specific statements in the Writings can therefore be seen as dated or inaccurate 
generalizations, even though they still illustrate timeless principles.  Rather than dismiss the 
Writings as Divine Revelation, or “pass over things that seem to be contradictory” (see AC 
9424.3), many people in the General Church prefer to look for the timeless internal truths that are 
being illustrated by what appear to be outdated or inaccurate scientific and cultural examples. 
  For these people do not cling to the actual statements made there in accordance with 
	
 appearances and ordinary human perception, because they know that if the appearances 
	
 are opened out and so to speak peeled away, truth is laid bare there.  (AC 9424.3)

I believe that Swedenborg’s statements about women preachers and teachers could fit into this 
category.  The Old and New Testaments and the Writings may describe a culture with a male-
only priesthood and the higher principles illustrated by that culture, but they don’t prescribe it.  
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27 See also Notes 240-245 in NCE True Christianity Volume 2, pp. 520-521.   Also cf. CL 222.3.  

28  The Writings also have positive things to say about Jewish people (see SE 2881), such as that they 
believe in one God (see TCR 9.2), and that they help to preserve the holiness of the letter of the Word 
(see DP 260), and that Christians are often worse than Jews (see SE 5978).

29 If we were to make a policy based on a literal reading of this, then we should not have a priesthood at 
all, because “most priests are bad people,” therefore the risk is too great.  

30 See my paper entitled “Swedenborg and Vatican II” (http://www.newchurchperspective.com/essays/
2012/11/30/swedenborg-and-vatican-ii-part-1.html)  

http://www.newchurchperspective.com/essays/2012/11/30/swedenborg-and-vatican-ii-part-1.html
http://www.newchurchperspective.com/essays/2012/11/30/swedenborg-and-vatican-ii-part-1.html
http://www.newchurchperspective.com/essays/2012/11/30/swedenborg-and-vatican-ii-part-1.html
http://www.newchurchperspective.com/essays/2012/11/30/swedenborg-and-vatican-ii-part-1.html


	
 If the Writings are indeed Divine Revelation then this would have to be how they age 
with time: the principles staying timeless, while the examples Swedenborg used to illustrate 
those principles become more and more dated.   At one time, preaching was seen as a good 
example of an exclusively masculine role, as an illustration of a higher spiritual principle.  Just 
like at one time, the husband being the head of the wife was seen as a good illustration of a 
higher spiritual principle.  
	
 Even science today will state that men’s and women’s brains are different, but they will 
give different illustrations of those differences than the ones Swedenborg gave.  The ultimate 
truth stays the same: men and women are different.  And an even more important truth than that 
is: men and women are complementary (see section below).  
	
 Discussions and disagreements about “spontaneous generation” and “people on the 
moon,” don’t effect church policy the way that “women preaching” does, so these are not as 
controversial topics.  We aren’t concerned with formulating a policy about lunar ordinations.  But 
the question of literalism is the same.   It’s not about disregarding the Writings, it’s about how we 
choose to understand and see truth in them in a consistent way.  Different people see things in 
different ways.   Some people will say that it’s pretty clear to them which passages are 
prescriptive and should be taken literally, and which passages are descriptive and should be 
looked at more symbolically.  But then other people will say the same thing with different 
passages.  Who is right?  Once again, that’s usually not a good question to ask.  
	
 In some ways it feels like arguing about whether women should preach or not is like 
arguing about whether there are people on our moon or not.  We’re missing the point of the 
teachings if we’re arguing about these things.  There are higher timeless principles behind these 
descriptions, and these are the principles that should guide our policy making and govern our 
church.   

Difference between the Unpublished and Published Works
	
 It can be hard to know which passages should be seen as prescriptive and which should 
be seen as descriptive. But one thing that can help shed light on that is remembering to view the 
unpublished works in the light of the published works, rather than the other way around. 
	
 In an essay by the Rev. Frank Rose entitled “Swedenborg’s Manuscripts,” he describes 
the different nature of the various unpublished works or manuscripts of Swedenborg.  He divides 
them into four basic categories: “research materials” (such as Swedenborg’s journal, the Spiritual 
Diary, and various indexes), “draft materials” (such as the draft versions for Doctrine of the Lord 
and the Doctrine of Sacred Scripture, which were published posthumously as separate works: De 
Domino and De Verbo), “tracts,” and “letters which contain theological ideas.”  Apocalypse 
Explained is sort of in its own category because it was originally intended for publication, but 
then Swedenborg changed his mind, so it’s not really a draft, but in the end, it was not intended 
for publication.   The Spiritual Diary—which is considered by Rose to be in the category of 
“research materials”—has material that was sometimes transferred into published works, and 
sometimes not:

	
 Of all the manuscript material, Spiritual Experiences may well be the most fascinating.  
	
 The language is not polished in the least.  In many cases the sentences are incomplete and 
	
 the handwriting extremely difficult to read.  Yet the incidents are described with an 
	
 immediacy and freshness that are lost when Swedenborg recounts them in the more 
	
 formal setting of the published works, where they serve to illustrate his theological 
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 exposition.  As Swedenborg transferred the material to Secrets of Heaven or some other 
	
 work intended for publication, he drew a line through the original version in Spiritual 
	
 Experiences as a reminder to himself that he had used it.  Some experiences were never 
	
 transferred in this way:  Swedenborg apparently felt the need for Divine guidance in 
	
 determining which of his spiritual experiences to recount in a printed work.  For example, 
	
 in one of the indented paragraphs of The Old Testament Explained, he writes: “As to 
	
 whether these words are to be inserted, see when the time for printing arrives whether it 
	
 is permitted.”  In other places he mentions limitations that have been set on what he is 
	
 allowed to write about certain things.31

It doesn’t appear that passages such as SE 436, 4940, and 5936 were ever transferred into the 
published works.  Which is part of why they stand out for many people; because they stand 
alone, and in some people’s minds stand apart from the teachings in the published works.    
There are no passages in the published works that describe an experience of a woman praying 
but being wicked, or implying that women can’t teach.  There are no passages in the published 
works which describe a woman preaching like a man.  So if we are going to look for truth in 
these passages, I think it’s important to examine them in the light of the published works, and to 
try to avoid looking at the published works in the light of these few unpublished passages. 

Leading Doctrine
	
 The question is, what is our leading doctrine?  If our leading doctrine is these few 
passages from the unpublished works, then one can see how some passages in the published 
works—read in the light of these—could be used to support the policy of a male-only priesthood.  
But in that case, the published works are being read in the light of the unpublished works. And I 
also think we are then in danger of making a whole doctrine out of one particular understanding 
of one or two passages:

	
 Wherever a Church exists, heresies arise in it as a consequence of people basing their 
	
 thinking on one particular article of faith to which they attach supreme importance. For 
	
 people's thought process is such that when they focus their whole attention on any one 
	
 matter they make that more important than any other, especially so when delusion claims 
	
 it as a discovery of their own, and when self-love and love of the world inflate their ego. 
	
 In that case everything seemingly agrees with it and supports it, even to the extent of their 
	
 being ready to swear to it when in fact it is false. (AC 362) 
 This passage is in reference to “Cain” representing faith alone.  Granted, this could be true of 
either the belief in a male-only priesthood, or the belief in a gender-inclusive clergy.  But if the 
leading doctrine is what the published works say about the priesthood—which I have attempted 
to outline above—then a literal application of these few statements in the unpublished works 
stands out as being very different from those general doctrines.  To me, a surface reading of these 
unpublished statements (that women should not preach or teach doctrine) doesn’t agree with the 
main messages from the published works about preaching and the priesthood.  
	
 Many people who believe in a male-only clergy will acknowledge that the Writings don’t 
specifically say that the priesthood must be exclusively male.  Rather, people suggest that the 
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Century Edition on His Life, Work, and Impact,” (Also known as: “Scribe of Heaven: Swedenborg’s Life, 
Work, and Impact,”) Swedenborg Foundation, West Chester Pennsylvania, copyright 2005, page 130.  



general doctrines indicate this.   In this paper so far, I have attempted to show why I believe that
—both in generals and particulars—the Writings don’t indicate a need for exclusive masculinity 
in the priesthood.  Later in the paper, we will examine other general doctrines that come into this 
discussion: representation, enlightenment, the church, and the differences between men and 
women. 

Exclusivity?
	
 At the spiritually lowest point in the history of the churches, the priesthood was the most 
exclusive it has ever been: It was only males and only Levites. As we moved away from that 
lowest point in history, the priesthood has become less exclusive:  In the Christian church it was 
primarily still only males, but certainly not just Levites.  I like to think that as we move even 
further away from that lowest point, in the New Church we will continue to move away from the 
restrictive exclusivity of the priesthood, in this case, when it comes to gender.32  
	
 It may actually be the very fact that the priesthood has been only male for so long, that 
has contributed to the exclusive nature of it.  My understanding of one of the differences between 
men and women is that men tend to focus on distinction, while women tend to focus on 
conjunction (see below in chapter on men and women).  So it’s understandable that some men 
want the priesthood to be distinct and exclusive, while some women want it to be conjoined and 
inclusive. 
	
 But while I’m not opposed to a distinct designated priesthood, I don’t think exclusivity is 
the way to go.  I think about a few stories in the letter of the Word which illustrate this:  There is 
the story of the Lord’s Spirit resting on Eldad and Medad.  They prophesied in the camp, even 
though they were not with the seventy elders who were prophesying because they had received 
the Lord’s Spirit at the tabernacle.  

	
 And a young man ran and told Moses, and said, “Eldad and Medad are prophesying in the 
	
 camp.”  So Joshua the son of Nun, Moses’ assistant, one of his choice men, answered and 
	
 said, “Moses my lord, forbid them!”  Then Moses said to him, “Are you zealous for my 
	
 sake? Oh, that all the Lord’s people were prophets and that the Lord would put His 
	
 Spirit upon them!”  (Numbers 11:27-29, emphasis added)33  

And in the New Testament there is a similar sentiment in this story:

	
 Now John answered and said, “Master, we saw someone casting out demons in Your 
	
 name, and we forbade him because he does not follow with us.” But Jesus said to him, 
	
 “Do not forbid him, for he who is not against us is on our side.”  (Luke 9:49-50, 
	
 emphasis added)34  
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32 And I’m not trying to say that I think we should simply have a ‘priesthood of all believers’ in which there 
are no designated priests or preachers at all (see AC 6822; HH 226; SE 4904).  Perhaps that’s the end-
goal for the celestial New Church, but I don’t see that as being a useful step for the General Church just 
yet.  The Writings do seem to indicate that a priesthood is a useful job (see AC 6822; HH 226; AR 918; 
TCR 508).  

33 The Writings don’t specifically address the internal sense of this part of the story, other than the general 
meaning of “quail” in Numbers chapter 11 (see AC 8452:3; TCR 810; AE 1082:7). 

34 The Writings don’t specifically address the internal sense of this part of the story either, other than the 
general meaning of “demons” as falsities (see AE 586:6, 1001; De Domino 68).  



In other words—in reference to our discussion—whoever has an affection for truth and love for 
the salvation of souls, is “on our side.”  I think it’s important to take a step back and think about 
the big picture:  Are we really interested in turning away help that is being offered for this 
important work?

	
 Then Jesus went about all the cities and villages, teaching in their synagogues, preaching 
	
 the gospel of the kingdom, and healing every sickness and every disease among the 
	
 people. But when He saw the multitudes, He was moved with compassion for them, 
	
 because they were weary and scattered, like sheep having no shepherd.  Then He said to 
	
 His disciples, “The harvest truly is plentiful, but the laborers are few.  Therefore pray the 
	
 Lord of the harvest to send out laborers into His harvest.”  (Matthew 9:35-38) 
 	
 The "harvest" here means all with whom the church was to be established by the Lord, 
	
 thus also the church in general; and "laborers" mean all who will teach from the Lord.  
	
 (AE 911:15)

There are women that want to help teach from the Lord, and spread the gospel; women who are 
moved with compassion for the salvation of souls.  They are willing to do this good useful work.  
I do not think we should keep turning them away.  
	
 I believe the doctrines about the priesthood give no indication that it needs to be 
exclusively masculine.  There is also the question of whether the doctrines about the differences 
between men and women give enough indication of whether women are unfit for this role to 
exclude them from the priesthood.  We will examine those doctrines in the final chapter.   But 
first we’ll examine a few other related doctrines.  

Chapter Three - Representation

	
 The first thing to remember in a discussion about representation is that representatives 
have been abrogated or abolished in the New Church (see AC 921.3, 1003, 2165.3, 2567.8, 
4904.2-3, 4835.4, 5136.2, 10637; WH 12; DLW 233; AR 392.3, 474.3; TCR 670.2; AE 624.20, 
700.33). 

	
 When the Lord came into the world, he abolished these symbolic acts, all of which were 
	
 external in nature, and established a church with practices that were all internal in nature. 
	
 The Lord dispelled the allegories and revealed the true forms themselves, like someone 
	
 who opens a veil or a door and allows what is behind it not only to be seen but also to be 
	
 entered into.  (TCR 670.2) 

The New Church is not a representative church, it’s a church of internals.  So external symbols 
and representations in worship are only there to remind us of internals; they aren’t essential to 
true worship.  Having the proper internals in the church doesn’t require the correspondential 
externals.  Facing east when we worship represents facing the Lord.  But we can face west when 
we worship, and still be facing the Lord internally (see HH 143), because representatives have 
been abrogated in the New Church.  
	
 Still, representation in the church and in the priesthood does tend to have symbolic 
meaning for people.  For some people a male-only priesthood reminds them of the internals that 
we need to be led by our intellect and the truth of the Word.  For other people a male-only 
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priesthood reminds them of the hazards of truth alone and faith alone.  For some people a 
gender-inclusive clergy reminds them of the importance of the marriage of goodness and truth in 
the church.  For other people a gender-inclusive clergy reminds them of the hazard of being led 
by our corrupt will, or a lack of distinction between the genders.   But the symbolism—the 
representation by itself—doesn’t necessitate any of those internal qualities.    Any symbolism we 
choose in our worship and church organization is for the sake of illustrating internals, but it’s not 
out of necessity.  And just as there is no prescription of gender in the priesthood in the Writings, 
there is also no prescription of representation, aside from the Holy Supper and Baptism (see TCR 
670.2).   
	
 As we talked about in the first chapter, the essentials of the church and worship are faith 
and charity, and especially faith married to charity, or in other words, love to the Lord and love to 
the neighbor.  It doesn’t matter what our churches and altars look like, what they’re made of, 
what direction they face, how many candles we have, what time or day we worship, how many 
hymns we sing, what kind of music we use in worship, whether we pray kneeling down with 
folded hands or standing up with hands outstretched or prostrate on the floor, what color robes 
the priests wear, whether they wear robes at all, etc.  If a minister forgets to open the Word, 
internal worship still happens, thank goodness.  We are a church of internals.   If we focus on 
externals apart from internals, we’ve missed the point of the church.  
	
 Don’t get me wrong; I love symbolism.  I think symbolism can be a wonderful, powerful, 
and beautiful aid to internal worship, but I also know that it’s not necessary to it.   
Correspondences still have power, but heaven is no longer dependent on the outward symbolic 
acts of our worship, such as that our worship be led by a physically unblemished male Levite 
between 30 and 50 years old.

Representation is Not About Person
	
 Despite the fact that representatives have been abolished in the New Church, for many 
people in the General Church, priests do represent the Lord.   And this seems to be supported by 
doctrine:

! All priests, no matter who they are or what they are like, [represent the Lord] through 
	
 their priestly office . . . . The priestly office itself [is] sacred, no matter who serves in [it].  
	
 (AC 3670.2, see also 9816)

The important thing being that when it comes to representation, it doesn’t matter who the person 
is in the role of the priest. Because any representation is about the role (or use or function), not 
about the person.  This idea is reflected in other places in the Writings as well (see AC 665, 1361, 
1409.4, 4281.3, 10796; HD 317).  This is why both prophets and prophetesses can represent the 
teaching function (see AC 8337; AR 133).  It doesn’t matter who the person is; rather it matters 
what the function is that they are doing and representing. 
	
 Now, the caveat to this in the current-day priesthood is that if a priest is visibly evil 
(rather than a hypocrite who is secretly evil), then they can no longer represent.  “For it does not 
matter at all who declares what is good and true, provided their lives are not openly wicked, 
because that would give offense” (AC 4311.3).  But a person’s gender is not inherently related to 
whether they are visibly good or evil.  
	
 Attaching too much importance to the person who is in the role of the priest is one of the 
things we are specifically warned about:
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 No [priest] can possibly claim as their own . . . the sacredness that goes with their priestly 
	
 office. Insofar as they do claim it or attribute it to themselves they brand themselves with 
	
 the sign of a spiritual thief, or the mark of spiritual theft.  (AC 3670.2; see also AC 
	
 10796; HD 317)

This is why many people in the General Church feel frustrated by the policy of a male-only 
priesthood, because it appears to be saying that masculinity as a gender can claim the priesthood 
for itself.  

Gender in the Lord
	
 Because we think of a priest representing the Lord, the question of whether or not a 
woman can be a priest brings up the question of gender in the Lord.  Can a woman represent the 
Lord?  Is there gender in God?
	
 I think something that is really important to acknowledge in this discussion is that, in the 
New Church, we don’t worship the Divine Masculine, we worship the Divine Human.  And 
“human” is inherently inclusive of both genders.  So to my mind a gender inclusive clergy is 
actually a better representation of the Lord as the Divine Human than a male-only clergy is.   But 
others would disagree, because to them it’s more about representing the Lord in the form of Jesus 
Christ who was male.  
	
 In the Old and New Testaments, there is often a masculine appearance to God.  But in the 
Writings, we are given a fuller picture of God.  In a footnote to the New Century Edition (NCE) 
translation of Divine Love and Wisdom, passage number 18—which is a discussion of the fact 
that God is Human—series editor Jonathan Rose states:

	
 The Latin original of this passage contains no hint of God's being either male or female. 
	
 Although the identification of Jesus in his transformed state as God is central to 
	
 Swedenborg's theology, as is the related concept of God's humanity, Swedenborg seems 
	
 stringently to avoid any indication of masculine or feminine gender in God. He 
	
 consistently uses the neutral term homo, "a human," rather than a gendered term for God's 
	
 humanity; and where he uses adjectives in the role of nouns as terms for God, such as 
	
 "the Infinite," "the Divine," "the Divine Human," and "the Human," he casts them as 
	
 neuter rather than feminine or masculine. (A possible exception to this rule is the use of 
	
 Creatrix, a feminine noun for the creator; see note 31 below.) The present edition uses the 
	
 pronoun "he" for God even though it introduces gender implications that are not present 
	
 in the original, because (a) the text's strong emphasis on the oneness of God 
	
 contraindicates the use of plural pronouns; (b) the English language has no established 
	
 gender-neutral singular third-person pronoun; (c) the text's strong emphasis on the 
	
 humanness of God contraindicates the use of "it"; and (d) the identification of Jesus with 
	
 God would make any pronoun but "he" awkward.35

In other words, the complications of using the words "Them," "It," or "She," in reference to God, 
outweigh the complications of using the word "He."
	
 But we need to be able to stretch our thinking and acknowledge that even though Jesus 
Christ was male, God (the Lord, the glorified Divine Human, the Divine love and wisdom) is not 
exclusively male.   The Lord came to earth, not to show us that He is male, but to show us that 
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He is a Human Person (see DLW 11).  If we are stuck on the fact that Jesus was male (or Jewish, 
or any other limited finite aspect of the human body He took on while on this earth), then we are 
missing the point.  "The Lord's Human, now that it has been glorified or made Divine, cannot be 
thought of as something merely human but as Divine Love within a human form" (AC 4735.2, 
see also Lord 35).  It can be dangerous to associate the Lord (the Divine Human) too much with 
an exclusive gender, which is perhaps why it says in the Old Testament:

	
 Take careful heed to yourselves . . . lest you act corruptly and make for yourselves a 
	
 carved 	
image in the form of any figure: the likeness of male or female.  (Deuteronomy 
	
 4:15-16)  

	
 Because an external without an internal must not be worshiped. (AE 587:18; see also AC 
	
 8871)   

Because the genuine truth is that the Lord is the One God who is equally the source of both 
genders:

	
 Then God said, “Let Us make man in Our image, according to Our likeness.” . . . . So 
	
 God created man in His own image; in the image of God He created him; male and 
	
 female He created them.  (Genesis 1:26-27; emphasis added)

One of my favorite passages for helping me understand this somewhat paradoxical nature of the 
Lord, is the following from True Christianity:

	
 Think about God in terms of essence, and from this think about person.  Thinking in 
	
 terms of person about essence means thinking materially about essence too.  But thinking 
	
 about person in terms of essence means thinking spiritually also about person.  (TCR 
	
 623:5)

And for the purposes of this paper I think it’s very important to remember that the Writings never 
say that a current-day priest needs to be male to represent the Lord.   Any priest who is human is 
a very appropriate representation of the Lord. 

Feminine Images of God in the Word
	
 The masculine image of God occurs frequently in the Old and New Testaments.  And for 
many in the church, this is a reason to have male priests.  But there are also feminine images of 
God in the three-fold Word:

	
 O Jerusalem, Jerusalem . . . how often I wanted to gather your children together, as a hen 
	
 gathers her chicks under her wings.  (Matthew 23:37; see also Luke 13:34)

	
 The Spirit of God stands for the Lord’s mercy, which is portrayed as moving constantly, 
	
 like a hen brooding over her eggs.  (AC 19; see also Genesis 1:2)

	
 For the Lord’s portion is His people . . . . He led him about, He instructed him, He kept 
	
 him as the apple of His eye.  As an eagle stirs up her nest, flutters over her young, spreads 
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 abroad her wings, takes them, bears them on her wings; so the Lord alone did lead him.  
	
 (Deuteronomy 32:9-12; KJVER)36

	
 I am the Lord your God . . . . I will meet them like a bear deprived of her cubs;”  (Hosea 
	
 13:4,8; cf. AE 388:9)

	
 Since we have been created to be recipients, then, and since we are recipients to the 
	
 extent that we love God and are wise because of our love for God . . . it therefore follows 
	
 that the divine essence, the Creatress [Creatrix]37, is Divine Love and Wisdom.  
	
 (DLW 33)

 You were unmindful of the Rock that bore you, and you forgot the God who gave your 
	
 birth.  (Deuteronomy 32:18) 

	
 Behold, as the eyes of servants look to the hand of their masters, as the eyes of a maid to 
	
 the hand of her mistress, so our eyes look to the Lord our God. (Psalm 123.2) 

	
 I have held My peace a long time, I have been still and restrained Myself. Now I will cry 
	
 like a woman in labor.  (Isaiah 42:14)

	
 Listen to Me, O house of Jacob, and all the remnant of the house of Israel, who have been 
	
 upheld by Me from birth, who have been carried from the womb: Even to your old age, I 
	
 am He, and even to gray hairs I will carry you! I have made, and I will bear; even I will 
	
 carry, and will deliver you.  (Isaiah 46:3-4; see AE 710:3) 

	
 Can a woman forget her nursing child, and not have compassion on the son of her womb? 
	
 Surely they may forget, yet I will not forget you. See, I have inscribed you on the palms 
	
 of My hands. (Isaiah 49:15-16; see also AE 710:14) 

	
 For thus says the Lord . . . As one whom his mother comforts, so I will comfort you. 
	
 (Isaiah 	
66:12-13)
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36 “Instruction in the truths and goods of faith is what is here described, and is compared to the 
"eagle."”  (AC 3901:1; see also AC 6269.3; AR 245; AE 281.6, 283.10)   This is not only a feminine image 
of the Lord, but a feminine image of the Lord as a Teacher.

37 “Swedenborg's use here of the feminine noun Creatrix, ‘Creatress,’ is striking. While it may be 
prompted by the fact that Essentia, ‘essence,’ is a feminine noun, there is no grammatical necessity for a 
noun to agree in gender with a noun with which it is in apposition. This feminine noun occurs again in 
[Divine Love and Wisdom] 262 and in True Christianity 178, in both instances in apposition with natura, 
'nature'; in these instances, it is quite possible that 'nature' was visualized in female form.” (George F. 
Dole.  Note # 31 on page 268 of the New Century Edition of Divine Love and Wisdom)  In Divine Love 
and Wisdom 262, the translator translates the word as “creatress,” but in that passage it is obviously 
referring to the false belief in “mother nature” as the source of everything in the universe (see also TCR 
178), while in Divine Love and Wisdom 33, the word “Creatress” seems to actually be referring to the 
Lord, the Divine love and wisdom.  Most of the other translations of Divine Love and Wisdom 33 translate 
the Latin word Creatrix as "Creator." Rogers translates it as "the creative cause." But there are other Latin 
words for "Creator": creator, genitor, conditor, plastes, aedificator, all of which are masculine words. But 
the Latin word used here, creatrix, is a feminine word and is accurately translated as: "mother, she who 
brings forth; creator (of the world); authoress, creatress." (http://www.archives.nd.edu/cgi-bin/wordz.pl?
keyword=creatrix)

http://www.archives.nd.edu/cgi-bin/wordz.pl?keyword=creatrix
http://www.archives.nd.edu/cgi-bin/wordz.pl?keyword=creatrix
http://www.archives.nd.edu/cgi-bin/wordz.pl?keyword=creatrix
http://www.archives.nd.edu/cgi-bin/wordz.pl?keyword=creatrix


Our spiritual lives are about being regenerated; being reborn.  And the Lord is the One who does 
the work of our rebirth, like the labor of spiritual child-birth (see TCR 302; AC 8891, 8893, 
10360.2).   Yes, He plants the seeds of truth in us from His Divine love, which is the masculine 
image; the truth from good.  But He also carries us, bears us, delivers us, and is the One who 
gives spiritual birth to us, which is the feminine image; the good from truth.    
	
 In the Word, the Lord is often pictured as our spiritual Father, and the Church is seen as 
our spiritual Mother.  But the Church in the highest sense is actually the Lord as well: 

	
 The Lord does not dwell in anything that is a person's or an angel's own, only in what is 
	
 His with them. So it is that when the words ‘the Church and heaven’ are used, what is 
	
 Divine and the Lord's with those who are there is meant. From all this it is evident how 
	
 the statements that the Lord is the All in all of heaven and the Church and that the Lord 
	
 Himself is heaven and the Church ought to be understood.  (AC 10125; see also AC 
	
 2966.2, 10151.3 10157; HH 11)

The Lord can only be joined to what is His own in us (see AC 10151.2-3, 10359; HD 307; HH 
12, 86.11, 147; Life 102; DP 53.3; cf. DLW 49), so the heavenly marriage of the Lord and the 
Church in the highest sense is the marriage of Divine goodness and Divine truth within the Lord 
(see AC 2508, 9536, 10366).  This is why in the highest sense, honoring our father and mother  
means honoring the Lord as to His Divine love and wisdom, with our “mother” being the Lord as 
to Divine wisdom (see AC 3703.7, 8897; SS 67).  This feminine image of the Lord is represented 
by characters in the Word such as Sarah:

 	
 The letter H added to Sarah's name was taken from the name of Jehovah, in order that 
	
 Sarah, like Abraham, might represent the Lord's Divine, that is to say, in order that the 
	
 Divine marriage of Good and Truth in the Lord might be represented - ‘Abraham’ being 
	
 Divine Good and ‘Sarah’ Divine Truth.  (AC 2063)  

	
 ‘Sarah’ here is the Lord as regards truth.  (AC 2173).  

	
 ‘Abraham’ here represents the Lord as regards rational good, while ‘Sarah’ represents the 
	
 Lord as regards rational truth, as stated above in various places in this chapter. Thus each 
	
 here represents the human with the Lord.  (AC 2198; emphasis added)

To say that a woman can’t represent the Lord, goes against the doctrines.  And as this last 
passage points out, both genders are the most ideal representation of the Lord.   Which is part of 
why I believe a gender-inclusive clergy would be symbolically the most ideal.   But as was said 
before, representatives have been abrogated, so the representation side of the priesthood is less 
important.  And some people who support a male-only clergy acknowledge this.  For them the 
issue appears to be more about the differences and capabilities of the different genders, which we 
will talk about later.

The Lord is Not Exclusively Male
	
 One hazard in thinking that men as priests are the best representation of the Lord, is that 
the Lord is not exclusively male.   If we apply what is said about finite masculinity (see CL 32, 
33, 90, 188, 218, 220) to God, then we are thinking about the Lord God Jesus Christ from person 
to essence rather than from essence to person (see TCR 623.5).  
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! Those who equate the Lord's humanity with that of any other human being are forgetting 
	
 that He was conceived of the Deity Himself.  (HD 292). 

	
 When the Lord fully glorified His humanity, then He put off the humanity He inherited 
	
 from His mother, and put on the humanity He inherited from the Father, which is the 
	
 Divine humanity. He was therefore then no longer the son of Mary  (HD 295).

! He cast out everything He inherited from His mother and stripped off the human He had 
	
 from her, until He was at last no more her son, and He put on the Divine Human (AC 
	
 2159, 2574, 2649, 3036, 10830).  (LJ 46; emphasis added)

Now, it’s true that the Lord rose physically as well as spiritually.  He made His body Divine as 
well, which is different from other people’s resurrection (see LJ 21).  But that doesn’t mean that 
the God of the Universe is forever fixed in a 1st century Jewish Earthling male’s body.   How 
could the God of Caucasians, Africans, Asians, people on other planets, of both genders, be fixed 
in such a limited way?  The important thing is not His race or gender.  The important thing is His 
ultimate Humanity.  The Lord said “Look at my hands and feet.  See that it is I Myself. A spirit 
does not have flesh and bones as you see that I do” (Luke 24:36-39).   Notice the Lord didn’t say, 
“Look at My white or brown skin.  Look at My masculine features.”  He said “hands and feet,” 
“flesh and bones;” things that are common to all humans (see DLW 11, 18, 22).  He was stressing 
His Humanity!  He is the Divine Human. That is the important thing that we need to know about 
the Lord.  Not the masculine form He had while on this earth.  Notice we don’t make anything 
important out of the fact that He chose a Jewish body.  We don’t say that priests should ideally be 
Jewish in order to represent the Lord.  
	
 It is only an appearance that truth is the primary thing of the church, just as the masculine 
form of Jesus Christ was only an appearance of the full humanity of God.  And it is an extremely 
dangerous thing to think that men are somehow a better image of God than women are.  We are 
given a very specific warning against this in Conjugial Love:

	
 A husband does not represent the Lord and his wife the church, because husbands and 
	
 their wives both together form the church. It is a common saying in the church that as the 
	
 Lord is the head of the church, so the husband is the head of the wife (Quoting Ephesians 
	
 5:23. Cf. 1 Corinthians 11:3.) If this were true, it would follow that the husband 
	
 represents the Lord and the wife the church. But the truth is that, whereas the Lord is the 
	
 head of the church, people—both men and women—are the church, and still more so 
	
 husbands and wives together.  (CL 125)

! Therefore neither in the marriages of angels in heaven nor in the marriages of people on 
	
 earth does the husband correspond to the Lord and the wife to the church. This statement 
	
 follows from what has already been said.  Still, we should add that it seems as though 
	
 truth is the primary thing in the church, because it is its first concern in time. It is because 
	
 of this appearance that leaders of the church have given the palm to faith, which has to do 
	
 with truth, over charity, which has to do with good. In similar fashion, the learned have 
	
 given the palm to thought, which has to do with the intellect, over affection, which has to 
	
 do with the will. As a result, what the good of charity is and what the affection of the will 
	
 is lie buried in a mound of earth, so to speak, and some have also thrown dirt on them, as 
	
 though on dead men, to keep them from rising again.  The good of charity is nevertheless 
	
 the primary thing in the church.  (CL 126)
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Notice in these passages the clear connection between thinking men are a better representation 
for God, the appearance that truth is primary, and the existence of faith alone in the church.   
	
 Another hazard related to this is thinking that the priesthood is somehow on the “Lord-
side” of the relationship, and the laity is somehow on the “Church-side” of the relationship.  The 
priesthood and the laity together make up the church, which the Lord is married to.  This is very 
similar to the Conjugial Heresy in which there was the mistaken belief that the priesthood is 
somehow married to the laity, the way the Lord is married to the Church, or a husband is married 
to his wife.  
	
 There are many things in the Word which represent the Lord.  Good people, bad people, 
men, women, animals (like a Lamb), plants or parts of plants (like a Vine, a Branch, a Root), 
inanimate objects (like a Rock or a Star) (see AC 1361, see also DLW 55).  So of course women 
and men can both represent the Lord, because anyone can represent the Lord:

	
 We are all born human, which means that we have the image of God within us. The 
	
 image of God within us is our ability to discern what is true and to do what is good. Our 
	
 ability to discern what is true comes from Divine wisdom and our ability to do what is 
	
 good comes from Divine love. This ability is the image of God; it is enduring with 
	
 everyone who is whole and is never erased. It is why we can become civic, moral 
	
 individuals; and if we can become civic and moral individuals, we can become spiritual 
	
 individuals.  (DP 322) 

Hazards of Thinking Men as Priests are the Best Representation for the Lord
	
 In the previous chapters we established that the priesthood represents the Lord as to 
goodness.  And the Lord is described as a “Husband, Bridegroom and Father” in reference to 
goodness not truth.  So it’s inaccurate to suggest that male priests best represent the Lord because 
of their truth or intellect-orientation.  It’s not because the Lord is the source of truth that He is 
represented by a Husband, Bridegroom and Father, but because He is the source of goodness and 
love.  A colleague of ours38 has suggested a reason for why masculinity’s truth and intellect-
orientation doesn’t represent the Lord:  Because the native intelligence of men (our native 
intellect-orientation) is somewhat negative: “critical, rough, resistant, argumentative, and given 
to intemperance . . . more defiant, rougher . . . less beautiful . . . unruly . . . raising a commotion, 
shouting, fighting, striking blows, throwing stones” (CL 218).  This is not how men are supposed 
to stay, as it indicates at the end of the passage, it is simply how we start (see also CL 56.4).   
Men are supposed to turn away from their inherent inclinations towards the harsher aspects of 
truth-alone and faith-alone, and turn towards love and charity (the marriage of truth and 
goodness).  This is aided by being influenced by the sphere of women, and especially marriage 
with their wife.  This is then reflected in the transition men go through from spiritual to celestial, 
in which they come into a state of affections (see AC 8994.4), and into their true core which is 
love (see CL 32).   In this place—a place of true masculinity—a man can represent the Lord as to 
goodness and love (like Abraham).  Similarly, women’s native love doesn’t represent the Lord 
because it is a secondary love (see CL 21, 32; TCR 748).  And women are meant to turn away 

A Doctrinal Foundation for a Gender Inclusive Clergy in the General Church - Solomon Keal - 2014

53

38 John Odhner - “Reflections on the Heavenly Marriage,” Council of the Clergy paper, 1992, p. 9



from their inherent inclinations toward the corrupt will39 and emotion-alone (see AC 266, 568), 
and turn towards truth and wisdom (the marriage of goodness and truth).  This is aided by being 
influenced by the sphere of men, and especially marriage with their husband.  This is then 
reflected in the transition women go through from spiritual to celestial in which they come into a 
state of the knowledge of goodness and truth (see AC 8994.4), and into their true core which is 
wisdom (see CL 32).  In this place—a place of true femininity—a woman can represent the Lord 
as to truth and wisdom (like Sarah)(see also AC 1470).  
	
 Thinking that men must remain in their native truth-alone state, and guide the church 
from that place, has led to the unfortunate and dangerous reality of faith-alone in the Christian 
church.  Truth-alone should not be leading the church.  This is not how men best represent the 
Lord in the priesthood.  It’s not the inherent truth and intelligence of masculinity that allows a 
priest to preach, it’s the intelligence gained from the Lord’s truth in the Word that allows anyone 
to preach.  This truth is available to the intellect of either gender.  
	
 And notice the importance of the positive mutual influence between the genders that 
allows for a better state within both genders in the church.  This is a big reason for why I think it 
would be better to have a gender-inclusive clergy.   
	
 Some have suggested that the masculine image is the visible image of God, while the 
feminine is the invisible image of God, so therefore men should be the (visible) priests.  While 
it’s true that the Lord came initially as Divine truth, and that truth is about light and sight, and 
that men are focused on truth, the priesthood represents the Lord as to goodness and love, not 
truth.  The Lord coming to earth was not just about His truth becoming visible, but through His 
glorification, His love also becoming visible.  As stated above: “The Lord's Human, now that it 
has been glorified or made Divine, cannot be thought of as something merely human but as 
Divine Love within a human form” (AC 4735.2, see also Lord 35).

The Lord’s Love and Masculine Love      
	
 Some have suggested that since men are love clothed with wisdom, and women are 
wisdom clothed with love, that therefore men are better representatives for the Lord and His love 
(see CL 21, 32).  But I believe this is flawed reasoning, because the Lord’s Divine love is the 
love for the salvation of the whole human race (see AC 1690.3,6, 1803, 1813, 1820.5, 2819, 
4220, 4320, 4735.2, 5576.5, 8672; HH 120; EU 174; TCR 43; SE 3907), whereas masculine love 
is a love of growing wise (see CL 2140, 32, 66, 89, 382).  These are not the same loves.  “The 
Lord's love . . . was infinitely higher than the love which exists in angels, for it was Divine Love 
itself” (AC 2500.3). Neither gender is more qualified than the other to represent the Lord’s 
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40 “Amor Domini, qui est amor prior, est amor sapiendi apud maritum” (CL 21.2).  Some have translated 
the genitive in “amor Domini” as “the Lord’s love,” and some have translated it as “the love of the Lord.”  
There are other places in the Writings where “amor Domini” is clearly referring to the love that belongs to 
the Lord (see HD 201; AR 254), or the Lord’s love.  But there are also places where “amor Domini” is 
clearly referring to a person’s love of the Lord, like a person’s love of the neighbor (see AC 7819; DLW 
424).   I think the context of CL 21 makes it clear that “amor Domini” here is referring to a husband’s love 
of the Lord, not the Lord’s love.  The “Lord’s love” is the love for the salvation of the whole human race.  
A husband’s “love of the Lord” is his love of becoming wise from Him.  “The love of the Lord, which is the 
first love, is the love in the husband of becoming wise.”



Divine love for the whole human race.  Plus, the marriage of love and wisdom in the Lord is 
infinitely more united than in either men or women (see DLW 14, 37, 139; AC 3372; HH 139; 
DP 13; CL 60; TCR 41).  

Both Genders Together Best Represent the Lord
	
 Genesis 1:27 makes it clear that both the masculine and the feminine are the best image 
of the full Humanity of God.  And this is also reflected in the Heavenly Doctrines:

	
 The Divine is imaged in two people who are immersed in true marriage love. (HH 374)

	
 For the human male and the human female were so created that from being two they 
	
 might become as though one person or one flesh.  And when they become one, then taken 
	
 together they are human [homo] in its fullest sense.  But without that conjunction they are 
	
 two, and each is like a person divided or half a person.  (CL 37)

	
 In the case of a married couple, the masculine element and feminine element united by 
	
 true married love produce one life that is fully human.”  (CL 316.4; see also Marriage 
	
 Index 16; AE 984.3, 1004.2)

The Lord is our Divine Parent, and so this is why both parents represent the Lord (see AC 
3703.7, 8897; SS 67; Psalm 27:10), and why our parents stand in the place of God for us as our 
first care-takers and teachers (see AC 3183).  And the doctrine that a married couple becomes 
one angel in heaven, allows us to reconcile the duality of gender in God, with the truth that God 
is One (See HH 367, 372; CL 50, 52, 177; see also De Conjugio 8; CL 42, 75.5, 178, 306, 316.4).  
	
 Now, I’m not trying to say that we must therefore have married couples as priests.   
Symbolically we could have a married couple, or men and women, or just a man, or just a 
woman representing the Lord on chancel as priests.41  Since representation and symbolism have 
been abrogated and are not necessary for true worship, any one of those options is fine.  The 
point being that it would be just as representationally appropriate for women to represent the 
Lord on chancel as priests, as it is for men.   And for many people, a gender-inclusive clergy 
would represent the importance of the church being led by the marriage of goodness and truth.  
And since men and women working together and complementing each other represents that 
heavenly marriage, that would be a very appropriate symbol in our church.  
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Chapter Four - Enlightenment

	
 The reason enlightenment comes up in this discussion, is that the Writings say that 
“genuine doctrine must be from those who are in enlightenment from the Lord” (WH 8).  And 
the first thing to acknowledge then is the Word says that anyone can be in enlightenment from 
the Lord:

	
 Every single human being whose soul desires it has the capability to see the truths of the 
	
 Word in light.  (TCR 621.2)  

	
 The Lord talks to every individual, because anything good or true that a person wills or 
	
 thinks comes from the Lord . . . . Everything good or true that the angels inspire in us is 
	
 the Lord’s, so the Lord is constantly talking to us. He talks very differently, though, to 
	
 one person than to another.  (AC 904; see also AC 978; TCR 231)

Both men and women are capable of learning truth, developing their understanding or intellect, 
being enlightened, and becoming wise (see CL 102, 122, 211).  

Enlightenment is from Love
	
 The Writings indicate that enlightenment comes from goodness, charity, and love (see 
also AC 3094, 3102, 3128, 3138, 4214, 6405; Faith 13; DLW 410; SEM 4734). 

	
 Charity enlightens, and never faith without charity; and the errors that are brought in by 
	
 means of faith separated would be clearly seen [if charity were in the first place].  (AC 
	
 6269:3)

	
 For the good of charity is like a flame from which light radiates, since good comes of 
	
 love, and love is spiritual fire, the source of enlightenment.  (AC 7950.2) 

! For truth shines only in the eyes of people who are directed by charity and its 
	
 accompanying faith, and it is only these that the Word teaches.  (AR 454)

	
 Those who lead this angelic life [of love to the Lord and the neighbor], and no others at 
	
 all, are enlightened by the Lord and see the holy things of the Word.  (AC 9086.3; see 
	
 also 1798.2, 9382.2, 10201.3)  

	
 Two different kinds of mental and perceptive ability exist, the first of which comes from 
	
 the light of heaven, the second from an illusory light. Both kinds look the same in 
	
 outward form but are entirely different in internal form. That which comes from the light 
	
 of heaven exists within good, that is, it exists with people who are governed by good. By 
	
 virtue of that good they are able to see what is true, and to know—clear as daylight
	
 —whether something is right or not.  (AC 4214) 

Both men and women are capable of coming from goodness, love, and charity, and so both men 
and women are capable of being enlightened in the truths of the Word and the church. 

Enlightenment is from the Lord, through the Affection for Truth, and Usefulness:

	
 The genuine truth in the Word's literal meaning, the truth that is needed for a body of 
	
 teaching, becomes manifest only to those who have enlightenment from the Lord. 
	
 Enlightenment comes from the Lord alone and affects people who love truths because 

A Doctrinal Foundation for a Gender Inclusive Clergy in the General Church - Solomon Keal - 2014

56



	
 they are true and who make them useful in their lives. Other people do not have 
	
 enlightenment concerning the Word. Enlightenment comes from the Lord alone because 
	
 the Word is from Him, and therefore He is in it. Enlightenment comes to people who love 
	
 truths because they are true and who make them useful in their lives, because these 
	
 people are in the Lord and the Lord is in them. (TCR 231)

For other passages which show that enlightenment comes from the Lord alone, see AC 978, 
9382; AR 796; TCR 155.   Enlightenment from the Lord also leads to true fairness in policy:

	
 Thinking from this kind of . . . enlightenment [from the Lord] sees things from both 
	
 sides . . . . Enlightenment from ourselves, though, is totally different. In this light, we see 
	
 things from one side and not from the other, and once we have made up our minds, we 
	
 see things in a light that looks like the light we have been talking about, but it is a wintry 
	
 light. Take, for example, judges who make unjust decisions . . . . Once they have 
	
 rationalized their decisions by laws and arguments, it looks to them as though they have 
	
 been fair in their decisions. They may actually see some unfairness, but since they do not 
	
 want to see it, they veil it over and blind themselves so completely that they no longer see 
	
 it . . . . Much the same holds for anything that such people accept on the word of someone 
	
 in authority or someone famous, or for anything they construct out of their own intellects. 
	
 These are blind reasons because the distortions that convince them are the basis of their 
	
 sight, and distortion closes sight, while truth opens it.  People like this see nothing true in 
	
 the light of truth and nothing fair from a love of fairness. (DP 168.3-5) 

As was mentioned previously, the affection for truth—which is an essential quality for a minister
—is what leads to enlightenment.  And the affection for truth is not gender exclusive. 

The nature of each person's enlightenment is determined by the nature of their affection 
for truth, and the nature of their affection for truth is determined by the good present in 
their life. (AC 7012)

	
 Everyone receives enlightenment and instruction from the Word according to their 
	
 affection for truth and degree of desire for it, and according to their ability to receive it. 
	
 The internal person of those who receive enlightenment dwells in the light of heaven, for 
	
 the light of heaven is what enlightens a person in the truths and forms of the good of 
	
 faith, 8707, 8861. Those who are in that way enlightened understand the Word according 
	
 to its inner truths, which being so they establish for themselves from the Word guidelines, 
	
 to which they then relate the literal sense.  (AC 9382.2; see also AE 1183)  

	
 The understanding is enlightened in the case of those with an affection for truth arising 
	
 from good but not in the case of those with an affection for truth arising from evil. (AC 
	
 9300.5; see also AC 9424, 10330.3, 10551.2; SS 55; CLJ 14; TCR 146, 155, 231)

Enlightenment also comes from being useful (see TCR 231), and in the case of priests, it comes 
from being useful in the work of ministry:

	
 In the case of the clergy . . . there are other actions of the Lord as well: enlightening and 
	
 teaching. The reason is that for ministers, being enlightened and taught is a part of their 
	
 jobs that comes with their inauguration into the ministry.  (TCR 146)  
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Enlightenment comes from the use, not from the gender.  There are plenty of people—both men 
and women—who could do the job of a priest, if they had the time for it.  Most people don’t 
have the time for it.  Ordination is simply about setting aside one’s life, time, and energy for a 
specific use.  And with that use—if the appropriate loves are present—comes the enlightenment 
needed for the job.

Higher Light and Higher Warmth in People
	
 It might seem like enlightenment is about light alone (see DP 165-166),  but 
enlightenment is about light and heat.   Heat is the source of light.  

	
 Charity can be compared to a flame, which is essential for heat and light, since they come 
	
 from it. Faith when separated can be compared to light, which without the warmth of the 
	
 flame is still light, but a wintry light—and there is nothing that does not languish and 
	
 die in winter’s light.  (AC 365)

	
 Enlightenment. . . comes from the part where truth is, though in fact it comes from good 
	
 by way of truth. As regards the enlightenment of facts in the natural man, the source of all 
	
 that enlightenment is good, for good which is fired by love may be compared to the flame 
	
 of the sun, from which flame warmth and light are received, while truth may be compared 
	
 to an object through which the flame shines as light, and from that light comes 
	
 enlightenment. But as is the light from that source, so is the enlightenment.  Nothing else 
	
 exists to receive good except truth; but as is the truth so is the reception, and so 
	
 consequently the enlightenment. When therefore enlightenment comes by way of truth, 
	
 the enlightenment from truth in that case appears to be attributable to truth, though in fact 
	
 it is attributable to the good which is shining, as described, through the truth. 
	
 Enlightenment from good by way of truth also penetrates further and affects more 
	
 deeply. . . . The light of heaven flows from the Lord's Divine Good by way of His Divine 
	
 Truth.  (AC 3094)  

	
 Enlightenment and recognition are not possible unless affection or love is present, which 
	
 is spiritual warmth and imparts life to the things illumined by the light. This may be 
	
 compared to the light of the sun. It is not the light of the sun but the warmth within the 
	
 light that imparts life to plants, as is evident from the seasons of the year.  (AC 3138; see 
	
 also 6405) 

Higher spiritual warmth is actually the source of higher spiritual light.  And for the purposes of 
our conversation, the Writings indicate that everyone (both men and women) can be raised into 
the higher light and higher heat of heaven.  

	
 When [a person looks to heaven and the Lord, rather than self and the world] the person's 
	
 inner powers do literally pass into heaven, and into its warmth and light. As a result they 
	
 receive influx and enlightenment. The light of heaven shines in their understanding, for 
	
 the Divine Truth which radiates from the Lord as the sun constitutes that light; and the 
	
 warmth of heaven heats their will, for the good of love which radiates at the same time 
	
 from the Lord as the sun composes this warmth.  (AC 10330.2; emphasis added)  

	
 To the degree that [a person loves wisdom], to the same degree their mind is raised into a 
	
 higher atmosphere, which is the containing medium of heavenly light and heat, or, to 
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 say the same thing, of the wisdom and love which angels possess. For the light of heaven 
	
 is united with wisdom, and the warmth of heaven with love.  (CL 145.2; emphasis added) 
 	
 Every person from creation has implanted in them a capacity to open the lower regions of 
	
 their mind to the point of union with its higher ones, which are in the light and warmth 
	
 of heaven.  (CL 204; emphasis added; see also CL 130.2-3) 

	
 A person becomes wise as the inner perceptions of their mind are opened, because by 
	
 their opening the thoughts of their understanding are raised into a higher light and the 
	
 affections of their will into a higher warmth - the higher light being wisdom, and the 
	
 higher warmth a love for wisdom.  (CL 211; emphasis added; see also CL 380.11).  

And the following passages show that, in the case of preachers and priests, both higher light and 
higher heat are involved:

Since Divinity itself is present with angels and with us through its spiritual warmth and 
light, we look at people who are caught up in the truth of Divine wisdom and the 
goodness of Divine love, who are moved by them, and who are therefore in heartfelt 
thought, and we say that they are being “warmed by God.” Sometimes this happens so 
openly that it can be noticed and felt, as when a preacher speaks with passion. We also 
say of such people that they are being “enlightened by God” because with His 
emanating Divinity, the Lord not only kindles human intentions with spiritual warmth 
but also floods human minds with spiritual light.  (DLW 148; emphasis added)

	
 Even evil people who at heart deny the Divine gifts of the church can understand, 
	
 discuss, and preach higher things, and can defend them in scholarly writing. However, 
	
 when they are left on their own to think about them, their thinking is based on their 
	
 hellish self-centeredness, and they deny them. We can see from this that our discernment 
	
 can be in spiritual light even though our volition may not be in spiritual warmth.  
	
 (DLW 	
244; emphasis added)   

	
 Therefore the enlightening that comes from the Lord is turned into different types of light 
	
 and heat in individual ministers depending on the quality of each individual's mind.  
	
 (TCR 155; emphasis added)

While in a general way both men and women can be raised into the higher light and heat of 
heaven, there is also a way in which men tend to focus on higher light, and women tend to focus 
on higher heat, because men tend to perceive from the intellect, while women tend to perceive 
from love (see CL 168 below).  Unfortunately, because men and women have such different 
approaches to things, they can sometimes seem to be in competition with each other.  I’ve heard 
some people express a fear that if women joined the clergy, men would no longer be able to 
engage in doctrinal debates with women in the room.   There is a way in which perception from 
truth and perception from love can appear to be at odds with each other.  But they aren’t meant to 
be.   I have no belief that all our problems will be solved if we start ordaining women.  In fact I 
believe it will bring up new problems.  Similarly, there are new problems that come up after a 
man and woman get married, but that’s not a reason to not get married.  Having a gender-
inclusive clergy will create new challenges for the dynamics of clergy, but I believe they are 
challenges worth facing.  And I believe it would also bring new benefits.

A Doctrinal Foundation for a Gender Inclusive Clergy in the General Church - Solomon Keal - 2014

59



	
 For example, higher light is about seeing, while higher warmth is about feeling (see CL 
168 below).  Sight interacts with things outside of itself.  We see objects outside of ourselves.  
We can’t really see things that are too close to us.  We need distance and perspective in order to 
see.   Feeling interacts with things that are touching or joined to ourselves.  We feel things that 
are connected to us.  We can’t really feel things that are too far away from us.  We need 
proximity and contact in order to feel.   Both senses are limited.  Both need each other.   When 
we feel something that is touching us, we often want to see it in order to know more about what 
we’re feeling.  And when we see something that’s far away, we often want to feel it in order to 
know more about what we’re seeing.  Feeling something can offer a perception of something that 
we can’t gain by simply seeing it.  Seeing something can offer insights into something that we 
can’t gain by simply feeling it.  The two senses complement each other and bring increased 
understanding and experience.   This is one of the reasons why I think the priesthood would be 
improved by including both men and women.  The women’s higher warmth would offer 
perceptions that the men can “see,” but don’t initially “feel.”  The men’s higher light would offer 
insights that the women can “feel,” but don’t initially “see.” 42  Both light and warmth are 
important for the priesthood. 

Higher Light in Men
	
 Some have suggested that men are more qualified for the priesthood than women because 
of their higher light, which could be associated with enlightenment:

	
 In men the mind is elevated into a higher light, and in women the mind is elevated into a 
	
 higher warmth; moreover, a woman feels the delights of her warmth in the light of a man. 
	
 By the light into which men are elevated we mean intelligence and wisdom.  (CL 188; see 
	
 also 201)

	
 Some people also suppose that women can raise the sight of their understanding into the 
	
 same realm of light that men can and see things on the same high level. (CL 175.3) 

	
 It is masculine to perceive from the intellect, and feminine to perceive from love. 
	
 Moreover, the intellect also perceives those sorts of matters which transcend the body and 
	
 the world - it being the nature of intellectual and spiritual sight to move in that direction - 
	
 while love does not perceive beyond what it feels. When it does, its perception draws on 
	
 its union with the intellect of a man, a union established from creation. For the intellect 
	
 has to do with light, and love with warmth, and concerns that are matters of light are 
	
 seen, whereas concerns that are matters of warmth are felt.  (CL 168; see also 137.6)

So there is clearly a kind of light, intelligence, wisdom and perception which is peculiar to men.  
“The intellect of men . . . ascends into a light in which women are not” (CL 165).  This makes 
sense due to their native intellect-orientation.  This kind of light tends to be very theoretical in 
nature; a kind of thinking which is not always applicational, but rather it “transcends the body 
and the world.”  Whereas, women’s emotional intellect tends to focus on the relationships of 
things and people, and the application of truth to goodness within the body and the world.  But 
the Writings never indicate that the higher light that men have is a requirement for the 
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42 Not that men can’t “feel,” or women can’t “see,” but that there is a kind of fullness that is achieved when 
both genders are complementing each other that way.  



priesthood.43  The higher light that a man has—in its application to marriage—allows him to be a 
good husband and to be truly masculine, which we will examine below.  But there is also a 
higher light44 which both men and women can be elevated into (see above AC 10330.2; CL 
145.2, 204, 211) which is what allows them to preach (see TCR 589), and which will be 
discussed more below.  
 	
 Also, this higher light in men is not the same as the native intelligence that men start out 
with, as was mentioned above.  That (lower) light is more like the “truth alone” of the Ishmael 
rational (compare CL 218 with AC 1949, 1950).  It’s also more like the light of winter, without 
any warmth (see AC 365, 7084; HD 121; DLW 139, 245; DP 298; BE 115; TCR 385; LJP 199).  
But the higher light in men, must come from a marriage of goodness and truth, rather than truth 
alone (see CL 56.4, 92, cf. CL 163).  It must come from a marriage of light and warmth.  

Higher Light and Higher Warmth in Marriage
	
 There is also an important aspect to the conjugial relationship between a husband and 
wife that involves his higher light and her higher warmth (see CL 188, 137.6, 201).  His higher 
light allows him to detach from the love of many women, and intellectually choose to love only 
his wife (see CL 77.4, 80.2, 161.3, 200, 217, 293, 294, 296, 331), which is the wisdom and 
intelligence of conjugial love. “It is a mark of intelligence to love only one's wife” (CL 331).  
Her higher warmth allows her to be connected to the warmth of conjugial love from the Lord, 
which can then flow through her into her husband, uniting the two of them.  Her love for his 
wisdom (to love only her) is what allows for this union. “A woman feels the delights of her 
warmth in the light of a man” (CL 188; see also CL 33, 66, 75.5, 91, 217), “especially the 
wisdom which results from religion, which is that they are to love only their wives” (CL 161.3).
	
 A man and woman are not capable of each others’ higher light and heat in this way:  A 
man is not capable of loving only one of the sex purely from will, feeling or marital warmth (see 
CL 223, 296.2) which is the feminine experience of conjugial love, rather in a man it must come 
from seeing the light and wisdom of conjugial love in his intellect.  Likewise a woman is not 
capable of loving one of the sex purely from intellect, thought or marital light (see CL 168) 
which is the masculine experience of conjugial love, rather in a woman it must come from 
feeling the warmth of conjugial love innately in her will from the Lord (see CL 161, 224, 296.2), 
and also from feeling loved by her husband (see CL 217).45   For men, conjugial love and its 
wisdom generally reside in the intellect (higher light), and for women, they generally reside in 
the will (higher warmth)(see CL 32, 92, 188, 197).  To the extent that a man’s love of knowledge, 
intelligence and wisdom leads him to a life of moral virtues (see CL 130.4, 164, 165, 293), and 
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43 Unless we take passages such as CL 163 to mean that it takes exclusively masculine higher light to 
perform any forensic use. In which case we are being inconsistent in our application of doctrine in the 
church.  See discussion of Forensic and Domestic Uses below.  

44 The term “higher” meaning spiritual rather than natural.  It’s not meant to imply hierarchy between 
people.  

45 This is not to say that women can’t be intellectual, or that men can’t be emotional.  And I’m also not 
trying to imply that a man can’t experience the warmth of conjugial love, or that a woman can’t think about 
the intellectual reasons for monogamy, in fact the hope is that they both will.  The hope is that through the 
state of marriage they will both come to think and feel the same way (see HH 369), and that they will 
experience a shared state of affections (see CL 175.4).  But in terms of where conjugial love originates in 
people, the different genders tend to have different approaches to the state of matrimony.  
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especially the life and virtue of loving only his wife, then his wife can love that wisdom and 
higher light in him.  That kind of wisdom and higher light in men is crucial for true conjugial 
love.  
	
 But the Writings don’t describe that kind of higher light or wisdom (the wisdom of loving 
only one wife) as being a specific requirement for preaching and performing the functions of a 
priest.  As was said before, there is a more universally human wisdom or higher light which 
contributes to that.  
	
	
 For this purpose [reformation and regeneration] we have been granted the ability to lift 
	
 our intellect almost all the way into the light enjoyed by the angels in heaven. This lifting 
	
 allows us to see what we ought to will and what we ought to do in order to be successful 
	
 during our time in this world and blessed with happiness after death to eternity. We 
	
 become successful and blessed if we gain wisdom for ourselves and keep our will 
	
 obedient to that wisdom. (TCR 588; see also 79.7, 589; DLW 256)

Higher Light in Relation To The Priesthood
	
 We could distinguish the concept of “higher light” into three levels or categories (see 
chart).  At the top is the universal higher light (and higher warmth) that both men and women can 
be elevated into.46  In the middle is the higher light that is peculiar to men (the general perception 
from intellect), and the higher warmth that is peculiar to women (the general perception from 
love).47  And at the bottom is the specific higher light in a husband that allows him to choose to 
love only his wife, and the specific higher warmth in a wife that is the conjugial love which loves 
that light (wisdom) in her husband.48    I believe the Writings indicate that it’s the top two levels 
that are needed for the priesthood, rather than the bottom two levels in men.  The top two levels 
include the universal higher light and higher warmth that both men and women can be in, as well 
as the more distinct higher light of men and the more distinct higher warmth of women, both of 
which would be useful in the priesthood. 
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46 See AC 4526, 10330.2; HH 148-150; DLW 255, 256, 267, 359; CL 57, 132.4, 145.2, 204, 211, 380.11; 
TCR 48.4, 61, 79.7, 588, 589, 621.2; AE 1170.4, etc.

47 See AC 1555; HH 369; CL 47r, 91, 137, 160, 165, 168, 175, 188, 201, 218, etc.

48 See CL 32, 33, 66, 75.5, 77.4, 91, 92, 130.4, 137.6, 161.3, 164, 165, 168, 188, 197, 200, 201, 223, 
224, 217, 293, 294, 296.2, 331, etc. 

Universal Higher Light and Warmth.  
Love and Wisdom.  Both Men and Women

Belief in a Gender Inclusive Priesthood



In this way we can have a gender inclusive clergy while maintaining respect for the distinct 
contributions of each gender.
	
 Both men and women can be in the universal higher light which comes from the Lord, 
from charity, from the affection for truth, and from being useful.  This kind of universal higher 
light is also related to other things such as being in conjugial love (see CL 211), or from thinking 
beyond the five senses (see CL 57), from being spiritually in the “east” (see CL 132.4; TCR 
48.4), from being spiritually in the “south” (see HH 148-150), from being humans not animals 
(see DLW 255), from not being earthly-minded (see DLW 256; AC 10330.2), because as humans 
we have rationality (see DLW 267), because as humans we have an intellect or understanding 
(see AC 4526; TCR 61), and when we elevate our understanding above our corrupt will (see AE 
1170.4).   

Elevating Our Understanding Above Our Corrupt Will
	
 Everyone is capable of elevating their understanding above their corrupt will.  This is a 
human capability, because it allows us to be regenerated. 

	
 Because the love of the will forms the person, and this draws the intellect into harmony 
	
 with it, therefore [natural, sensual and carnal] people are rational only in a state detached 
	
 from the love of the will; but when they return again into that love, they rave on worse 
	
 than wild beasts.  Still, without the ability to elevate their intellect above the love of their 
	
 will, a person would not be human but an animal, since an animal does not possess that 
	
 ability. Consequently neither could they make choices and by choice do that which is 
	
 good and useful, and thus they could not be reformed and led to heaven and live to 
	
 eternity.  (CL 498, see also 96, 463.2, 495)

	
 Our discernment has necessarily been given the ability to be lifted above our own love 
	
 into some of wisdom's light, which is beyond our own love. This enables us to see and 
	
 learn how we are to live if we are to attain to heavenly love as well as heavenly light and 
	
 so enjoy blessedness forever.  (DLW 395)  

Some have suggested that women can’t do this to the same degree that men can, possibly based 
on an interpretation of passages such as AC 266, and 568.2. 
 ! The female sex is such by character and formation that the will or desire rules over the 
	
 intellect. Every fiber in the female body is attuned to this, and it is the feminine nature. 
	
 (AC 568.2)49  

In other words, women are will-oriented (see CL 33, 91, 92, 187, 195, 223), or they have 
emotional intelligence.  This isn’t saying that a woman is incapable of elevating her intellect 
over her will.  It’s simply saying that her natural starting point is being guided by her emotions.   
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49 This passage goes on to say: “And because nowadays the will for good does not exist, but only evil 
desire, when yet it is possible for something of the understanding or reason to exist....”  I recommend 
comparing this to the following passage: “People who do not have celestial but spiritual seed within 
them. . . have no love within them, and so no will for good; but they can be given faith, or understanding 
of truth”  (AC 310.2).   Having “no will for good” is not about being feminine, but about being spiritual 
rather than celestial.  



	
 Both man and woman are endowed with intellect and volition, but for men intellect tends 
	
 to take the lead [predominate], while for women it is volition that does so; and people are 
	
 characterized by what is in control.  (HH 369)

This is talking about a generalized natural tendency, not a capability.  If women were not capable 
of elevating their understanding above their will without the help of men, then all single women 
who die would go straight to hell.50  Men certainly can have a positive intellectual influence on 
women, but men are not the intellectual saviors of women.  The ability to elevate our intellect 
above our will is a human ability, not a masculine ability, even if it is a masculine orientation.   
Men on the other hand, have their own problems: problems which often involve “delusions” or 
“phantasies” (see AC 568.2, CL 499), which are because their native intellect tends to rule over 
the will for goodness (men can be cold; see CL 56.4), which then often lead to states of truth-
alone or faith-alone.  And these problems are significantly diminished by the influence of 
women, who are often more inclined to think and perceive from love (see CL 47r, 160, 168, 
218).  The native will-orientation of women is what balances out the native intellect-orientation 
of men (see CL 91).  
	
 To say that women can’t be priests because they don’t have a masculine orientation, I 
think is misunderstanding what it takes to be a priest.  It makes sense that a priest would need the 
human ability to elevate their understanding above their will, but the Writings don’t indicate that 
a person needs the masculine orientation in order to be a priest.  
	
 In addition, as we examined at the beginning of this paper, everyone (both male and 
female) is “will-oriented,” in the sense that we are all led by our will (see AC 379, 585, 4364, 
5351, 8510, 9337, 10057.2; LJ 36, 39; DLW 1, 244, 410.6; DP 61; CL 34, 196, 490; TCR 570.6, 
602; AE 274:3, 1175, 1183; etc.).  Men can’t achieve any kind of detachment of will and intellect 
in which they remain completely unbiased and emotionless (see above the discussion of 
“Preaching with Passion”). 
	
 And, as has been discussed above, it is actually a minister’s connection (not 
disconnection) to their will for good (the affection for truth, and the love for the salvation of 
souls) that shapes them into a good minister: “The process of shaping depends on the type of 
love that exists in the ministers will”  (TCR 155; emphasis added).   If the will is not elevated 
along with the understanding, then the reason for the ability to elevate the understanding above 
the will is not fulfilled.

	
 If the love of our will is not elevated at the same time, we do not become spiritual, but 
	
 remain natural. Nevertheless we retain the ability to elevate our understanding. The 
	
 reason we retain it is to enable us to be reformed; for we are reformed by means of our 
	
 understanding, which is accomplished through concepts of good and truth and through a 
	
 rational insight gained in consequence of them. If we examine these concepts rationally 
	
 and live in accordance with them, then the love of our will is elevated too, and in the 
	
 degree that it is, our humanity is perfected and a person becomes more and more human.  
	
 (CL 495; see also DLW 368.2)  
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50 True conjugial love depends on regeneration, regeneration doesn’t depend on conjugial love.  We are 
not a church of “salvation by marriage alone.”   



	
 The above mentioned passages (AC 266, 568.2)51 are also referring to the fact that higher 
principles (such as that our intellect needs to rule over our corrupt will; or that truth is the servant 
of goodness) were at one time manifest in the unfortunate cultural reality that men ruled over 
women, and women served men (see also the discussion of AC 4046.3 and SE 436 above).  But 
men should not in any way rule over women (see HH 369, 380; CL 78.4, 248, 291), so this 
historically patriarchal application of this higher principle was misguided, and we are blessed to 
now know that from the Writings.    
	
 There is also a passage in Conjugial Love which seems to give some people the 
impression that men can detach their affections from their thoughts, but women can’t. But this 
passage is simply saying that wives think more continually about their love for their husbands 
than husbands do about their love for their wives:

	
 A wife continually thinks about her husband's disposition towards her, with a view to 
	
 joining him to her. This goes along with what was explained above, namely, that a desire 
	
 to unite her husband to her is constant and continual in a wife, but inconstant and 
	
 intermittent in a husband . . . . It follows from this that a wife thinks continually about her 
	
 husband's disposition towards her with a view to joining him to her. To be sure, a wife's 
	
 thinking about her husband is interrupted by the domestic concerns which are under her 
	
 care, but still it remains in the affection of her love; and in women, this affection does 
	
 not become detached from their thoughts as it does in men. (CL 169; emphasis added)

	
 The main point in all of this being that both men and women are capable of 
understanding the truth about love to the Lord and the neighbor in their intellects, and using that 
truth to be lifted out of the loves of self and the world in their corrupt wills.  This is the whole 
point of doctrine, and is something that any human is capable of doing and teaching.  And this is 
what gives someone the ability to preach:

	
 It is important to know that the capacity to lift the intellect even to a level of 
	
 understanding possessed by the angels in heaven has been created as a part of every 
	
 human being. . . . By lifting our intellect above the love that resides in our will, we are 
	
 all capable of grasping those truths, saying them, teaching them, and preaching them.  
	
 (TCR 589; emphasis added)

Both men and women are capable of teaching and preaching truths because of this ability.  This 
is clearly taught here.  Whereas, for many people, the the policy of a male-only priesthood takes 
the doctrine about the need for the intellect to be elevated above the will, and implies that 
therefore, in this church organization, masculinity’s higher light must in some way be elevated 
above femininity’s will.  

Being Intellectual
	
 As we all know, women have intellects just like men (see HH 369).  Women can be just 
as intellectual as men, and—depending on the love they have—they can be more intellectual than 
men.  Helen Keller was a very intellectual woman.  All the women who have graduated from our 

A Doctrinal Foundation for a Gender Inclusive Clergy in the General Church - Solomon Keal - 2014

65

51 See also pp. 55-56 in the Reader’s Guide of the New Century Edition of Secrets of Heaven Volume 1, 
Jonathan Rose and William Ross Woofenden, Swedenborg Foundation, 2008, for a discussion of these 
passages.



MARS52 program are very intellectual women.  The women who teach in the Bryn Athyn 
College and Theological School are extremely intellectual women.  There are also men who 
aren’t interested in being that intellectual; men who are more interested in doing physically 
active things than in sitting still and thinking deep thoughts about theoretical, doctrinal or 
intellectual things.  Just as men can choose to focus on love and action, women can choose to 
focus on truth and thinking.  We should all be focussing on both goodness and truth in our own 
ways.  Women love to learn truths just like men do.  The difference is that they tend to be more 
will-oriented about the truths, while men tend to be more intellect-oriented about them.   So 
women can be more inclined to do something with the truth they learn, while men can be more 
inclined to think about the truth they learn.  But it’s not exclusively that way.  And the priesthood 
is about both thinking and doing; teaching and leading.  
	
 Everyone can know and will truth: “Knowing truth belongs solely to the understanding 
part of the mind, whereas willing truth belongs to the will part”  (AC 8994.3).   But it would be a 
misinterpretation and misapplication to suggest that “knowing truth belongs solely to the 
masculine part of humanity, whereas willing truth belongs solely to the feminine part of 
humanity.”  That would be confusing the relationship between natural marriage and the heavenly 
marriage, which is similar but not identical (see CL 100).  Both men and women can know and 
will truth.  “The light of intelligence has regard to the intellectual part of the mind, or to the 
understanding, whereas the light of wisdom has regard to the will part, or to life.” (AC 1555).  

Intelligence and Wisdom in Men and Women
	
 “It is intelligence and wisdom that make an angel” (CL 413).  Intelligence and wisdom 
are things that both men and women are capable of.   The following passage is describing the 
general wisdom that exists in both husbands and wives:

Married partners become an image of the marriage between good and truth only as the 
inner faculties of their minds are opened, because the mind only gradually opens from 
infancy to late old age. For people are born carnal, and they become rational as the mind 
just above the body opens and as this rationality is purified and decanted, so to speak, 
from its dregs - from fallacious appearances that flow in from the physical senses and 
from urges that flow in from temptations of the flesh. Rationality thus opens, and this is 
accomplished only through wisdom. Then, when the inner faculties of the rational mind 
have been opened, the person becomes an image of wisdom, and this wisdom is the 
receptacle of truly conjugial love.  The wisdom which forms this image and receives this 
love is rational and at the same time moral wisdom. Rational wisdom views the truths and 
good virtues that inwardly appear in a person not as qualities belonging to them but as 
qualities flowing in from the Lord. And moral wisdom shuns evils and falsities as 
contagious diseases - especially lascivious ones which contaminate their conjugial love.  
(CL 102).  

Wisdom is simply living a life of love according to a rational understanding of the Lord’s truth. 

Spiritual wisdom is to acknowledge the Lord our Savior as God of heaven and earth, and 
through the Word and discourses from it to acquire from Him truths connected with the 
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Church, from which comes a spiritual rationality; and in addition to live from Him 
according to those truths, from which comes a spiritual morality.  (CL 293.4)  

Intelligence and Wisdom in Men
	
 This spiritual rational and moral wisdom is something both men and women are capable 
of and should try to attain in a religious life.  But when this kind of wisdom exists specifically in 
husbands with a particular focus on marriage, it is described as the wisdom in men to which 
conjugial love from their wife can be conjoined.  
  As regards marriage in particular, the spiritual-rational and spiritual-moral wisdom of our 

husbands has as its end and goal to love only their wives and to rid themselves of all 
desire for other women.  (CL 293.4, emphasis added; see also CL 77.4, 80.2, 161.3, 200, 
217, 293, 294, 296, 331)

Wives receive into themselves matters that have to do with the wisdom of their husbands, 
thus matters belonging to their souls and minds.”  (CL 173; emphasis added)53 

And it’s not just rational wisdom that is needed in husbands in order to receive conjugial love 
from their wives, but rational and moral wisdom (see CL 102, 163-165, 168, 195, 293, 294).
	
 This is part of what is meant by needing the “church” to be established in the husband 
first (see CL 125): “Love in marriage goes hand in hand with the church and religion” (CL 497).

The inclination to conjunction, which conjugial love is, exists in the same degree as the 
conjunction of good and truth, which is the church. (CL 63).  

The sole means by which a person can be brought into or raised to [conjugial love] is 
religion, as is plainly to be seen from what was said before, that the origin of the church 
and of conjugial love occupy the same seat, there embrace each other, and so cannot fail 
to be combined there.  (CL 238.3)  

This love is the repository of Christian religion, that is because that religion is coupled 
with and lodges together with this love. For we have shown that no others come into this 
love and no others can be in it but those who go to the Lord and love the truths of the 
church and do the good things it teaches (nos. 70-72); that this love comes from the Lord 
alone, and consequently is found with people who are of the Christian religion (nos. 131, 
336, 337); and that this love depends on the state of the church in a person, because it 
depends on the state of their wisdom. (CL 458; also CL 80.2, 161.3, 238.3, 304, 528, 531)

Without a man first wanting to be a husband, shunning adultery, and living a monogamous life, 
which is what the church teaches, then a wife can’t share her conjugial love from the Lord with 
that man (see CL 161).  This “conjugial wisdom” (the rational and moral wisdom to love only 
one wife) from the church, in a husband, creates the right structure in the marriage for the 
conjugial love from the wife to flow in to him.  
	
 This is the wisdom of true masculinity which is what a woman loves, because it is the 
wisdom of conjugial love, or “wisdom concerning conjugial love” (CL 155r.2).  As an angel 
husband said: “I am the wisdom of her love” (CL 75.5; emphasis added). “The male is a form of 
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minds”.  That is the wisdom they crave to learn from their husbands.   That is how they can unite with 
them.



the wisdom of love, and the female is a form of the love of that wisdom.”  (CL 32; emphasis 
added).    A man doesn’t have to have an extremely high IQ or an extremely intellectual mind in 
order to have this wisdom, and be loved by a wife.  All it takes is using his intellect-oriented 
mind to choose to live the life of monogamy.   A man who does that is an extremely wise and 
lovable man.  
	
 Conjugial Love describes various things which have to do with the intellectual side of 
men’s wisdom, as being: “knowledge, intelligence and wisdom. . . . rationality, judgment, genius, 
learning, sagacity,” and it is associated with fields of study such as “philosophy, physics, 
geometry, mechanics, chemistry, astronomy, law, political science, ethics, history, and many 
more” (see CL 163).   It’s not saying that these things belong exclusively to the masculine mind, 
since all of the things listed here are human qualities, capabilities and fields of study. The 
intellect in women is just as capable of all of these things (see CL 165).  It’s saying that the 
intellect-orientation in men tends to like to focus on these things.54  
	
 Conjugial Love also describes various things which have to do with the moral side of 
men’s wisdom, as being: 

Spiritual virtues which spring from love toward God and love for the neighbor. . . . 
temperance, sobriety, integrity, kindliness, friendliness, modesty, honesty, helpfulness, 
courteousness; also diligence, industriousness, skillfulness, alacrity, generosity, liberality, 
magnanimity, energy, courage, prudence. . . . love of religion, charity, truthfulness, faith, 
conscience, innocence. . . . love and zeal for religion, for the public good, for his country, 
for his fellow citizens, for his parents, for his wife, and for his children. In all of these 
justice and judgment prevail. Justice has to do with moral wisdom, and judgment has to 
do with intellectual wisdom.  (CL 164)  

Once again, it’s not saying that these things belong exclusively to the masculine mind, since all of 
the things listed here are human qualities and capabilities. “The virtues of this wisdom are akin 
for the most part to similar virtues in women” (CL 165).  Notice also that the virtues of “love 
toward God and love for the neighbor. . . . love of religion, charity, truthfulness, faith, 
conscience, innocence. . . . love and zeal for religion. . . . justice and judgment”—virtues which 
we would especially hope for in a priest—are clearly stated to be akin to “similar virtues in 
women.” 
	
 When it says that women and men are not capable of each other’s wisdom, it’s not saying 
that women can’t have rational and moral wisdom, it’s saying that men and women’s wisdom are 
different, because they have different approaches to life, and especially different approaches to 
marriage (see CL 168).  A man can’t have feminine wisdom, and a woman can’t have masculine 
wisdom.  But both men and women can have the general human kind of rational and moral 
wisdom: an understanding of the Lord’s truth which leads to a life of love. (see CL 102, 293.4).  

Intelligence and Wisdom in Women

It is masculine to perceive from the intellect, and feminine to perceive from love. 
Moreover, the intellect also perceives those sorts of matters which transcend the body and 
the world - it being the nature of intellectual and spiritual sight to move in that direction - 
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54 Conjugial Love also says that “nothing else is received by members of the male sex but truth and what 
relates to truth” (CL 220).  But this doesn’t mean that truth is the exclusive domain of men, and it also 
doesn’t mean that men can’t receive love, it’s just that they receive it according to truth (see CL 90).



while love does not perceive beyond what it feels. When it does, its perception draws on 
its union with the intellect of a man, a union established from creation. For the intellect 
has to do with light, and love with warmth, and concerns that are matters of light are 
seen, whereas concerns that are matters of warmth are felt. (CL 168) 

‘Matters that transcend the body and the world’ could be considered theoretical, hypothetical, 
philosophical or abstract.  Men can sometimes tend to not have their ‘feet on the ground’ as 
much as women.  Men tend to be focused on truths and the relationships of ideas.  Meanwhile, 
women tend to be focused more on emotions and the relationships of people; matters within the 
body and the world. “How do truths apply in the relationships between people?”  “How do we 
live these truths?”  And because women’s perception and wisdom is based on feeling love rather 
than seeing truth, it actually has the potential to be “superior” in some ways to men’s perception 
and wisdom. “Women have an interior perception of love, while men have only a more 
superficial perception” (CL 47r, see also 155r, 208.2).
	
 I think part of why the Writings say that women don’t tend to speak from masculine 
intellectual wisdom (see CL 165), is because it tends to be overly theoretical (higher light), and 
not as applicational (higher warmth).  So in some ways sermons by women might be more 
focussed on leading to the good of life, because women tend to perceive from love (see CL 168).  
I can imagine women preachers wanting to focus on things like:

Spiritual virtues which spring from love toward God and love for the neighbor. . . . 
temperance, sobriety, integrity, kindliness, friendliness, modesty, honesty, helpfulness, 
courteousness; also diligence, industriousness, skillfulness, alacrity, generosity, liberality, 
magnanimity, energy, courage, prudence. . . . love of religion, charity, truthfulness, faith, 
conscience, innocence. . . . love and zeal for religion, for the public good, for [our] 
country, for [our] fellow citizens, for [our] parents, for [our spouses], and for [our] 
children. . . . [and on] justice.  (CL 164, see also CL 165)

These are good topics for sermons because not only do they lead to the good of life, but they also 
teach what is true.  Women tend to “love the things that wisdom teaches” (CL 202).  Moral 
virtues are the “goodness of truth.”   And at the same time, men are just as capable of preaching 
sermons like this as well.  
	
 “The intelligence of women is by nature modest, gracious, peaceable, compliant, soft and 
gentle. . . . civilized” (CL 218).  This is how the intelligence of men can be too, especially when 
it is effected by the sphere of women, and particularly by wives: “He becomes agreeable, 
pleasant, full of life and lovable, and therefore wise” (CL 56.4).  In other words: a gentleman.  
And this is similar to the description of a preacher who is governed by charity: “If. . . the 
minister has enjoyment in a good love and the truth that goes with it, the passion is outwardly 
even, smooth, thundering, and blazing; inside the passion there is goodwill, grace, and 
compassion.”  (TCR 155).  
	
 The wisdom and perception that women have is extremely valuable, and something every 
man can learn from.  It doesn’t get talked about as much as men’s wisdom in Conjugial Love, but 
I might describe it somewhat like this:

The [will] also perceives those sorts of matters which [apply to life and usefulness] - it 
being the nature of [emotional perception] to move in that direction - while [truth] does 
not perceive beyond what it [sees]. When it does, its perception draws on its union with 
the [will] of a [woman], a union established from creation. For the intellect has to do with 
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light, and love with warmth, and concerns that are matters of light are seen, whereas 
concerns that are matters of warmth are felt.  (Altered from CL 168)

This could be compared with other passages in the Writings:

Our discernment simply sees, and it sees things that have to do with wisdom or truth but 
not things that have to do with love or what is good. (DP 39)

Truth does indeed teach what good is, but it does so without perception, whereas good 
teaches what truth is from perception. (AC 3463.3) 

In other words, the feelings and perceptions that women have are just as valid as the insights and 
thoughts that men have.  In a complementary way, they can work together.  
	
 Some people have suggested that women don’t have the judgment needed to be a priest, 
based on passages such as this:

Women who are introduced into the duties of men55, in matters of judgment are bound to 
go to men for advice; and then, from the men's recommendations, if they are their own 
mistresses, they choose what accords with their love. (CL 175.2; see also 296, 325)

This passage could be understood to be describing the important counsel that men and women 
would be able to give each other in a gender inclusive priesthood.  If we had a priesthood where 
there was mutual respect for each gender’s strengths, perspectives and wisdom, then of course 
women would go to men for advice, just as I hope men would go to women for advice.  And 
perhaps in some ways women might especially go to men for advice in matters of judgment, 
while men might especially go to women for advice in matters of justice.    
	
 But on the other hand, judgment is not exclusive to masculinity.  In heaven, some angel 
wives tell Swedenborg that “our husbands love us for our wisdom and judgment56, and. . . we 
love them in return for the same qualities in them.”  (CL 155r.4).  So wisdom and judgment are 
aspects of both good men and good women, in their own unique ways (see CL 208.2).  And I 
think the complementary wisdom, intelligence, judgment, and perception of both men and 
women would be a wonderful asset to the priesthood of the General Church. 
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55 There’s an assumption in our General Church culture that the priesthood is equated with one of the  
“duties of men.”  Aside from the fact that in Swedenborg’s time the priesthood was most likely considered 
to be restricted to just men, this passage isn’t describing the priesthood as a duty of men. And the 
Writings even give some leeway in exactly how we divide up the duties of men and women (see CL 174).  
See also section below on Forensic and Domestic Uses. 

56 “in quo Mariti nos ex sapientia et judicio amant, et nos vicissim illos ex iisdem in illis amamus.”  
Notice the various translations of the Latin word “ex.”  Wunch translates it: “our husbands love us from 
wisdom and judgment, and as we in turn love them for these qualities in them.”   Warren & Tafel 
translate it: “our husbands love us from wisdom and judgment, and as we in turn love them from the 
same in them.”   Rogers translates it: “our husbands love us for our wisdom and judgment, and in the 
measure that we love them in return for the same qualities in them.”   Chadwick translates it: “our 
husbands love us for wisdom and judgment, and we in turn love them for the same qualities in them.”  
Acton translates it: “our husbands love us from wisdom and judgment, and we in turn love them for the 
same in them.”   Gladish translates it: “our husbands love us due to wisdom and discernment and we, 
on our part, love them for those same things in them.”  



Women Writers

Some people also suppose that women can raise the sight of their understanding into the 
same realm of light that men can and see things on the same high level. They have been 
persuaded of this opinion by what some educated female poets have written. But when 
the works of these female poets were examined in their presence in the spiritual world, 
they were found to be works, not of judgment and wisdom, but of cleverness and a 
facility in the use of language. And works which result from these two gifts, because of 
the elegance and skill in the way the words are put together, appear as though they were 
lofty and intelligent - but only to people who take any kind of cleverness and call it 
wisdom.  (CL 175.3; cf. CL 155r.4 above) 
 [People whose] thinking is in touch with their physical sight. . . understand even less 
about the distinct difference between volition and discernment when they start writing, 
which is because then their thinking is in touch with the sensory level that is our own 
human possession. This is why some people can think and talk well but still not write 
well, as is frequently the case with the female sex. The same holds in many other cases.  
(DLW 361)

	
 Some people have taken these passages as a sign that women should not be priests, since 
writing is an aspect of a priest’s job.  But these passages are not talking about women who are 
good writers, but women who are superficial writers.   They are not talking about writing which 
contains actual spiritual judgment, intelligence, and wisdom—which as we have seen above are 
qualities which good women can have—but rather a natural kind of writing which involves 
qualities of cleverness, elegance, and skill with words; qualities which have more to do with our 
physical senses than with spiritual things (see AC 6924).  
	
 Most people believe that Helen Keller wrote with good wisdom and judgment.  A literal 
interpretation of these passages might indicate that if we could examine Helen Keller’s works in 
spiritual light we would see that they are just works of natural cleverness and eloquence with 
words.  I don’t think there are many people in the General Church who believe that Helen 
Keller’s writings are mere cleverness and eloquence without any wisdom and judgment. 
	
 As was discussed before with other passages, these are similarly two instances where 
Swedenborg is using women as an example to describe a spiritual principle.  The principle is that 
clever writing isn’t necessarily full of wisdom.57  And this is true in men as well: 

[There] was one whom I had known when he lived in the world. At that time he had been 
one of those quite renowned for their clever abilities and their learning. But that 
cleverness and learning, which are the means to enable a person to think clearly about 
Divine matters, were for that man the means to think in opposition to them and to 
convince himself that they were valueless. For a person well endowed with cleverness 
and learning has more resources for proving his ideas than others have. Consequently the 
one I had known was interiorly possessed, though in outward appearance he seemed to be 
a decent and properly-behaved person.  (AC 5991; see also SE 758)  
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He had not given his allegiance to any basic convictions but was in general opposed to 
everyone, whom he had been able to refute and disparage by the use of adroit and clever 
arguments without even knowing what the truth might be. I was astonished that he was 
gifted with such cleverness, that is to say, with the ability to refute others by the use of 
clever arguments while having no actual knowledge of the truth.  (AC 5567; see also SE 
5701)  

In the case of the monks, and especially the Jesuits, who from their cleverness were 
considered to be more intelligent than all others in the world, their interiors were found to 
be so empty and void that they did not know a single truth that leads to heaven.  (AE 
1044; see also AE 714.10; TCR 334.2)  

In [people who love the truth only for the sake of their own glorious reputations], the two 
higher levels are not open on the right-hand side, so these people have no inner reason 
that judges and they have no love for justice. Instead they have cleverness that enables 
them to talk about any subject as if they were intelligent and to support whatever comes 
to their mind as if they were rational. The topics that they love to reason about the most, 
though, are false because those topics are connected to lies told by their five senses.  
(TCR 186) 

Nothing is incapable of being substantiated, since that kind of activity is the work of 
cleverness, not of intelligence, let alone wisdom.  (AC 6500; see also DP 318; AE 998.4)

But just because this kind of superficial cleverness is possible in the writing and speaking of both 
men and women, is not a reason to bar either of them from the priesthood.   Also, the passage 
about educated female poets seems to be one of many passages in the Writings which describes 
the “educated” or the “learned” as being less wise than the “simple.” 

The Learned and the Simple
	
 People who have a simple, common-sense understanding of truth are often described as 
being wiser than the “learned,” or the “educated” (see AC 1594.3, 1885, 3428.3, 3482, 3747, 
4760.4, 5089.2, 6053, 6316, 9394.2, 10201.4, 10492.4; HH 346, 356.10; LJ 15-17; AR 421, 812; 
SEM 4734). 
 	
 The common opinion is that [the wise] are the people we call scholarly and learned, 
	
 especially the ones who have had teaching roles in the church and have surpassed others 
	
 in doctrine and in preaching-even more so if they are among those who have converted 
	
 many to the faith. People like this are all considered "intelligent" in the world; but still, 
	
 [they] are not intelligent in heaven unless their intelligence is the heavenly intelligence.  
	
 (HH 346)

	
 You have hidden these things from the wise and prudent and revealed them to babes. 
	
 Even so, Father, for so it seemed good in Your sight. (Luke 10:21; see also Matthew 
	
 11:25) 

And this is often because love of self, pride of self-intelligence, and love of dominion are some 
of the serious hazards of being “learned,” and knowing lots of facts. “Anyone whose belief is 
different from theirs is thought by them to be a simpleton” (AC 5649.4). These are hazards for 
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the learned of any gender, though in some ways more hazardous for men, who tend to have a 
love for knowing lots of facts (see CL 33, 90.2; AC 8994.4).

	
 So many learned people are made brainless by their knowledge; for more of them than of 
	
 simple people refuse to accept the things that constitute the faith of the Church and of 
	
 heaven. It is different with those who allow themselves to be raised by the Lord to the 
	
 light of heaven.  (AC 10156)  

	
 The simple can view something from a position that is above mere terms and above 
	
 known facts, and so above sensory evidence. This the learned cannot do; their viewpoint 
	
 is based on terms and known facts because their mind is immersed in these. Thus they are 
	
 bound so to speak in a dungeon or prison.  (AC 5089.2) 
  I’ve sometimes heard it said that a priest should be a “slave to the text.”  But I think this passage 
makes it clear that getting caught up in known facts about the specific terminology of the text can 
be a kind of slavery, and not actually a good state that leads to true enlightenment.  
	
 It’s clearly taught in the Writings that the simple are often much wiser than the learned.  
So why do we think that being “learned” is an asset in the priesthood?  Shouldn’t we instead be 
viewing it as a potential liability to truly spreading the good news of Heaven?  It doesn’t take 
high intellectual knowledge to see the light, and preach the truth.  It takes a simple faith, and a 
simple affection for the truth.  A love for the Lord, and a love for the salvation of souls. 

	
 Now when they had seen Him, they made widely known the saying which was told them 
	
 concerning this Child.  And all those who heard it marveled at those thing which were 
	
 told them by the shepherds.... Then the shepherds returned glorifying and praising God 
	
 for all the things that they had heard and seen, as it was told them.  (Luke 2:17-20; see 
	
 also SEM 4734)  

If we’re going to warn women that preaching can make them sensual, then why not also warn 
men that preaching can lead to sensuality, increased pride of self-intelligence, and ultimately lead 
to all foolishness and insanity? (see HD 51, TCR 850, AC 3482, 3428.3, 5089, DLW 361, LJ 39).  
This is certainly the track record of many male priests in the Christian world.

The educated and learned who have deeply confirmed themselves in falsities, and still 
more those who are hostile to the Word's truths, are more sensual than others (no. 6316). 
Sensual people reason keenly and skillfully, because their thinking is so near to speech as 
to almost reside in it, and to be, so to speak, on the lips, and because they place all 
intelligence in speech from the memory alone; moreover, some of them can cleverly 
defend falsities, and after they have done so, believe they are true.  (AR 424.4) 
   	
 The greatest part of the learned, within the Church, become bones. They are those who 

	
 are sensual in the last degree. (SE 5141)

	
 There are in addition many among the inhabitants of hell who have been more expert in 
	
 matters of doctrine than anybody else. But those who have led charitable lives are all in 
	
 heaven.  (AC 1515)

	
 But once again, it’s not actually the external occupation that necessarily leads to an 
internal hellish state.  Learned men can be very good and wise. They do this by trying to avoid 
the pride of self-intelligence, which is what most people charitably assume of the current male-
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only priesthood in the General Church.   It’s really the internal choice of whoever is the priest 
(man or woman)—to try to resist the temptations of the loves of self, the world, and dominion—
which allows them to be a good and learned priest.  

Conceit and Pride of Self Intelligence
	
 The pride of self intelligence is something that both men and women can fall prey too. 
“The proprium of a person is self-love and consequent pride of self-intelligence” (SS 60; see also 
AR 53.7, 503, 765).  This is symbolically depicted by Adam and Eve falling prey to the serpent. 
“Therefore Adam and his wife were both cursed along with the serpent. The serpent means the 
devil in respect to self-love and pride in its own intelligence” (CL 135.3; see also DP 313).  The 
temptation of the “tree of knowledge of good and evil” is a temptation for both men and women. 
 	
 People who in this world absolutely loved being in control because of their self-
	
 absorption and were also intellectually a cut above others look physically like Egyptian 
	
 mummies, and are crude and foolish mentally.  (DLW 424)

	
 The spirits of Mercury are more than usually proud of their knowledge. So they were told 
	
 that, even though they knew countless facts, there is still an infinite number they do not 
	
 know; and even if they went on increasing their knowledge for ever, they could still not 
	
 achieve an acquaintance with all general principles. As for being proud and puffed up, 
	
 they were told this was not proper. But they replied, by way of excusing their faults, that 
	
 it was not pride, but merely boasting about the excellence of their memory.  (EU 16)

	
 External people are like roosters who climb up on a little footbridge to crow loudly at 
	
 hens that are walking around on the ground. . . .  External people are quite sure they know 
	
 everything there is to know.”  (TCR 839.2) 
 	
 But because men are intellect-oriented, the pride of self-intelligence can be a worse 
hazard for men. “If [the love of wisdom] continues on in a man [vir], it is an evil love, and is 
called conceit or love of his own intelligence” (CL 88.2).   Men can have a tendency to think that 
they are smarter than women:  “You men vaunt yourselves over us [women] on account of your 
wisdom” (CL 208.2; see also CL 56)  “Men insist on having superiority in all matters affecting 
the household just because they are men, leaving women in a position of inferiority just because 
they are women.”  (CL 291; see also CL 78.4, 292.3).  
	
 The pride of self-intelligence in men is damaging to conjugial love. “No one is ever able 
to love his partner with a truly conjugial love so long as he is possessed of a conceit in his own 
intelligence from a love of self” (CL 193.2).  The sphere of women, and especially the influence 
of wives on their husbands, helps men to resist this pride (see CL 331, 353).    
	
 But even though men are especially prone to this evil, we don’t suggest that men are unfit 
for the priesthood.  And yet the Writings warn that the pride of self-intelligence is a serious 
hazard for the priesthood (see DP 197, 298; AR 603; BE 59; CL 269.4, 354; TCR 462.6; LJP 
295; SE 1462, 1643, 2947, 5400; AE 520.2, 825).

	
 This is the case with the learned of the clergy, who have been taught the mysteries of 
	
 justification in schools and universities. Especially is it the case with those possessing a 
	
 conceit in their erudition because of the mysteries they have learned. These condemn all 
	
 who do not think as they do, and to the extent they dare, they fulminate [rage] against 
	
 them.  (AR 603)
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 The arrogance of those who wish to enter into the mysteries of faith on the basis of 
	
 factual knowledge, refusing to accept anything at all apart from what they themselves 
	
 deduce on that basis.  (AC 9391.16). 

	
 There are some in that hell who, because they believe that they know everything and that 
	
 they alone ought to speak, despise the laity. They are continually saying that this or that is 
	
 the absolute truth and cannot be disputed. . . .  Thus they go back and forth, and thus they 
	
 argue, not the least concerned for the truth but driven by pride in their own understanding 
	
 and an urge to dominate. They are removed from others, because they disturb all peace of 
	
 mind and take away any freedom to think from the Word by advancing their own 
	
 opinions as if from the Divine and assailing all who do not accept them.  (LJP 200)

And actually, having an occupation which is limited to only men, is likely to make the risk of 
pride of self-intelligence in those men even greater.  I think it’s potentially useful for every male 
priest’s ego to consider that a woman (Helen Keller) may have done more to spread the teachings 
of the New Church in this world than any male priest has ever done.
	
 The pride of self-intelligence is not only a hazard for the priesthood, but a danger to the 
whole church. 

	
 There are two evil religious persuasions into which every Church degenerates in course 
	
 of time, one which adulterates its good principles and the other which falsifies its truths. 
	
 That religion which adulterates the goods of the Church derives its origin from the love 
	
 of rule; and the other, which falsifies the truths of the Church, derives its origin from the 
	
 pride of self- intelligence.  (Faith 49; see also 53, 55; AC 8943)

The policy of a male-only priesthood could appear to some people as an institutionalized version 
of the pride of self intelligence in men.  It can seem to be claiming that only men are 
knowledgeable enough to be priests.  It can seem to be claiming that male priests should be loved 
and respected on account of their intelligence, by making it a policy, rather than by letting that 
love and respect for masculine strengths happen naturally (see HD 317; TCR 418).   How much 
more would women respect men for their knowledge, understanding and wisdom, if our policy of 
a male-only priesthood were not effectively telling those women that they should respect only 
men for their knowledge, understanding and wisdom?  “Esteem always accompanies love, 
though love may not always accompany esteem” (CL 331.2).    

Knowing, Understanding and Becoming Wise
	
 Conjugial Love says that men (vir) are born with an affection for knowledge: “A male is 
born with an affection for knowing, understanding and becoming wise” (CL 33; see also CL 
90.2; AC 8994.4).58  But all people are born with a capability for knowledge:  “Man [homo] is 
born with a faculty for knowing, understanding and becoming wise, and this faculty receives 
truths, by which he [or she] gains knowledge, intelligence and wisdom”  (CL 122; see also AC 
3436, 4793, 5293.2, 6576, 9103.4, 9301.2, 9943, 10331; DP 75, 151; AR 875.4; CL 130; ISB 
16.5; TCR 152). And this capability is especially present with people who are in love to the Lord 
and love to the neighbor.  “In the case of those in whom the good of love to the Lord is present 
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wisdom, intelligence, knowledge, and work follow in order” (AC 10331.4).    And actually, both 
the faculty and the affection for knowing, understanding and becoming wise are something both 
men and women have, which is a good thing because “nothing from the Lord and heaven can be 
accepted by people who are not interested in truth” (HH 371).

People have nothing else innate except a faculty for knowing, understanding, and 
becoming wise, as well as a tendency to love not only knowledge, understanding, and 
wisdom but also their neighbor and their God.  (TCR 335.7; see also DLW 410)

The universal love that attaches to knowledge is love for knowing, and later it becomes 
love for understanding and growing wise. These types of love are found only in human 
beings, never in animals; they flow in from God. . . . Our acquiring of knowledge seems 
to us to be something we do ourselves. God grants us this experience so that we may be 
human rather than animal. Our seeming autonomy in intending, thinking, loving, 
knowing, understanding, and becoming wise allows us to acquire knowledge, elevate it to 
an understanding, and turn it into wisdom as we put it to use. This is how God unites us 
to Himself, and how we unite ourselves to God. . . . We are born without any knowledge 
so that we can come into all knowledge, make progress in understanding, and move 
onward into wisdom.”  (TCR 48.12-15; see also AC 10199)

Concentrating on Knowledge
	
 Having the ability to hold knowledge in our memory is a useful human tool.  It’s a 
capability that the Lord has given all of us (both men and women), in order that we can learn the 
truth and apply it to a life of love (see AC 9394, 9723; HH 356; CL 130.2).  But if we only focus 
on having knowledge in our memory, and not applying it to a life of love and use, then it 
becomes useless.  And if that knowledge is used to support the love of self, pride of self-
intelligence, love of the world, and love of dominion, then that tool becomes a weapon, and 
causes damage in the church (see HD 33). 
	
 People who concentrate on gaining knowledge (the learned or the educated), are not 
usually described as good people in the Writings (see AC 1911.5, 3749, 4760.4, 5089.2, 5128.3, 
6316, ; AR 424.4, 603, 812.2; CL 126).  True wisdom doesn’t consist in being knowledgeable. 

	
 The most ancient people in this world did not acknowledge any other wisdom than 
	
 wisdom of life. This was the wisdom of those who were formerly called sages. The 
	
 ancients, however, who came after those most ancient people, recognized as wisdom a 
	
 wisdom of reason, and they were called philosophers. But today, many even call 
	
 knowledge wisdom, for the educated, the learned, and the merely knowledgeable are 
	
 called wise. Thus has wisdom fallen from its peak to its valley.  (CL 130)

	
 As has been discussed above, the affection for truth is one of the “qualifications” for 
being a good priest.  But concentrating on gaining knowledge alone is not.  Focussing on 
knowledge to the exclusion of willing goodness, is not a good quality in either a man or a 
woman.  

	
 A store of religious knowledge is just a means for becoming rational, then spiritual, and 
	
 at last heavenly. The knowledge can then bring our outer being into contact with our 
	
 inner being, and when this happens, our study of it has served its true purpose. The inner 
	
 self, after all, concerns itself only with that which is useful. For the same reason, the Lord 
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 imparts the pleasure that youth and early adulthood discovers in learning things. When 
	
 we start to put our delight in bare learning, however, it is a bodily desire that carries us 
	
 away. Insofar as it carries us away—insofar as we find pleasure in mere learning—so far 
	
 we remove ourselves from heaven, and so far the facts we know shut themselves off from 
	
 the Lord, to partake of the material world. On the other hand, insofar as we acquire facts 
	
 for some useful purpose—for the sake of human society, of the Lord’s church on earth, of 
	
 the Lord’s kingdom in the heavens, or (most especially) of the Lord himself—so much 
	
 more do they open up. (AC 1472)  

	
 Those who are spiritually perceptive have a liking for women with an affection for truths, 
	
 but not for women who concentrate on gaining knowledge.  (AC 8994.4)

However, focussing on gaining knowledge for the sake of willing goodness is a good quality in 
either a man or a woman.

	
 A genuine affection for truth consists in willing and desiring to know the real truths of 
	
 faith with a view to putting them to good use and for the sake of the life one should 
	
 lead. . . . Those with a genuine affection for truth, that is, those who desire to know truths 
	
 to put them to good use and for the sake of the life they ought to lead. . . examine the 
	
 Scriptures and pray to the Lord for enlightenment; and when they receive it, their hearts 
	
 rejoice. . . . This kind of affection exists generally with good women.  (AC 8993.3-4, 
	
 8994.3) 

The context of these passages from Secret of Heaven is a discussion of the rules about male and 
female Hebrew slaves in Exodus chapter 21.  Male slaves could go free at the end of six years, in 
the 7th year.  But they would go out alone.  This represents the idea of the truth alone, without 
connection to goodness, love and use (see AC 8976).  Simply knowing truth for the sake of 
knowing is like a “male slave.”  Knowledge without use should be “set free.” However, female 
Hebrew slaves were different.  They would not be automatically freed at the end of six years, 
they would instead become family.  But she would go free after six years if her owner continued 
to treat her as a slave instead of as a wife or family member.  This represents that even our 
natural affections can be joined to spiritual truth.  If they aren’t then those affections too can no 
longer be useful.   A male slave is the truth without goodness.  A female slave is a natural 
affection for truth, but for the wrong reasons (love of self and world)(see AC 8994).  The truth 
without goodness becomes useless after a while, thus the male slave is set free.  Natural 
affections for the truth, like mixed motives can become useful as long as they are tied to spiritual 
truth (love of God and neighbor), thus the female slave becomes married to the Israelite.  But this 
is all referring to processes that go on in the minds of both men and women.  Both men and 
women can know things without an affection for them, and both men and women can have an 
affection for the truth for the wrong reasons.  We all have “male and female slaves” in our minds.  
In both cases, a male slave and a female slave are not positive representations compared with 
men and women who are not slaves. 
	
 This passage has been applied to the question of women in the priesthood.  But the fact 
that these male slaves represent a state of knowledge alone, or truth alone without an affection 
for applying them to life, is not a good thing, and should not be used as a role model for a good 
priest.  Neither should a female slave—who represents a state of affection for the truth from a 
love of self and the world—be considered a role model for a good priest.   Rather I would hope 
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that a good priest of either gender would have both a genuine affection for truth (represented by a 
free woman), and a genuine knowledge of goodness and truth (represented by a free man).  
	
 Priests are often respected for the doctrinal knowledge that they have (see TCR 418; see 
also Malachi 2:7), but concentrating on gaining knowledge alone is not a good quality in anyone, 
including priests:

! The rational is not born from knowledge and cognitions, as people suppose, but from the 
	
 affection for them, as becomes clear merely from the fact that nobody can possibly 
	
 become rational unless some delight in or affection for such knowledge and cognitions 
	
 burns within him.  (AC 1895.2; see also 1472:2; HD 33) 

	
 Most people believe that the enlightened consist of those who are able to reason about 
	
 what is good and true, or about what is evil and false, and that the measure of their 
	
 enlightenment increases in direct proportion to their growing ability to speak about those 
	
 things with greater precision and accuracy, and at the same time to back up what they say 
	
 with many facts, and also to make their assertions ring true by the use of comparisons 
	
 drawn mainly from sensory evidence and by the use of other convincing ways of 
	
 presentation. These reasoners however, in spite of all their mental and perceptive ability, 
	
 are incapable of being enlightened at all.  (AC 4214; see also AC 10227.3)

	
 The spirits from our world who made such boasts were those who regarded wisdom as 
	
 merely a matter of memory, for instance, a knowledge of languages, particularly Hebrew, 
	
 Greek and Latin, of experiences recorded in literature, of criticism, of experimental data, 
	
 of technical terms, especially those of philosophy, and other things of the same sort. They 
	
 had not used such knowledge as a means of acquiring wisdom, but regarded wisdom as 
	
 consisting in the possession of such knowledge.  (EU 62.2; see also EU 16; AE 190)

Having knowledge of goodness and truth is a good thing (see AC 9723; Faith 25), but wisdom 
doesn’t come from knowledge in our intellect alone, but by willing to use knowledge in a life of 
love and usefulness (see Life 27). 
	
 So the masculine inclination to store up knowledges in the memory59 and the intellect 
(which is also a human capability) is not a requirement for the priesthood, nor is it true 
enlightenment.  Although it can be an asset to the priesthood, as long as it is not seen as the 
primary thing of the church. 

Chapter Five - The Church

	
 In this chapter we will look at doctrines in the Writings about the church, and the nature 
of the spiritual and celestial kingdoms.  First, what is the church?  
	
 Sometimes it can appear like the quality of the church is primarily based on having a 
correct understanding of the truths and doctrines in the Word (see SS 76-79, AR 134.5, 161.2, 
571, 718; TCR 243-247).  Understanding the truth is certainly the first important step in the 
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constantly go back to the Word, since I can’t keep it in my head, and that’s a good thing.



process of forming a church, which is why it makes a big difference for the world to now have 
the Writings which give us a deeper, more genuine understanding of the Word.  

The church depends on its body of teaching and its body of teaching is based on the 
Word. Nevertheless, it is not the body of teaching itself but its integrity and purity, and 
therefore an understanding of the Word, that forms the church.  (TCR 245; emphasis 
added)

But that purity is not maintained by the intellects or understandings of people:

It should be recognized that no truths with man [homo], nor even with an angel, are ever 
pure, that is, free of appearances. Every single one is an appearance of the truth, but 
appearances are nevertheless accepted by the Lord as truths if they hold good within 
them.  (AC 3207.3; emphasis added; see also 8922) 

The purity of the truth and doctrine in a church is not maintained by the purity of people’s 
understanding of truth and doctrine alone.  The purity of truth is maintained by a life of goodness 
and love according to that truth.  Goodness and love are what qualify truths (see AC 1496, 3798, 
5207).  And that is why the real quality of a church is not based on its understanding of truth and 
doctrine, but on its life of charity and love.60  

The Church is never referred to as such because of things of the understanding but 
because of those of the will. Factual knowledge and rational conviction that are part of 
faith in no way constitute the Church or the member of the Church, but charity which 
belongs to the will.  (AC 809; see also AC 709, 3324.10, 10355.5; HD 246; WH 8; LJ 
39.6; HH 57; AE 799)

The church in miniature that is in us as individuals is also formed and established not by 
a body of teaching but by our faith and by our living our faith. Likewise, what forms and 
establishes the church in miniature in any of us is not the Word; it is the faith based on 
true perceptions and the life based on good actions that we individually draw from the 
Word and apply to ourselves. (TCR 245)

In a broad sense, faith is everything the church teaches. A teaching devoid of love or 
charity, however, makes no part of the church’s core. A doctrine is merely a piece of 
knowledge, and knowledge is memorization. The worst people—even those in hell—can 
memorize. When a doctrine develops out of charity, though, or is imbued with charity, it 
does go to make up the inner core, because it is part of life. Life itself is the inner core of 
all worship, so whenever a doctrinal teaching rises out of a life of thoughtfulness, it is the 
kind of teaching that belongs to the faith meant here. The idea that this faith is the kind 
that forms the inner core of religion can be seen from a single fact: anyone who lives a 
life of love for others knows everything there is to know about faith.  (AC 1798.2) . . . . 
By itself doctrine does not constitute the external aspect of the Church, still less the 
internal. (AC 1799.3)
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“It is the affection for interior truth that teaches, for it is by virtue of that affection that the Church is the 
Church” (AC 3795; see also 2717, 4427).



It seems as though truth is the primary thing in the church, because it is its first concern in 
time. It is because of this appearance that leaders of the church have given the palm to 
faith, which has to do with truth, over charity, which has to do with good. In similar 
fashion, the learned have given the palm to thought, which has to do with the intellect, 
over affection, which has to do with the will. As a result, what the good of charity is and 
what the affection of the will is lie buried in a mound of earth, so to speak, and some have 
also thrown dirt on them, as though on dead men, to keep them from rising again.  The 
good of charity is nevertheless the primary thing in the church, and this can be plainly 
seen by people who have not closed off the way from heaven into their understanding by 
arguments in support of faith as the only thing that makes the church, and in the support 
of thought as the only thing that makes the person.  (CL 126; see also AE 229)

In Jeremiah: “Ask and see whether a male doth bring forth? Wherefore do I see every 
man, his hands upon his loins, as a woman in travail, and all faces turned into paleness? 
because that day is great so that none is like it” (Jeremiah 30:6,7). This again refers to the 
last state of the church, when a last judgment takes place; the great day is the Lord's 
coming and judgment at that time from Him. To ask and see whether a male doth bring 
forth, signifies whether the truth of the Word without good of life can produce anything 
of the church, since everything of the church is the result of the marriage of good and 
truth, male (mas) signifying the truth of the church, and wife the good of the church. 
“Wherefore do I see every man, his hands upon his loins, as a woman in travail?” 
signifies why is it thought that truth without good produces those things that pertain to the 
church; the loins signify marriage, in the spiritual sense - the marriage of truth and good, 
but the loins of a man as of a woman in travail signify, as if there could be a marriage of 
truth alone without good.  (AE 721.22) 

And this is why pastors who simply teach the truth (without leading to the good of life) are 
considered bad pastors (see HD 315; AC 6779), because the church isn’t based solely on the 
understanding of truth and doctrine, but on the good of life, which is charity and love.  The 
Christian Church fell because of falling into this error.   

The Church and Religion
	
 In some cases the Writings differentiate between the “church” and “religion,” and when 
they do, the church is related to truth, and religion is related to goodness. 
 We say the truth of the church and the good of religion because the church is one thing 

and religion another. The church is called a church because of its doctrine, and religion is 
called religion because of its life in accordance with doctrine. Every teaching of doctrine 
is called truth, and the good of doctrine is also truth, because doctrine only teaches it. But 
every effect of a life in accordance with what doctrine teaches is what we call good. 
Putting the truths of doctrine into practice is also good. This is the distinction between the 
church and religion. But still, where there is doctrine and not life, neither the church nor 
religion can be said to exist, because doctrine regards life as united with it, altogether like 
truth and good, faith and charity, wisdom and love, and intellect and will. Consequently, 
where there is doctrine and not life, the church does not exist.  (AR 923; see also AR 
675.3, 718, 839.2, 876; AC 6728, 6739; BE 46; CL 115.4; TCR 113, 389.3) 
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But in other cases the Writings appear to use the terms “church,” and “religion” interchangeably 
(see AC 4690, 4706, 6047.2, 6208; Lord 64.8; AR 282, 655.5; CL 113, 238.2, 239, 497, 528).  So 
we shouldn’t consider the “church” to be about truth alone, and “religion” to be about goodness 
alone, because the church and religion both involve both goodness and truth (see TCR 388.5), 
and are both based on the Word (see TCR 315).  Religion and the church must be connected or 
neither is real (see BE 44; CL 82.4).61

The Church is the Marriage of Goodness and Truth
	
 So while in some ways the terms “church and religion” represent the marriage of 
goodness and truth, in other ways the church itself (in the truest sense) is the marriage of 
goodness and truth.  

The Christian Church exists among those who have the Word and use doctrine to preach 
about the Lord. Yet no Church at all exists within them if no marriage of good and truth is 
present in them, that is, if charity towards the neighbor and faith rooted in this is not 
present in them, thus if the internal features of the Church are not present within the 
external ones.  (AC 4899.3; see also 1799.3)

Internal State or External Organization?
	
 Sometimes the language in the Writings can get confusing, because at times the term 
“church” is referring to an internal state within an individual, and other times “church” appears 
to be referring to an external organization or institution, or a group of people.  “If we were not 
each a church, we could not be part of the church” (AC 82).

The Church is within people. The Church that is outside of them is the Church among the 
many within whom the Church exists. This is meant by the Lord's words to the Pharisees 
who asked when the kingdom of God should come: “The kingdom of God is within you” 
Luke 17:21.  By the kingdom of God is here meant the Lord, and the Church from Him.  
(SS 78)

Much the same can be said of the individual member of the church as has been said about 
the church in general, namely that the church is within and not outside, and that anyone is 
a church in whom the Lord is present in the qualities of love and faith. . . . The church is 
within the individual and not outside, and the church in general is made up of people who 
have the church within themselves: 3884.  (HH 57)

The “Church” as Defined in the Book Conjugial Love
	
 The following is a summary of how the term “church” is defined and used in the book 
Conjugial Love.  There are definitely times when the term “church” is used to describe the source 
of truth (see CL 115.4, 125), or a body of teachings (see CL 1, 70, 72, 82, 243, 269.6, 293.4, 337, 
500.3), which are founded on the Word (see CL 129, 142, 516).   The book refers to the spiritual 
matters of the church (see CL 10, 240, 375, 433, 464, 497, 512.2, 532), and the holy things of the 
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and true, while religions can be bad and false (see Faith 49; AR 718).  “A wife in the Word means the 
church and a concubine means a religion” (DP 245).  The term “church” can also mean the specific 
church where the Word is, while “religions” describe other good doctrines and practices that aren’t the 
specific church (see AC 10112).  Also: “Religion is the marriage of the Lord and the church” (CL 531). 



church (see CL 240, 262.2, 263.2, 432.2, 499, 528, 530).  But as was mentioned before it is just 
an appearance that truth is primary, because actually charity is the primary thing of the church 
(see CL 126).  
	
 Sometimes in the book Conjugial Love, the term “church” can refer to church 
organizations, institutions, traditions, worship services (see CL 5, 29, 264.4, 266, 332, 337, 426, 
440.2, 483.2, 499, 525, 528). But more often the term “church” refers to something spiritual, like 
a spiritual era of the world (see CL 65, 70, 76.5, 120, 122, 128, 130, 142, 143, 149, 238.2, 239, 
337, 340, 530).  
	
 The church is often referred to as something that the Lord is married to (see CL 54, 62, 
64, 70, 116, 121, 143, 156, 308, 484, 516, 531); the marriage of the Lord and the church.  In that 
description, the Lord is love, and the “church” is His wisdom (see CL 21.2), and the Lord’s love 
is implanted in the wisdom we have in the church.  In this sense the “church” describes the way 
that we are conjoined to the Lord (see CL 113, 124, 126, 129).  The term “church” sometimes 
describes a group of people on earth (see CL 64, 65, 71, 119, 121, 246, 426, 519, 524, 532); 
people who love the Lord (see CL 62), and receive goodness and truth from Him (see CL 120); 
otherwise known as the Lord’s Kingdom on earth (see CL 431).
	
 But the term “church” in the book Conjugial Love doesn’t just describe the way the Lord 
is joined to a group of people, but how the Lord is conjoined with an individual, or how the 
Lord’s goodness and truth can be in an individual’s life.  And as we saw above, it’s the church in 
individuals that makes up the church in general (see HH 57 above).   So very often in Conjugial 
Love, the term “church” is referring to a spiritual state within an individual (see CL 65, 70, 76.5, 
120, 122, 128, 130, 142, 143, 149, 238.2, 239, 337, 340, 530); for example: the state of a 
person’s wisdom (see CL 130, 131, 141, 458), or a way of life (see CL 71, 119, 129, 226, 228).  
In other words, the “church” describes the marriage of goodness and truth within an individual: 
“The church in a person is a marriage of good and truth” (CL 62, see also 63, 65, 72, 76.5, 79.9, 
115.4, 122, 238.2, 246, 339, 497).   This is reflected in the rest of the doctrines as well (see AC 
475, 3236, 4835.3, 4837, 4899, 4918, 5581, 6075.2, 8974.3, 10367.4; HD 15; Life 41; DP 21; AR 
97.2 349, 359, 380, 797; BE 68, 92; TCR 398.5).   

How the Church is Formed in a Person
	
 The church can be formed or implanted in anyone, man or woman.  “The Church does 
not exist unless truths of doctrine have been implanted in the good of life” (AC 3324; see also 
2965, 3310, 9034.3).  “Furthermore it should be recognized that a member of the spiritual 
Church has a new will implanted in the understanding part of their mind (AC 8622.3; see also 
895, 927, 1023, 1043, 1044, 2256, 4328, 4493, 5113, 9596, 9960.17).  So the church is formed in 
a person when the marriage of goodness and truth is implanted in them, or when “the goodness 
and truth which constitute the Church have been implanted in them” (AC 10360.2; see also CL 
141).  And this happens when a person takes the truths of the church and applies them to the life 
of the church, which begins with the life of repentance:  “Acts of repentance are the things that 
actually produce the church within us” (TCR 510). 

From the marriage of good and truth that emanates and flows in from the Lord, a person 
[homo] acquires truth, to which the Lord joins good, and in this way the church is formed 
in the person by the Lord. A person acquires truth from the good and truth that emanate as 
one from the Lord. (CL 122)
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 So if it’s essential that the church be formed or implanted in a person in order for them to 
be a priest, then the Writings show that both men and women can be priests, because both men 
and women can have the church formed or implanted in them.  

How the Church is Formed in a Married Couple
	
 The church is a spiritual state that can be formed in an individual, and it is also a spiritual 
state that can be formed in a married couple.  And it is in this specific context that we find a 
discussion of the “church” being implanted first in a husband and then in a wife:

However, the way in which the church is formed by the Lord in two married partners, 
and through it conjugial love - this will be clarified in the chapter indicated above. Here 
we will say only that the church is formed by the Lord in the man, and through the man in 
his wife. And after it has been formed in the two together, the church is complete, for 
then a full conjunction of good and truth takes place, and the conjunction of good and 
truth is the church.62  (CL 63; emphasis added)

In the case of married couples, the church is implanted first in the man, and through the 
man in his wife, because the man with his understanding acquires the truth that the 
church teaches, and the wife acquires it from the man. But if the reverse takes place, it is 
not according to order. Nevertheless, this sometimes happens, but only in the case of men 
who either are not lovers of wisdom and so are not part of the church, or who hang like 
slaves on the bidding of their wives.  (CL 125; emphasis added; cf. CL 193.3)

It’s important that we recognize that these passages are not talking about how the church is 
formed in an individual (either man or woman), but specifically how the church is formed in a 
married couple. The church in a married couple is formed through the truths of the church 
implanted first in the husband, and then in the wife.  But the church in an individual (man or 
woman) is formed through the truths of the church implanted first in the intellect, and then in the 
will. In the latter case the conjunction of the intellect and will depends on the truths in the 
intellect being joined to goodness in the will.  In the former case the conjunction of a husband 
and wife depends on the wisdom in the husband joining with the conjugial love in the wife.  And 
the wisdom of the husband in this case is specifically the rational and moral wisdom of 
monogamy which a man learns from the truths of the church, and is what joins with conjugial 
love. “Especially the wisdom which results from religion, which is that they are to love only their 
wives” (CL 161.3; see also Exodus 20:14; Matthew 5:28)

Since wisdom is, as we said above, a matter of life first and consequently of reason, the 
question arises, what wisdom of life is. In brief summary, it is this: to refrain from evils 
because they are harmful to the soul, harmful to the civil state, and harmful to the body, 
and to do good things because they are of benefit to the soul, to the civil state, and to the 
body. This is the wisdom that is meant by the wisdom to which conjugial love attaches 
itself. For it attaches itself through wisdom's shunning the evil of adultery as a pestilence 
injurious to the soul, to the civil state, and to the body. And because this wisdom springs 
from spiritual concerns which have to do with the church, it follows that conjugial love 
depends on the state of the church in a person, because it depends on the state of their 
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wisdom. This also means, as we have frequently said before, that a person is in a state of 
truly conjugial love to the degree that they become spiritual. For a person becomes 
spiritual through the spiritual things of the church.  (CL 130.4) 

	
 The state of conjugial love in a person depends on the state of the church in that person  
(see CL 70, 79.9, 116, 130, 131, 149, 238, 239, 240, 308, 337, 341.3, 375.2, 458, 497, 531, 534), 
and in the case of a married couple, the state of conjugial love flowing in from the wife depends 
on the state of the church in her husband.  Now when Conjugial Love is using the term “church” 
here, it’s not referring to the church as an organization, or even to the more general spiritual 
definition of “church” (the marriage of goodness and truth) which can exist in anyone and 
applies to life in general, but rather a more specific definition of “church” as the counterpart to 
conjugial love in the marriage of a husband and wife.  “The church and conjugial love are 
constant companions” (CL 156), and are “locked in a continual embrace” (CL 238; see also 497).   
In this case the “church” in a husband is the rational and moral wisdom which leads to 
monogamy, and it is called the “church” because that is what the church teaches in regards to 
marriage and conjugial love (see CL 70, 141, 161.3, 340, 466.2).  That is the structure in a 
husband that receives conjugial love from his wife.  Women are attracted to morality in men, 
which comes from the rational and moral wisdom of the church in them, and specifically the 
desire to be husbands (see CL 44, 164, 165, 195, 293, cf. 383).  
	
 This is not meant to imply that conjugial love depends on the state of the church only in 
men and not also in women.  “Marriages descend therefore from the Lord Himself, and are 
formed according to the state of the church in the contracting parties”  (CL 308). “Conjugial 
love depends on the state of the church in a person [homo], consequently. . . it stems from 
religion, because it is religion which forms that state” (CL 238.2).   It’s just that women are more 
naturally inclined to a life of monogamy than men are (see CL 296).  So that’s why—in the 
specific case of the church being established in a married couple—it’s important that the church 
be formed first in the man (husband), and through the husband choosing monogamy, then the 
church in its fullness (conjugial love) can be established in the couple.   If men (husbands) are 
not living according to the church (the rational and moral wisdom of monogamy) in regards to 
their marriages, and their wives are the sole source of that “church” for the couple, then men tend 
to “hang like slaves on the bidding of their wives.” which is “not according to order”(CL 125).  
In other words, if husbands are not interested in being husbands, the church and conjugial love 
cannot really be established in the couple. 

The Conjugial Heresy
	
 But all of the above has nothing to do with the priesthood.  The “church” being formed 
first in a husband is distinct from the “church” being formed in individuals, or being formed 
among a group of people. There is no direct connection made in the Writings between the role 
that the priesthood plays in forming a “church” organization, and the role a husband plays in 
forming the “church” in his relationship with his wife.  There is a way in which the “church” and 
“conjugial love” are like a married couple (see CL 156, 238), but we wouldn’t say that the 
“priesthood” and “conjugial love” are like a married couple.  In fact it’s dangerous to identify the 
priesthood too closely with the church.  We are supposed to love the church, but...

This does not mean that we are to love the priesthood to a special degree or love the 
church on the priesthoods account. We are to love the church's goodness and truth, and 
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love the priesthood on account of this goodness and truth. The priesthood only serves. 
(TCR 415; see also discussion of AE 229 on page 34 above)

	
 Women don’t “receive the church” (in terms of the marriage of goodness and truth from 
the Lord) through their husbands.  If that were true, then there would be no point in wives 
coming to church services, or reading the Word.  Men and husbands are not the source of truth, 
or the intercessors of the church for women and wives.63  In fact the priesthood shouldn’t be that 
either (cf. Charity 131, Canons 36; see also section above on Differences from the Published 
Works).  The Lord and the Word are the source of all truth for all people.  The church comes from 
the Lord, not the husband, in a natural marriage.  “A genuine state of the church comes from no 
other source than the Lord” (CL 337 see also CL 62, 116, 122, 129, 130.2, 131, 339.3, 375.2).   
This is why in Conjugial Love it so carefully states that none of this means that husbands 
represent the Lord.  

A husband does not represent the Lord and his wife the church, because husbands and 
their wives both together form the church. It is a common saying in the church that as the 
Lord is the head of the church, so the husband is the head of the wife (referring to 
Ephesians 5:23. Cf. 1 Corinthians 11:3). If this were true, it would follow that the 
husband represents the Lord and the wife the church. But the truth is that, whereas the 
Lord is the head of the church, people - both men and women - are the church, and still 
more so husbands and wives together.  (CL 125) 

Therefore neither in the marriages of angels in heaven nor in the marriages of people on 
earth does the husband correspond to the Lord and the wife to the church. This statement 
follows from what has already been said.  Still, we should add that it seems as though 
truth is the primary thing in the church, because it is its first concern in time. It is because 
of this appearance that leaders of the church have given the palm to faith, which has to do 
with truth, over charity, which has to do with good. In similar fashion, the learned have 
given the palm to thought, which has to do with the intellect, over affection, which has to 
do with the will. As a result, what the good of charity is and what the affection of the will 
is lie buried in a mound of earth, so to speak, and some have also thrown dirt on them, as 
though on dead men, to keep them from rising again. The good of charity is nevertheless 
the primary thing in the church.  (CL 126)  

Husbands are not the heads of their wives in terms of church related things. “People - both men 
and women - are the church” (CL 125; see also CL 21.3, 63, 120), and this is because the church 
can be implanted and formed individually in both men and women.  The church can be 
established in a woman by means of the marriage of goodness and truth in her, independent of 
her husband. “From the marriage of good and truth that emanates and flows in from the Lord, a 
person [homo] acquires truth” (CL 122).   If a woman goes to the Lord in His Word, then the 
church can be formed in her, and so she can be a good and effective priest.    In my opinion, 
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saying that the priesthood should be only men because of passages like CL 125, is like saying 
that the priesthood is like a husband, and this appears to be a return to the conjugial heresy. 

The Lord is the Giver, the Church is the Receiver
	
 The Church is represented by a woman when the Writings talk about the marriage of the 
Lord and the Church (see CL 21, 117, 118, 120).   And this is because the church as “wisdom” 
has goodness implanted in it from the Lord.  

The marriage of the Lord and the church consists in the Lord's flowing into angels and 
people with the goodness of love, and in the angels' and peoples' reception of Him, or of 
the goodness of His love, in truths. By this means a marriage of goodness and truth is 
formed, a marriage that is the essence of the church, and one that becomes heaven in the 
recipients....  I have disclosed this secret to make known how the statement is to be 
understood, that the Lord continually implants goodness in their truths.  (AR 380; see 
also HD 13)

In the highest sense a bridegroom means the Lord in respect to Divine good, and a bride 
means the church in respect to Divine truth from the Lord. For a church is a church by 
virtue of its reception of the Lord's Divine goodness in the Divine truths that it has from 
Him. ... This heavenly marriage is produced in people in the church by their receiving 
Divine goodness from the Lord in Divine truths drawn from the Word.  (AR 797; see also 
AC 6179)

“The Church is a bride when she is willing to receive the Lord, and a wife, when she has 
received Him” (Lord 63).  It is the receptive quality in us, as represented by intercourse and 
insemination, that represents our relationship with the Lord as a “bride” and “wife” (see CL 127).    

'The womb' [is] the place where good and truth have been conceived and are lying, and 
consequently the place where the essentials of the Church are lying. In the genuine sense 
'the womb' means the inmost center of conjugial love where innocence is present, for the 
womb corresponds to that love in the Grand Man. Now because conjugial love has its 
origin in the love of good and truth, which love is at the heart of the heavenly marriage, 
and because this marriage is heaven itself or the Lord's kingdom, and the Lord's kingdom 
on earth is the Church, therefore 'the womb' also means the Church.  (AC 4918)

The Lord gives us goodness and truth, and we receive His goodness and truth.  This is the reason 
for why the Lord is represented by a bridegroom or husband; because He plays the role of giver 
in our relationship with him; while we play the role of receiver.  And more specifically, goodness 
is the active giver, and truth is the reactive receiver (see AC 688, 3094.2, 5928, 8691, 10555; cf. 
TCR 371).  
	
 And it’s not just women, but also men who can have this receptive quality (see Cl 21.3), 
as is clear from the fact that men receive conjugial love through their wives.  

Women are born forms of love, while men - with whom they unite themselves in order to 
be loved in return - are receivers. ... A man is not a form of love but only a form receptive 
of love.  (ML 160; see also ML 155r, 161, 189, 198, 216r, 293.5, 321.2, 379, 393)

“Women are born forms of love for the understanding of men, and the understanding is its 
recipient.”  (CL 393).   It’s not so much about women loving men because they are so smart, it’s 
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about women’s love being the active force which is received by men’s understandings. But 
actually, in a marriage relationship between a husband and wife, there is give and take on both 
sides (see CL 199), which is why true married love is reciprocal.  However, in terms of our 
relationship with the Lord, both husbands and wives together represent the receptive quality in 
the Church as the Lord’s Bride and Wife (see CL 21.2). 

The wise man answered, "The reason is that on this day we are counted among the 
maidens. . . . Maidens symbolize the church, and the church is made up of both sexes. 
Therefore we, too, are maidens in terms of the church.”  (CL 21.3) 

So if men can represent the “Church,” then women can represent the Lord.  In fact in some ways, 
the way that husbands receive conjugial love from their wives is very similar to the way that the 
church receives love from the Lord.  The following passage from Conjugial Love describes the 
relationship between husbands and wives, and for the sake of comparison I have replaced “wife” 
with “the Lord,” and “husband” with “the church.”

[The Lord] inspires the union in [the church] according to [His] love, and [the church] 
receives it according to [its] wisdom. The idea that [the Lord] inspires the love and thus 
the union in [the church] is today kept hidden from [people]. Indeed, they universally 
deny it. The reason is that [the Lord] persuade[s] them that [people] are the lovers, and 
[the Lord the] recipient [of that love]. . . . [The Lord] even rejoice[s] at heart when [the 
church] believes this. [The Lord] persuades [the church] of this for many reasons, all of 
which have to do with the prudence and circumspect nature of [the Lord]. . . . We say that 
it is [the Lord] who inspire[s] or insinuate[s] the love in [the church], because not a 
particle of. . . love. . . is seated in [the church], but only in [the Lord]. . . . [The Lord is a] 
form of love, and [the church] its receiver. [The church is a] receiver of it according to 
the wisdom in [it], especially the wisdom which results from religion, which is that they 
are to love only [the Lord].  (Altered from CL 161)

What Causes the Church to Die
	
 There are a number of various things which cause the church to die (see AC 2910.4).  But 
primarily—since charity is the essential thing of the church—when there is no more charity, “the 
love of many will grow cold” (Matthew 24:12), and the church will die (see AC 82, 3353, 
9807.3; HH 1; HD 8; LJ 33, 35; LJP 270; TCR 434).

The end of the Church. . . arrives when charity does not exist any longer. . . . The 
situation with all Churches is that initially every Church regards charity as being 
fundamental. . . . But with the passage of time charity starts to grow cold and to cease to 
exist. . . . At that time it is said of the Church that faith does not exist any longer, for 
when there is no charity there is no faith.  (AC 2910) 

The Writings also say that a church is dead when there is no charity and no faith (see AC 9807.3, 
10622; HH 1; AR 27, 658; BE 72; AE 716.2). “The sun will be darkened, and the moon will not 
give its light; the stars will fall from heaven, and the powers of the heavens will be 
shaken”  (Matthew 24:29).
	
 This comes about primarily through the doctrine of faith alone, which falsifies the Word, 
separates faith and charity, and ultimately rejects charity (see AC 1076, 6272; AR 396, 500, 532, 
537; DP 22; TCR 271; AE 706, 716.2;,721, 756, 767, 817.3).  This doctrine is especially 
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hazardous for the priesthood because, as was seen in the history of the Christian church: “does 
not the preeminence of the clergy above the laity, in point of erudition, depend upon this 
doctrine?” (BE 93).

Every church is spiritual to begin with, since it starts from charity. But in course of time it 
turns aside from charity to faith, and then becomes an external instead of an internal 
church. When it becomes external, it reaches its end since then all importance is attached 
to knowledge and little if any to life. As a person becomes external instead of internal, so 
proportionately is spiritual light darkened for them, until they are unable to see Divine 
truth from truth itself, that is, in the light of heaven, the light of heaven being Divine 
truth, but only in natural light. This is such that, when it is alone and not accompanied 
with spiritual light, a person sees Divine truth as it were at night-time, and they have no 
other way of recognizing whether it is truth than from its being preached by a prelate and 
generally received by its hearers.  (LJ 38)

Other causes for the death of the church include: when externals become the most important 
thing (see AC 8408.3), when hereditary evil becomes unchecked (see AC 494, 2910.4; AR 658), 
the love of dominion (see LJ 64; AE 1097), when there is no acknowledgment of the Lord (see 
AC 3353; TCR 434; AE 649), when there is no genuine understanding of truth (see SS 79.8; AR 
646; BE 71; TCR 753), when people think truth is more important than love (see AC 82), when 
people reject the Word in favor of their own opinions (see AC 127, 231; AR 571), and the pride 
of self-intelligence, represented by Adam and Eve eating from the tree of knowledge of good and 
evil (see DP 241, 328.3). 

There are two evil religious persuasions into which every Church degenerates in course 
of time, one which adulterates its good principles and the other which falsifies its truths. 
That religion which adulterates the goods of the Church derives its origin from the love 
of rule; and the other, which falsifies the truths of the Church, derives its origin from the 
pride of self- intelligence. The religious persuasion which derives its origin from the love 
of rule, is meant in the Word by Babylon; and the religious persuasion which derives its 
origin from the pride of self-intelligence, is meant in the Word by Philistia. It is well 
known who they of Babylon are at the present day; but it is not known who they of 
Philistia are. They are of Philistia who are in faith and not in charity.  (Faith 49)

All of these are issues for both women and men, both clergy and laity.  I don’t think it’s fair or 
accurate to say that one gender is more or less immune to these dangers.   The track record of the 
male-only Christian clergy has certainly shown that men are susceptible to all of them.

Heart and Lungs
	
 The church is the marriage of goodness and truth.  This is also represented by the fact that  
the church is like the heart and lungs for the world (see AC 931, 2054, 2853.3, 2913.3, 4217.3, 
4423, 9400.2; SS 105; HH 305, 308, 328).64  
	
 I’ve sometimes heard people suggest that the priesthood is like the lungs of the church, 
and the laity is like the heart of the church.  But as far as I can see, the Writings never compare 
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the priesthood or a priest to the lungs,65  they simply compare the church to the heart and lungs.    
I think it’s more likely that the priesthood (as a part of the church) could be compared to both the 
heart and lungs; with the teaching of truth being like the lungs, and the leading to the good of life 
being like the heart.  But again, the Writings don’t directly compare the priesthood to the heart or 
the lungs.   
	
 The Writings do compare the heart and lungs to the marriage of good and truth (see AC 
3889, 9300.2, 9495, 10640.3; HH 446; Faith 19; DLW 358-431; DP 8, 193).  They also compare 
the heart and lungs to the relationship between a man and a woman (see DLW 398-422; CL 44.3, 
75.5).  If we were to have a gender-inclusive clergy in the General Church, I think it could end 
up operating very much like the complementary nature of the heart and lungs.   
	
 Much of the time, when the heart and lungs are compared to a man and a woman, the 
Writings associate the heart with the man, and the lungs with the woman.  In these cases it  
specifically says the will (and its love) in an individual is like a husband and a heart, whereas the 
intellect (and its faith) in an individual is like a wife and the lungs (see Life 46, DLW 398-422; 
TCR 37.2-3, 41.3; see also TCR 377; AC 155, 3090, 4358).66  In the case of a married couple, 
the husband is compared to the intellect and the lungs, and the wife is compared to the active role 
of the will and the heart (see CL 75.5, 223; Coronis 37.5; see also DLW 410, 412; AC 725, 
4823.2; SD 6110.14).67  And actually, Conjugial Love also compares the complementary nature 
of the masculine and feminine, not just to the heart and lungs, but to the two lungs, and the two 
ventricles of the heart (see CL 316.4).  
	
 Government in the body is by means of both the heart and lungs.  Government in a 
person’s mind is by means of both the will and understanding.  Government in a home is by 
means of both a man and a woman (see CL 176, 283; TCR 326, 431; Coronis 29.2).  

Our heartbeat, united to the breathing of our lungs, governs the whole person physically, 
so our volition united to our discernment governs the whole person mentally.  (DP 193.2)  

The breast. . . is like a royal court because it is the seat of government over all things of 
the body; for that is where the heart and lungs are, and the heart reigns through the blood 
in every part of the body, and the lungs through the respiration.  (CL 179) 

In every society of heaven those who are in the center in like manner represent the heart 
and lungs; and they enjoy the greatest light. This light, with the consequent perception of 
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65 The closest the Writings get is in a discussion about the breastplate that Aaron the high priest wore.  
But in that case it’s talking about the “breast”—being both the heart and the lungs—as representing 
celestial and spiritual love (see AC 3858.9-10).  And even in that case it’s not really comparing the 
priesthood to the heart and lungs.

66 We could also think about the feeling that life is our own (represented by Eve) being like the voluntary 
control over our breathing, while the fact that our life is the Lord’s (represented by Adam) is like our 
involuntary heartbeat (see DLW 401; see also AC 9670.2).

67 In a marriage, the wife plays the active role and the husband plays the reactive role (see CL 159, 198, 
223, 293.5, etc.).  The heartbeat is constant (like the love of a wife), while the breathing of the lungs is 
inconsistent (like the love of a husband)(see CL 160, 221).  It’s also interesting to note that it appears that 
men are the initiators of love, and women are the receivers of that love, while in reality it is the other way 
around.  Similarly it appears that our life comes from our breathing, or that our intellect plays the active 
role, or that truth is first, when in reality our life comes from our heart, our love and our will (see DLW 410; 
CL 161).  



truth, diffuses itself from center to circumference in every direction, thus reaching all in 
the society and giving rise to their spiritual life.  (SS 107) 

I think a gender inclusive clergy would better represent the government of “heart and lungs” in 
the church.  
	
 The heart and lungs are two distinct organs, performing distinct duties. “The rhythms of 
the heart and the rhythms of the lungs are not the same” (DLW 405).  And yet they are also 
working together on the same thing, namely: the oxygenation of the blood for the use of the body 
(see also DLW 408).   Similarly, I think men and women would naturally be priests in very 
distinct ways (see CL 168), and yet they could also be working together on the same thing, 
namely: teaching the truth and leading to the good of life.  
	
 The heart and lungs also represent the celestial and spiritual, with the heart representing 
what is celestial and the lungs representing what is spiritual (see AC 418, 2054, 3635, 3889, 
4931.2, 9496.2, 9670.3; HH 95; SS 105; TCR 268; SE 4684). 

These two kingdoms [celestial and spiritual] combine in a marvelous way. Their 
combination likewise is represented in the combination of the heart and lungs in the 
human being, and in the combined workings of the two within each member and interior 
organ. (AC 4931.2)

Spiritual and Celestial
	
 A discussion of what is spiritual and celestial in the church, often comes up in discussions 
around women in the priesthood, for a number of reasons which we will examine next.    

The difference between those two kingdoms is that the internal good of the celestial 
kingdom is the good of love to the Lord, while its external good is the good of mutual 
love. Members of that kingdom are governed by the good of love, not by truth that is 
called the truth of faith; for such truth is so integrated into the good of that kingdom that 
it cannot be seen in isolation from good. This being so, members of that kingdom cannot 
even utter the word faith, 202, 103, 4448; for with them the good of mutual love stands in 
place of the truth of faith. But in the spiritual kingdom the good of charity towards the 
neighbor constitutes the internal aspect of it and the truth of faith the external aspect.  
(AC 6435; see also AC 2708, 3240)68

	
 As was discussed above, while the Writings state that preachers in heaven are from the 
spiritual kingdom (see HH 225; SE 5519, 5730), there is also indication that those preachers who 
preach in the celestial kingdom are more specifically intermediate (spiritual-celestial) angels (see 
HH 27, 35; AC 9670-9673, 9826; AE 831.2; De Verbo 3; cf. also AE 978).  This is because those 
are the sorts of angels that can travel between kingdoms, whereas “spiritual angels cannot rise up 
to the level of heavenly [celestial] angels” (HH 146; see also HH 27, 35; De Verbo 3; AC 5427.2, 
8797.2), and celestial angels don’t actually want to listen to spiritual angels: “Those [angels] who 
are more interiorly celestial do not even allow faith to be mentioned or anything whatever which 
has a spiritual origin”  (AC 202).  So it makes sense that angels who preach in the celestial 
kingdom would need to have a least some sort of a celestial orientation (see AE 283.14), and 
must therefore be intermediate celestial-spiritual angels.  However from the perspective of the 
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celestial angels, the preacher angels are clearly more spiritually oriented (since they want to talk 
about truth; see HH 214), and thus are likely to be seen as coming from the direction of the 
spiritual kingdom, thus perhaps accounting for the statement in HH 225.  

Celestial People and Talking
	
 In general, celestial people don’t like to talk about truth the way that spiritual people do 
(see HH 214, 270; AC 1384, 2708, 10786).  But this doesn’t mean that they don’t talk about the 
truth at all, they simply don’t elevate the truth above love the way that spiritual people 
sometimes do. 

[A] difference exists between the language, writing, and thinking of angels of the third 
heaven compared to the language, writing, and thinking of angels of the second heaven.  
(TCR 852)

Celestial speech is softer, gentler, simpler, and more perceptive, loving and wise (see AC 174, 
2533.2). “Speaking to me, the angel guide then said, ‘You now hear the speech of the angels of 
this [celestial] heaven, that it is the speech of wisdom; for they speak from causes’” (CL 75.6).
Celestial angels do engage in certain kinds of instruction, as is clear from the fact that they often 
send documents which they’ve written, down to the lower heavens (see CL 132.2; TCR 48.2, 
278, 508.6), and also from the fact that Swedenborg was instructed by celestial angels (see also 
CL 137, 535):

And the couple [from the highest or third heaven] called out to me, "You want us to 
come closer. But beware, then, of the flashing light coming from our heaven, the heaven 
we descended from. It is a blazing light, and you must take care that it does not penetrate 
interiorly. By its influx, indeed, the higher ideas of your understanding are enlightened, 
ideas that, in themselves, are heavenly. But these same ideas are inexpressible in the 
world in which you live. Receive the things you are about to hear, therefore, in 
rational terms and so explain them to the understanding."  I replied, "I will take care. 
Come closer."  So they came, and behold, it was a husband and his wife. And they said, 
"We are married. We have lived a blessed life in heaven from the earliest time, which you 
call the golden age, remaining forever in the same flower of youth that you see us in 
today." I looked at the two of them closely. . . .   Noticing this, the wife spoke to me, 
saying, "What do you see?"  I answered, "I see only conjugial love and a picture of it. But 
I see and do not see.". . .  When I had seen these things, they spoke with me again. And 
when the husband spoke, he spoke as though he spoke at the same time on behalf of his 
wife, and when the wife spoke, she spoke as though she spoke at the same time on 
behalf of her husband. For such was the union of their minds, from which comes their 
speech.”  (CL 42; emphasis added)69

	
 So celestial people do talk about truth, but they don’t reason and argue about it. They 
speak lovingly, wisely, simply, and only from the Lord.  These are good qualities for a preacher 
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there are other instances in the Writings where celestial people are talking and instructing people in terms 
of truth.  The key being that they only say what the Lord says:  “The people on the east, then, replied, ‘We 
will speak. But because no one acquires anything from themselves but from the Lord, we will speak from 
Him, though it will still seem to come from us as though it originated with us.’”  (CL 135)



to emulate.  So preacher angels can have celestial qualities and still be interested in 
communicating the truth to someone else.  

The Celestial-Spiritual Connection
	
 The intermediate nature of the celestial-spiritual preacher angels is wonderfully 
represented by the way that the heart and lungs are connected.   

As for the intermediate angels next door to both heavens and linking them together, it is 
the networks extending from the heart and lungs, which serve to interconnect the heart 
and lungs, that correspond to them.  (AC 9670.2)

Preachers are people who both teach the truth and lead to the good of life.  They are people who 
are hopefully inspired by both an affection for truth and an affection for goodness.  The affection 
for truth is a spiritual thing, and the affection for goodness is a celestial thing (see AC 2718.2,3).  

Clerical and priestly orders exist [in heaven] . . . [and] they are perfected in love and 
wisdom, each one according to the degree of the affection for truth and goodness.  (AR 
533.2; emphasis added)

A good preacher not only teaches the truth, but also leads to the goodness of life, and so is 
inspired by the connection between spiritual and celestial things, like the networks that connect 
the heart and lungs.   I think a gender-inclusive clergy would better represent the celestial-
spiritual nature of these intermediate preacher angels.  

The New Church is a Celestial Church
	
 The promise of the New Church is that it will be a Celestial Church.  

Judah symbolizes celestial love, which is love toward the Lord; and. . . it symbolizes 
that love in all those people who will be in the New Heaven and in the Lord's New 
Church.  (AR 350; emphasis added; see also AR 53; TCR 786; AE 433:19, 638)

Revelation 21:10 And he carried me away in the spirit onto a great and high mountain, 
and showed me the great city, the holy Jerusalem, descending out of heaven from God. 
This symbolizes John's being transported into the third heaven and his sight opened 
there, and the Lord's New Church in respect to its doctrine being presented to him in the 
form of a city. John's being carried away in the spirit onto a great and high mountain 
means, symbolically, that he was transported into the third heaven, where those people 
dwell who are impelled by love from the Lord and possess a doctrine of genuine truth 
from Him.  (AR 896; emphasis added) 
 We don’t really know how far along we are towards the establishment of the New Church in this 

world.  I tend to be very optimistic and believe that the Lord is actively establishing the New 
Church, right now, all around us, in a variety of ways.   And so I believe that in general the world 
is making a transition from a more spiritual state (where truth is the most important thing) to a 
more celestial state (where love is the most important thing).  Now this doesn’t mean that we 
won’t need the truth anymore.  

In both kingdoms good is implanted by means of truth; but with those who are in the 
spiritual kingdom good is implanted by means of truth in the understanding part of the 
mind, whereas with those who are in the celestial kingdom good is implanted by means 
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of truth in the will part. . . . With those in the spiritual kingdom truth is implanted in the 
external or natural man, where at first it becomes knowledge. To the extent that the 
person has an affection for it, and lives in accord with it, it is then summoned into the 
understanding, where it becomes faith and at the same time charity towards the neighbor. 
This charity constitutes his new will and the faith a new understanding; and both 
constitute conscience.  [2] But with those in the celestial kingdom . . . truth does not 
become fixed as knowledge in the memory, nor does it linger as a concept within the 
power of thought; rather it passes without delay into the will and becomes part of their 
life. . . . From all this it is evident what the difference is between those who are in the 
Lord's celestial kingdom and those who are in His spiritual kingdom. The reason for their 
difference is that those in His celestial kingdom by the way they live convert the Church's 
truths immediately into forms of good, whereas those in the spiritual kingdom keep to 
truths, preferring faith to life.  (AC 10124; see also AC 2715, 3301.3, 10252.2–3; SE 
5618) 

We all need to start with receiving truth in our intellect.  And so the Writings indicate that even 
in the celestial New Church, there will likely be church organizations for the sake of worship and 
instruction (see AR 918).  But in order to become a part of the celestial New Church, we also 
need to transition from receiving truth in our intellect to receiving truth in our will.  Both forms 
of reception are necessary aspects of the process of becoming spiritual and then celestial, which 
is the complete formation of the church within us.  The two genders both represent this, and also 
in general tend to function in these two ways (see CL 92, 197).  And this is yet another reason 
why I think a gender-inclusive clergy would be beneficial to the priesthood, as leaders for an 
organization that will hopefully become a part of the celestial New Church.  Like the 
intermediate celestial-spiritual preachers in heaven, a gender-inclusive clergy could help the 
church in its transition from spiritual to celestial, as we learn to implant truth, not just in our 
intellect, but also in our will.    

Spiritual and Celestial People
	
 Any one of us can become celestial if we want to. “All without exception are born natural 
yet with the capacity to become either celestial or spiritual” (AC 4592.3; see also AC AC 85, 
4594, 9594; HH 267; DLW 236, 237; DP 32; AE 700, 918).  The Lord wants all people to 
become celestial: “His will is that they should dwell in the third heaven” (AC 1799.2).    
	
 We can all be in spiritual or celestial states at different times.  The act of writing this 
paper is a very spiritual thing for me to be doing, as is my love for truth and the life of charity.  
However, when I can be in a state of love for the Lord, and the simplicity of the life of goodness 
and mutual love, then that is a more celestial state.   The act of engaging in this discussion or 
debate about women in the priesthood is a very spiritual thing (whether one is a man or a 
woman)(see AC 2715, 2718.2,3, 3428, 8928, 9166.2,8, 10124; AE 739). And it’s very possible 
that some of the people who are not engaged in this debate, but who simply state what they 
believe to be the Lord’s truth (whether they believe in a male-only clergy or a gender-inclusive 
clergy), are in a more celestial state.  
	
 Even though the Writings indicate that we can all become spiritual and then celestial, 
they also indicate that in general people tend to start out with inclinations towards one or the 
other (see AC 2301; HH 339; SE 3544).  Some people (both men and women) are more love-
oriented and gentle (celestial), while other people (both men and women) are more truth-oriented 
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and harsh (spiritual).70  But this doesn’t mean that some people are born regenerate and others 
aren’t.  Everyone has to go through the regenerative process of natural, to spiritual, to celestial. 
	
 The Writings appear to indicate that certain groups of people, such as Africans and 
women, are more celestial than other people.  However it should be noted that it is only in the 
unpublished works where Africans and women are directly described as celestial:

The Africans in our globe are the ones who are of the genius in which are the angels in 
the Celestial Kingdom.  (SE 5518; see also SE 4783, 5946; LJP 117-118)

The masculine sex belongs to the class of spiritual qualities, while the feminine belongs 
to that of heavenly [celestial] qualities.  (SE 1061)

The published works do have great things to say about Africans.71 But the published works never 
say directly that Africans are celestial, or that they are necessarily more celestial than other 
people (cf. CL 342.3, DP 255.3; SS 105; TCR 268).  
	
 The published works also have great things to say about women, things which could 
indicate that women are more celestial than men (see CL 218), but they also don’t say directly 
that women are celestial and men are spiritual.   Although this passage comes close: 
 The subject here is the state of the church when it was spiritual,  although it soon became 

heavenly [celestial]. This is why male comes first, just as it did in Genesis 1:26, 27. The 
word create also has to do with a spiritual person. Immediately afterward, however, 
when the marriage was complete or, in other words, the church had developed a heavenly 
[celestial] character, they are called not male and female but Human Being, meaning 
both, because of the marriage.  (AC 476)72

And actually in some ways the masculine could be associated with the celestial, because both are 
about the “truth of goodness,” while the feminine could be associated with the spiritual, because 
both are about the “goodness of truth.” 
 The truth of good is a characteristic of the celestial Church, the good of truth a 

characteristic of the spiritual Church.   (AC 5733; see also AC 53, 310, 459, 511, 2088, 
6295; CL 64.2)
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70 Love is not exclusive to femininity, and truth is not exclusive to masculinity. 

71 The Writings say that Africans tend to be well liked, they tend to be in a love of obedience to God, and 
“accept the good and true things of heaven more readily than others do” (HH 326; see also AC 2604), 
they tend to worship one Human God (see DLW 11; BE 37; HH 514; TCR 9), they tend to believe that 
conjugial love comes from God (see CL 113-114), they tend to believe that people go to heaven when 
they die (see DP 274), and that native African religions are likely to be descended from the Ancient 
Church (see SS 117; DP 330; TCR 275), and they are considered the best, more interior, and most 
intelligent of the non-Christians (see HH 514; LJ 51; TCR 835-840; CLJ 73-76).

72 I wonder if this passage is partly describing how men by themselves (or men and women apart) 
represent the spiritual state (man alone), while men and women together (Adam and Eve; “Human 
Being”) represent the celestial state (cf. AC 155, 9182.12; BE 101).  Also, AR 213 describes the 
reproductive organs of both sexes as representing celestial love.   I might suggest that a priesthood which 
transitions from male-only to gender-inclusive could at the very least represent the transition from spiritual 
to celestial.  I am in no way claiming that a gender-inclusive clergy would guarantee an actual transition of 
that nature, but I do believe it would help.



The truth of good or truth from good exists in the male and is the essence of masculinity, 
and that the good of truth or good from truth exists in the female and is the essence of 
femininity.  (CL 61; see also CL 83, 88, 90) 

While the unpublished works appear to say that certain people (like Africans and women) are 
celestial, the published works are more careful about not “pigeon-holing” people into those 
categories.  We can’t actually tie “the celestial” or “the spiritual” to either women or men, 
because both men and women can be celestial or spiritual.  

Spiritual and Celestial Marriages
	
 Husbands and wives go through a role reversal between the spiritual and celestial 
kingdoms.  

In the spiritual Church 'wife' (uxor) represents good and 'man' (vir) represents truth, but 
in the celestial Church 'husband' (maritus) represents good and 'wife' (uxor) truth. 
Furthermore - and this is an arcanum [mystery, secret] - they not only represent those 
things but also in actual fact correspond to them.  (AC 4434.9; emphasis added)

In the celestial Church good resided with the husband and the truth of that good with the 
wife; but in the spiritual Church truth resided with the man and the good of that truth with 
the wife: Such is and was the actual relationship between the two, for in human 
beings interior things have undergone this reversal. . . . Among celestial people 
conjugial love has its origin in good joined to truth, but among spiritual people in truth 
joined to good.  (AC 4823.2-3; see also AC 4843, 8647, 9942.3; CL 21.2)

'Women' represent good and 'men' truth when the spiritual Church is the subject, whereas 
'women' represent truth and 'men' good when the celestial Church is the subject.  (AC 
8337)

These passages are describing an actual role reversal that took place as the Most Ancient Church 
fell; a role reversal from celestial to spiritual.  But one could imagine that as we transition into 
the celestial New Church, we will experience the opposite role reversal from spiritual to celestial.  

Those imbued with an affection for truth and good, meant by female slaves or the women 
in the representative sense, have no affection for the knowledge of truth and good, only 
for truths and forms of good themselves, as they hear and perceive them from others. This 
kind of affection exists generally with good women, but the affection for knowledge of 
truth exists generally with men.  So it is that those who are spiritually perceptive have a 
liking for women with an affection for truths, but not for women who concentrate on 
gaining knowledge. For it is in keeping with Divine order for men to know things and for 
women purely to have an affection for them, so the women do not love themselves 
because of their knowledge but love men; and from this springs the desire for marriage. 
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This also is why those of old said that women must keep silent in the Church.73 All this 
being so, factual and religious knowledge are represented by men, but affections by 
women. . . . It should be recognized however that this is the situation among those who 
belong to the Lord's spiritual kingdom, whereas among those who belong to His celestial 
kingdom the reverse applies. There husbands are the ones with affection, and wives are 
the ones with knowledge of good and truth; and this is what the desire for marriage 
springs from among them.  (AC 8994.3-4)

In the spiritual kingdom “it is in keeping with Divine order for men to know things and for 
women purely to have an affection for them.... whereas among those who belong to His celestial 
kingdom the reverse applies. There husbands are the ones with affection, and wives are the ones 
with knowledge of good and truth.”  (AC 8994.4).    Some believe that it is the ability to know 
things which allows people to preach.  But as we’ve seen, it’s also (and more importantly) the 
affection for truth which makes a good preacher.    Plus this passage is talking about what the 
desire for marriage springs from in the different kingdoms, not what makes for a good preacher.  
Since it says that “the reverse applies” in the celestial kingdom, but it doesn’t actually go into a 
lot of detail about that, one could re-write this passage for the celestial kingdom as follows:

This kind of affection [for truth and good] exists generally with good [men], but the 
affection for knowledge of truth exists generally with [women].  So it is that those who 
are [celestially] perceptive have a liking for [men] with an affection for truths, but not for 
[men] who concentrate on gaining knowledge. For it is in keeping with Divine order for 
[women] to know things and for [men] purely to have an affection for them, so the [men] 
do not love themselves because of their knowledge but love [women]; and from this 
springs the desire for marriage. . . . All this being so, factual and religious knowledge are 
represented by [women], but affections by [men]. . . . It should be recognized however 
that this is the situation among those who belong to the Lord's [celestial] kingdom, 
whereas among those who belong to His [spiritual] kingdom the reverse applies. There 
[wives] are the ones with affection, and [husbands] are the ones with knowledge of good 
and truth; and this is what the desire for marriage springs from among them.  (AC 
8994.3-4)

Notice how this rendition actually describes some really useful things that we should strive for:  
It describes men not having pride of self-intelligence but instead loving their wives (see CL 56, 
88.2, 193.2 208.2, 331, 353).  It describes people honoring women for their special knowledge 
and wisdom (CL 47r, 155r.4, 208.2).  It describes a more ideal celestial state than the spiritual 
one outlined in the original passage.   
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73 Some people believe that this statement (likely referring to 1 Corinthians 14:34,35; 1 Timothy 2:11,12; 
see also Ephesians 5:22) means that Swedenborg is here condoning the statements from the older 
Christians Church that women should not preach.  But the fact that men had dominion over women in the 
past, and that it represented the intellect ruling over the will, doesn’t mean that now we should continue 
that practice.  Especially not in the celestial New Church where one could assume that men tend to have 
a liking for women with knowledge.   Notice the reason given for this old church practice: “For Adam was 
formed first, then Eve.  And Adam was not deceived, but the woman being deceived, fell into 
transgression.” (1 Timothy 2:13-14).  In the older Christian Church this was not taken symbolically to 
mean that the will was deceived, while the understanding was not.  It was taken literally to mean that 
women can be deceived, but men can’t, and therefore that women can’t be trusted.  We do not believe 
that in the New Church.   (See also Acts 21:9; Romans 16:1-2; Galatians 3:28).



	
 Compared to the celestial kingdom (and church), the spiritual kingdom (and church) is 
not actually something to strive to maintain (see AC 2301, 3330, 6500, 8794.4, 8928; HH 339).  I 
think this is partly because the celestial is where the marriage of goodness and truth really takes 
place, whereas the spiritual is a lesser marriage; a covenant in which truth rules over goodness.  

Those who constitute the Lord's spiritual kingdom and who are called the spiritual, ... are 
not sons of the marriage itself of good and truth, but of a certain covenant not so 
conjugial. They are indeed descended from the same father but not from the same mother, 
that is, from the same Divine Good but not from the same Divine Truth. Indeed with 
those who are celestial, since they are the product of the marriage itself of good and truth, 
good exists and truth rooted in that good. ... [3] In former times - to enable both those 
who are celestial and those who are spiritual to be represented in marriages - a man was 
allowed to have a concubine in addition to a wife. That concubine was given to the 
husband by his wife (uxor), in which case the concubine was called his wife (mulier). ... 
The celestial Church was represented by the wife, and the spiritual Church by the 
concubine.  (AC 3246.2,3, see also AC 915, 2517, 4843)

When an intellect-oriented man focusses on affection and love, that represents an actual marriage 
of goodness and truth going on in that person, and therefore a more celestial state.  This is why in 
the celestial state, men are in affection and goodness.  Similarly, when a will-oriented woman 
focusses on knowledge of truth and goodness, that represents an actual marriage of goodness and 
truth going on in that person, and therefore a more celestial state.  I think this is part of why in 
the celestial state, women are in knowledge of truth and goodness.   
	
 We see this happening more and more in our culture; men getting in touch with their 
feelings, and women becoming empowered in knowledge.  This doesn’t mean they are losing 
their masculinity or femininity.  I think it means they are becoming more celestial.  As we enter 
the era of the New Church in this world, we are witnessing the “break-down” of traditional 
gender roles, because those traditional gender roles are from the spiritual church, not the celestial 
church.  Men having authority and priority over women is of the spiritual church.  Men and 
women in a place of mutual respect and equality is of the celestial church.  I believe this kind of 
transition is a good sign that the celestial New Church is actively being established in the world.  
	
 What does all this mean for the priesthood?  Some people have suggested that if women 
are more celestial than men, and celestial people don’t talk about truth the way spiritual people 
do, then women can’t be preachers.  They say that women are only in knowledges in the celestial 
church, where knowledges don’t get talked about anyway.   But as I outlined above, there’s more 
to it than that.
	
 For one thing, women are not exclusively celestial.  Also, to say that women can’t preach 
because they are celestial would be like saying that Africans can’t preach because they are 
celestial.74  And even though the New Church is destined to be a celestial church, we still need to 
learn truths on this earth in order to regenerate. Celestial people still talk about truth, they just 
don’t talk about it the way that spiritual people do.  They state the truth very simply, without 
reasoning, arguing or debating (see AC 202, 2715.6, 2842.9, 3246.2, 9166.8, 9818, 9942.11, 
10124.2, 10786; HH 214, 270, 271; EU 169.2; DLW 427; DP 219.3).  That sounds like a great 
quality for a preacher, and one that is probably common among the celestial-spiritual preachers 
in heaven.  Preachers in heaven still preach to the celestial kingdom, so I think in the celestial 
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New Church on earth we might find celestial-spiritual types of people wanting to enter the 
priesthood.  I think that women who want to preach are likely to be more spiritually oriented 
people, and probably very much like the celestial-spiritual intermediate angel preachers.  In other 
words, I don’t think these doctrines prescribe an exclusion of women from the priesthood of the 
General Church.  

Chapter Six - Men and Women 

	
 I’d like to begin by addressing the hazards of this chapter (and the whole paper) being 
written by a man, and being discussed by only men in the council of the clergy.  I am a man 
talking about what women are like.  It is my own limited masculine understanding of what the 
Writings are saying about both genders.  A more preferable system would be one in which our 
church’s doctrinal understanding of what the Writings say about men and women comes from the 
understandings of both men and women.75   This is part of why I think a gender-inclusive clergy 
would be beneficial to the doctrinal research of the church.   As it says in Conjugial Love:

As the men were discussing this, some wives came to them saying, “Permit us to join 
you; for what you are discussing you know from observation, but we know it from 
experience.”  (CL 330.2)

That being said, under the circumstances, I will do my best to acknowledge my own limitations 
in talking about my understanding of what the Word says men and women are like.  

Men and Women are Different and Distinct
	
 The Writings clearly teach that men and women are different.

It is one thing to be masculine and another to be feminine, with the two qualities being so 
different that one cannot be converted into the other.  (CL 32)

In short, nothing in the two sexes is the same, although there is nevertheless a capacity 
for conjunction in every detail.  (CL 33)

Masculinity in the male is masculine in the whole and every part of him, likewise 
femininity in the female.  (CL 37)

There is nothing in the soul, mind, or body which is not masculine in the male and 
feminine in the female.  (CL 46)

The conjugial element in the male and the conjugial element in the female are not the 
same.  (CL 316.4) 

The Writings also describe the general ways in which the genders tend to differ from each other.  
Men and women have different “orientations” (see CL 33, 90-92, 187, 223; HH 367-369; AC 
568, 2731), different loves and affections (see CL 21.2, 32, 33, 169, 175.4, 197, 221, 223, 296, 
393), different kinds of intelligence (see CL 209, 218, 331), different kinds of wisdom (see CL 
155r.2, 165, 168, 208), different strengths (see CL 137.6, 160, 188, 201), and different kinds of 
perception (see CL 47r, 75.6, 155r.3-4, 166-168, 175.4, 202, 204, 208; see also AC 4627).   Also 
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the changes of state are different in men and women (see CL 187).  The Writings don’t state that 
these differences have an impact on who can be a priest.  However, these differences are a factor 
for many people when it comes to these discussions.   
	
 Men and women have different ways in which the marriage of love and wisdom flows 
into them.  Men are forms of the wisdom of love, and women are forms of the love of that 
wisdom (the wisdom of love) (see CL 32, 21.2, 42, 66, 75.5).  In Conjugial Love 75 it says that 
the wife is the love of his wisdom, and the husband is the “wisdom of her love.”  Her love being 
conjugial love.  And so the specific wisdom in a man—which a wife loves—is the wisdom of his 
wife’s love: the “wisdom concerning conjugial love” (CL 155r.2); the wisdom of monogamy.    
True masculinity is the wisdom of conjugial love, and true femininity is the conjugial love of that 
wisdom.  Wisdom is the expression of love, and women tend to love men who wisely live the 
expression of conjugial love; in other words: men that want to be husbands.   
	
 Men and women will be different, in whatever role they play in life.  The teachings about 
men and women are not given so that we can restrict other people from doing things. We 
shouldn’t be applying our understanding of the Word to other people’s lives in a controlling or 
restrictive way. Those teaching are given so that we can understand and appreciate the beauty 
and variety of the Lord’s creation.  A creation that is much stronger and more eternal than any 
artificial structure, policy or organization that we can create.
	
 Men and women have different strengths.  The problem is that talking about the strengths 
of one gender tends to imply weaknesses (which are often overgeneralized and inaccurate) in the 
other gender, and that’s not a charitable way of having a conversation, especially if one is talking 
about the weaknesses in the opposite gender to one’s own.   The Writings speak largely in 
generalizations, and there are always exceptions to those general rules.  For example, my wife 
and I tend to appear to be the opposite of the descriptions of the different intelligences in CL 218 
in some ways.  And yet I still tend to think analytically and logically, and my wife tends to think 
less about theory and more about application to life and relationships (see CL 168, etc). The 
longer we’ve been married the more we’ve come to understand how the descriptions in 
Conjugial Love describe my masculinity and her femininity.  “There is nothing in the soul, mind, 
or body which is not masculine in the male and feminine in the female” (CL 46). 
	
 My belief that women can be ordained is in no way meant to be an implication that men 
are not doing the job well, or are unneeded in the priesthood.  Men are doing the job in a 
masculine way, and that is important. They bring masculine strengths to the job.  These strengths 
probably have a lot to do with the “truth” end of the spectrum.  If women were to join the 
priesthood, they would do the job in a feminine way, and that is also important.  They would 
bring feminine strengths to the job.  These strengths probably have a lot to do with the “love” 
end of the spectrum (see CL 175).76  Both truth and love are important parts of the priesthood.  
	
 And we also often have a tendency to stereotype in an unhealthy and inaccurate way.  For 
example, sometimes it is suggested that perhaps male priests should teach the truth, and female 
priests should lead to the good of life.  But this is an overgeneralization and stereotype of the 
strengths of the genders.  And it implies weaknesses in the opposite genders that just aren’t there; 
such as that men can’t lead to the good of life, or that women can’t teach the truth.  It’s not about 
being better than others, or worse than others.  It’s not about “can” and “can’t.”  It’s about the 
potential fullness of humanity that could be achieved through the complementary cooperation of 
both genders in the priesthood.
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 It seems that historically we’ve attempted to keep the uses of men and women distinct out 
of a sense of the distinction and difference between goodness and truth.  But my impression is 
that the closer we can bring goodness and truth together, the closer we are to the Lord.  Men and 
women are definitely distinct and different, but they aren’t meant to be separated any more than 
goodness and truth are meant to be separated.  

The “Garments” of a Man and a Woman

A woman shall not wear anything that pertains to a man, nor shall a man put on a 
woman’s garment, for all who do so are an abomination to the Lord your God. 
(Deuteronomy 22:5)  

Some people have taken this to mean that women should not wear the garments of a priest. But 
the garments of a man are not necessarily the garments of a priest.  This isn’t talking about the 
role of the priesthood, it’s talking about the fact that goodness and truth are different in men and 
women.  Men and women have different ways of interacting with the truth (see AE 195:17-18), 
and men and women also have different affections (see CL 175.4).  And these things cannot be 
converted into each other (see CL 32).  

Here a man (vir) and his raiment signify truth, and a woman and her garment the 
affection for truth. These are distinct in every person (homo), as understanding and will, 
or as thought which is of the understanding and affection which is of the will, and unless 
they were distinct, the sexes would be confounded, and no marriage would be effected, in 
which the man (vir) is the truth of the thought, and the woman the affection. That man 
and woman were both so created that they might be two and yet one, is evident from the 
book of Genesis, in which it is said concerning their creation, “So God created man 
(homo) into His own image, in the image of God created He him; male and female 
created He them” (Gen. i. 27; v. 2).  (AE 555.13)  

It’s specifically talking about the need for the genders to be distinct in marriage, for the sake of 
complementary conjunction.  In marriage it’s important that husbands play the role of wisdom, 
and wives the role of love (see above).  
	
 But notice that in this passage it says that “a woman and her garment” represents the 
affection for truth.  The affection for truth is a very important part of the priesthood (see AC 
3795), and is something that both men and women can have.  So we can see that this in no way 
excludes women from the priesthood.   It simply excludes men from being women and women 
from being men.  It’s describing a distinction that is created by the Lord.  However this passage 
is also brought up in the context of a discussion about the distinctive duties of men and women 
(see CL 175), which we will discuss below.  

Men and Women are Similar and Both Human
	
 So while it is important to acknowledge the distinctions and differences between the 
genders (especially in terms of marriage), it’s also important to acknowledge the fact that men 
and women are also very similar, and have most of the same human qualities in common with 
each other, which is why the Writings so frequently use the Latin word “homo.” 
	
 “Every person [has] been created in the image of God” (AR 49.2).  Everyone has an 
intellect and a will: “With every person there are two parts of the mind - the will and the 
understanding - the will being the primary part and the understanding the secondary” (AC 
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1555.2; see also HH 369; AR 765; CL 121, 184).  All people are led by their will (see AC 379, 
585, 4364, 5351, 8510, 9337, 10057.2; LJ 36, 39; DLW 1, 244, 410.6; DP 61; CL 196, 490; TCR 
386.2, 570.6, 602; AE 274:3, 1175, 1183).  Everyone has freedom and rationality (see DLW 116; 
DP 99, 104, 179, 210, 281.3).  Everyone can raise their intellect above their corrupt will (see 
DLW 395; CL 269.6, 498; TCR 589).  All people can have a love for knowing, understanding 
and becoming wise (see TCR 48.12, 335.7).  Both men and women can have perception (see CL 
28, 211, 361).  The Lord flows into everyone with His Divine truth (see AC 1707.3, AC 6948.2 
AC 8604.2 AC 9399.3).  Everyone is capable of transitioning from natural, to spiritual, to 
celestial (see HH 33; AR 774.2; CL 447).  Everyone can be raised into a higher light and higher 
warmth: “Every person from creation has implanted in them a capacity to open the lower regions 
of their mind to the point of union with its higher ones, which are in the light and warmth of 
heaven” (CL 204; see also AC 10330.2; DLW 148; CL 145.2, 211, 380.11).   Men and women 
have similar virtues (see CL 165).  Everyone can have an affection for truth (see AC 4368.2, 
7012, 8994.3, 9300.5, 9382.2).  Everyone can grow in wisdom and love (see CL 145.2; AC 
10227.2).  Everyone can have the marriage of goodness and truth flow into them (see AC 
10022.2; CL 61, 92, 121, 204, 220, 316)77, and this is what allows the church to flow into them 
(see AC 4575; CL 246).

The soul of every person from its origin is celestial; consequently it receives influx from 
the Lord directly; for it receives from Him a marriage of love and wisdom or good and 
truth, and this influx makes the person a human being.  (CL 482)

And all of these universally human characteristics are what allow a person to be a priest.

We have been granted the ability to lift our intellect almost all the way into the light 
enjoyed by the angels in heaven. This lifting allows us to see what we ought to will and 
what we ought to do in order to be successful during our time in this world and blessed 
with happiness after death to eternity. We become successful and blessed if we gain 
wisdom for ourselves and keep our will obedient to that wisdom. . . . It is important to 
know that the capacity to lift the intellect even to a level of understanding possessed by 
the angels in heaven has been created as a part of every human being. . . . The first step 
in our being generated anew is to receive truths in our intellect. . . . By lifting our intellect 
above the love that resides in our will, we are all capable of grasping those truths, saying 
them, teaching them, and preaching them.  (TCR 588-589; emphasis added)

So men and women are different, similar, and the same.  Men and women are the same in that 
they are both human, similar in that they can do similar things, and different in that masculinity 
and femininity are two very distinct things.   That fact that men and women are both human (the 
same), means that they can both preach.  Much the same way that a man and woman can both be 
parents, or a man and woman can both be shepherds or prophets.  However, the fact that men and 
women are different (not the same), means that they will preach in very different ways, and that 
it’s not useful (and even damaging) for a woman to preach like a man (see SE 5936), or a man to 
preach like a woman.  “It is one thing to be masculine and another to be feminine, with the two 
qualities being so different that one cannot be converted into the other” (CL 32).  A mother can’t 
be a father, and a father can’t be a mother.  But both a man and a woman can become a parent. A 
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husband can’t be a wife, and a wife can’t be a husband. But both a man and a woman can 
become a spouse.  A woman becoming a preacher is not the same as converting a woman into a 
man.   This is part of what I’m trying to show in this paper: priest ≠ masculine.    
	
 Men and women are not exactly the same.  In fact it’s because they are different that it 
would be beneficial for women to enter the priesthood.  The priesthood is missing out on the 
wonderful feminine qualities and strengths that women would bring to the use.  The Writings 
don’t indicate that the priesthood should be an exclusively masculine job.  A woman entering the 
priesthood doesn’t automatically mean that she is giving up her femininity.  It is only if she tries 
to be like a man instead of like a woman that she endangers her own femininity (see SE 5936).  

“Men and Women” Represent Aspects Within Both Men and Women
	
 While the general statement that men are more intellect-oriented and women are more 
will-oriented is true, it’s not accurate to say that all men and women are exclusively that way.  
Some women are more intellectual, and some men are more emotional.  This doesn’t mean that 
those women are not feminine, or that those men are not masculine, since the Writings say that a 
man is masculine through and through, and a woman is feminine through and through (see CL 
37, 46).  But they also say that the things that differentiate the genders are not exclusive to either 
gender (see HH 369, CL 32).   And so some men are more “gentle,” and some women are more 
“argumentative” (see CL 218), even though in general, the genders can tend to be the reverse.    
	
 All of the female characters in the Word represent qualities in both men and women.  All 
of the male characters in the Word represent qualities in both men and women.  In our church we 
tend to shy away from saying that men have a “feminine side”, and women have a “masculine 
side,” due to passages such as CL 32, 33, 37, 46, 316.   However, the Writings do use this 
language at one point:

The inner meaning of male and female was very familiar to the earliest church [most 
ancient church], although their successors lost touch with this secret when they lost sight 
of any deeper import to the Word.  These earliest people found their greatest happiness 
and pleasure in marriage.  Whenever they could possibly draw a comparison between 
something else and marriage, they did so. . . . As a result, they called the intellect in the 
spiritual being male and the will there female; and when the two worked together, they 
called it a marriage.  (AC 54; cf. CL 21.3)

This doesn’t mean that men actually have two X chromosomes in their will, and women have 
XY chromosomes in their intellect.78  It simply means that because men and women represent 
the various couplings of goodness and truth, that it is legitimate to use the terms “masculine” and 
“feminine” in a symbolic way when referring to these qualities in either men or women.  

Distinction and Conjunction
	
 My own theory is that in general men tend to be more about distinction, while women 
tend to be more about conjunction.79  
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79 See my dissertation: “Comparing the Divine, Heavenly, and Natural Marriages,” 2012.  http://
theologikeal.blogspot.com/2012/07/my-dissertation.html,   http://theologikeal.blogspot.com/2013/06/
dissertation-presentation.html
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Matters of intellect regard matters of will as different and separate from themselves, but 
matters of will view matters of intellect as united to themselves, or as being one with 
themselves. The ability to understand, you see, rises from the will. (AC 732)

	
 Men tend naturally to operate within rational processes (separating and comparing), 
involving the relationship between ideas, and how ideas relate to people.  And they tend to think 
about things removed from themselves and others (“transcending the body and the world” CL 
168).  They tend to like to focus on the distinction between goodness and truth, the need to think 
before we act, the distinction between the Lord and humans (our soul is not Divine), the 
distinction between celestial and spiritual things, the distinction between masculine and 
feminine, and the importance of elevating the intellect above the corrupt will (see AC 1608.2 
1799.4, 4468, 6269.2, 10154), etc.  Men tend to like things that can be seen to be true and right. 
However this also has its hazards, because the dangers of faith alone and truth alone stem from 
this tendency to divide and separate.  But this doesn’t mean that men can’t focus on goodness, 
willing, love, charity and conjunction, it’s just that they tend to do it from the perspective of 
distinction.  And despite the hazards, the focus on distinction is a really important aspect of 
human life.  We could not be regenerated and become fully human members of the church and 
heaven without it.  
	
 Women tend naturally to operate within emotional processes (connecting and uniting), 
involving the relationships between people, and how people relate to ideas.  And they tend to 
think about things connected to themselves and others (perceiving and feeling from love see CL 
168).  They tend to like to focus on the conjunction of goodness and truth, the application of 
truth to life, the conjunction between the Lord and humans (the Lord can be inside of us), the 
conjunction of celestial and spiritual things, the complementary conjunction between masculine 
and feminine, and the importance of joining our will and intellect, etc.  Women tend to like 
things that can be felt to be good and loving.  However this also has its hazards, because the 
dangers of indiscriminate charity stem from this tendency to conjoin and unite.  But this doesn’t 
mean that women can’t focus on truth, intellect, wisdom, faith and distinction, it’s just that they 
tend to do it from the perspective of conjunction.  And despite the hazards, the focus on 
conjunction is a really important aspect of human life.  We could not be regenerated and become 
fully human members of the church and heaven without it.  
	
 I believe that these two qualities are not only essential for the church, but would prove to 
be truly valuable as complementary qualities within the priesthood.  A male only priesthood 
tends to focus primarily on the importance of distinction without the appropriate balancing focus 
on the importance of conjunction.  This is one of the wonderful benefits that the feminine 
perspective would bring to the priesthood. 

Goodness and Truth
	
 It is often thought that men represent and constitute truth, and women represent and 
constitute goodness.  However it isn’t that simple.  In the Word men often represent truth and 
women goodness, but husbands always represent goodness and wives truth.  In marriage, 
husbands represent wisdom and the intellect, and wives conjugial love and the will.  And yet the 
representation and constitutions reverse between the spiritual and celestial kingdoms.   And 
actually, men and women are both different forms of the marriage of goodness and truth:  Men 
are the truth of goodness, and women are the goodness of truth (see CL 61, 88, 90, 242).  “Male 
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offspring are truth and good in the intellect and consequent thought, while female offspring are 
truth and good in the will and consequent affection” (AR 543.2).
	
 The marriage of goodness and truth is not just about truth leading to goodness, or 
goodness leading to truth, it’s about both “the marriage of truth joined to good, and of good 
joined to truth”  (AC 4575).  This describes a little bit of the nuance in the differences between 
the genders.  Both are still the marriage of goodness and truth, but in different ways, from 
different orientations.  But the important thing is that both happen: BOTH truth joined to good 
AND good joined to truth.  Men and women need each other and can balance each other out, just 
like goodness and truth do: “Goods without truths are not good, and truths without goods are not 
true”  (AR 935; see also CL 87.4).

The Truth of Goodness 
	
 The Writings never say that the masculine truth of goodness80 is what is required for the 
priesthood,81 or that the feminine goodness of truth should be excluded from the priesthood.  
There is one instance which seems to connect the Levites to the truth coming from good (see AC 
9959.4; see also AE 710.34)  But more often it seems to indicate that priests are related to the 
goodness of truth, while kings are more related to the truth of goodness (see AC 3009; see also 
HH 226; AC 8759, 8770), probably because the job of a priest is to lead by truth to good, so that 
the end-goal is the goodness of truth.   I think this is one of the reasons why it would be 
appropriate for women to be priests, because they are very inclined to see and describe how truth 
leads to goodness, since they are in the goodness of truth (see CL 61, 88, 90).  

Goodness is the Teacher and the Leader:
	
 On a symbolic level, goodness and the affection for truth are what actually teach us and 
lead us:
  Teaching what truth is without what good is amounts to walking like someone blind, it 

being good that is the teacher and leader, truth the one that is taught and led.  (AC 
4844.4)

Truth does indeed teach what good is, but it does so without perception, whereas good 
teaches what truth is from perception.  (AC 3463.3)

Our discernment simply sees, and it sees things that have to do with wisdom or truth but 
not things that have to do with love or what is good.  (DP 39)

To the extent that truth becomes the leader, good becomes obscured; but to the extent that 
good becomes the leader, truth is visible in its own light. (AC 2407)

As was said above, we should all be led by love, charity, justice, mercy and humility, which are 
what define goodness (see Micah 6:8).  And the affection for truth is also what teaches: “No one 
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80 The truth of goodness is actually represented in the Word at one point by Sarah (see AC 2065).  And at 
another point, a man and a woman together (Barak and Deborah) represent the truth of goodness (see 
AE  447.4).  And the truth of goodness is also related to the celestial kingdom (see AC 5733). 

81 A superficial reading of AC 3301.5 might seem to indicate a connection between the priesthood and the 
truth of goodness, but it’s actually referring to the hair of the priest representing the truth of goodness; 
“hair” representing truth, and a “priest” representing goodness.   



is ever instructed by means of truths, but by means of the affections of truth” (AC 3066; see also 
DLW 410; AC 3795).  But of course it’s not about goodness alone, anymore than it’s about truth 
alone: 

It is the intellect that teaches what ought to be done and how it ought to be done. Love 
without the intellect does not know this. Therefore such a marriage exists between love 
and the intellect that although they are two distinct entities, they nevertheless operate as 
one. (DLW 409)

And this is the point of much of the Writings: it’s really about the marriage of goodness and 
truth.  It’s the marriage of goodness and truth that really teaches and leads us.  On the one hand 
goodness and truth are very different, just like men and women are very different.  But on the 
other hand, goodness and truth are the same thing (see AC 3049), just like men and women are 
the same thing: human.  And the church is all about the marriage and cooperation of the two.
	
 Both men and women are capable of being teachers (see above), and having an affection 
for the truth (see AC 8994.3) in their own way.  And as was discussed previously, both men and 
women can represent that teaching/leading function described by shepherds and shepherdesses in 
the Word, because we are ideally led and taught by both goodness and truth.  So in the end, a 
priest can be a man or woman, not just because men and women are the same (human), but also 
because men represent the fact that truth and the intellect are what teach us, and women 
represent the fact that it is the affection for truth and goodness that teach us.  
	
 The symbolism of men and women as goodness and truth tends to flip-flop in different 
contexts.  But the point is that men and women together represent goodness and truth together.  
Therefore both symbolically and functionally, the priesthood would be improved by having both 
men and women as leaders and teachers.

Truth Is Not Limited to Masculine - Masculine Is Not Limited to Truth
	
 Sometimes it might appear that masculinity and the truth have a kind of exclusive 
relationship.  Especially from passages like this:

Nothing else is received by members of the male sex but truth and what relates to 
truth. . . . The male soul, being intellectual in nature, is therefore truth; for anything 
intellectual in nature is nothing else.  (CL 220; see also CL 90)

But this should be qualified by passages such as the following, because “good does not exist by 
itself, nor truth by itself, but they are everywhere united” (CL 87):

Nothing was created for truth alone, and nothing was created for goodness alone. Neither 
truth nor goodness is anything on its own, but when they marry each other they become 
something, and the nature of that something depends on the quality of their marriage.  
(TCR 624.3)

There is nothing that was created solely into a form of truth, and nothing that was created 
solely into a form of good. Good alone or truth alone has no reality, but they take form 
and become real through a marriage of the two, the character of the resulting form being 
determined by the character of the marriage.  (CL 115.3)  

Turning toward the Lord comes from love and wisdom together, not from love alone or 
wisdom alone.  (DLW 139)
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Everything in the universe has some relation to good and truth. . . . In each and every 
thing in the universe, good is united with truth and truth with good. . . . The reason 
everything in the universe has some relation to good and truth, with good being united 
with truth and vice versa, is that both emanate from the Lord, and they emanate from Him 
as a unity.  (CL 60)

Truth acting on its own is completely unable to enter into marriage with goodness—it is 
possible only for goodness to join with truth—because no truth whatever exists that does 
not grow out of goodness and so is coupled with goodness. If you extract goodness from 
truth, nothing remains but mere words. (AC 725)

And as we know, when we try to act from truth alone, that’s a dangerous thing:

That ‘he will be a wild-ass man’ means rational truth. . . . The person whose rational is 
such as consists in truth alone, even though this is the truth of faith, and does not at the 
same time consist in the good of charity, is altogether such. They are quick to find fault, 
make no allowances, are against all, regard everyone as being in error, are instantly 
prepared to rebuke, to chasten, and to punish, show no pity, do not apply themselves and 
make no effort to redirect people's thinking; for they view everything from the standpoint 
of truth, and nothing from the standpoint of good. In short, they are hard people. The one 
thing to soften their hardness is the good of charity, for good is the soul of truth, and 
when good draws near and implants itself in truth the latter becomes so different that it 
can hardly be recognized. (AC 1949)

Compare the above passages with the passage that says that men are—and receive—nothing but 
truth (see CL 220).  If that were actually the case,82  then male priests would be doomed to be 
“wild-ass” ministers.  But in reality men are capable of receiving and being governed by 
goodness.  Just like women are capable of receiving and being governed by truth.  Men are 
capable of producing goodness, just like women are capable of producing truth.    If men were 
nothing but truth, then a male-only priesthood really would be the death of the church, because 
male-only = faith alone.83  But that’s not true.  I’m not in any way trying to imply that male 
priests are bad.  I’m simply trying to show why priests can be either men or women, and that by 
having both in the clergy we would benefit from the complementary strengths of each.   

The Will and Intellect
	
 The intellect teaches, and the will leads (see DLW 244; AC 35; DP 233.7; LJP 337).   
Men often represent the intellect, and women represent the will (see HH 367).  But sometimes 
women represent the intellect and men represent the will (see TCR 37.2-3; DLW 398).  And both 
men and women have both intellect and will (see HH 369).  The role of a priest is to both teach 
and lead (see HD 315; etc.).   So the intellect of a male priest is what can teach the truth, and the 
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82 And the context of the passage shows that it isn’t, because: “The spiritual marriage that exists between 
goodness and truth. . . flows into each and every thing in the universe.”  (CL 220).  It’s just that men 
receive it in a different way from women; in a way that is more truth-oriented.

83 And in a symbolic way, “women alone” can also represent truth alone: “In the internal sense ‘a widow’ 
means the truth of the Church without good” (AC 4844.3).  Things are always better when men and 
women are together.  



will of a male priest is what can lead to the good of life.    And the intellect of female priest is 
also what can teach the truth, and the will of a female priest is what can lead to the good of life.  
And in a gender-inclusive clergy as a whole, the male priests would provide intellect-oriented 
strengths, and the female priests would provide will-oriented strengths, providing a greater 
balance across the priesthood in its efforts to teach the truth and lead to the good of life, and to 
help represent the marriage of goodness and truth in the church.  
	
 I believe there’s an unfortunate dynamic in the church right now where men are 
associated with the new intellect, and women with the old will.  When in reality men are 
associated with both the old corrupt intellect and the new heavenly intellect, and women with 
both the old corrupt will and the new heavenly will.  In which case, both can provide a kind of 
“checks and balances” system for each other.  Women are not only associated with the old will 
(which I think would be a misapplication of AC 266, 568, etc). That would be more like the 
belief in the Christian world which says that Eve was solely at fault for the fall of humanity: 

For Adam was formed first, then Eve. And Adam was not deceived, but the woman being 
deceived, fell into transgression.  (1 Timothy 2:13-14)

Some of the sentiments I hear in this discussion sound a lot like: “we can’t trust women in the 
priesthood,” which I believe is dangerously close to this old Christian perspective on “Eve,” 
which was one of the reasons given for why women were excluded from the Christian priesthood 
(see 1 Timothy 2:11-14).  But I don’t believe the Writings are in agreement with this sentiment 
(see CL 135.3; DP 313).  Certainly there are hazards for women in the priesthood.  But there are 
also hazards for men in the priesthood.  Making intellect more important that will is one of them:

Disagreements and heresies are inevitable. Permitting them is quite within the laws of 
divine providence. Not only that, once the church itself has taken matters of intellect 
alone to be essential to it--matters of belief, that is, and not matters of volition and 
therefore of life--and once these matters of life are not essential to the church, then our 
discernment leads us into utter darkness. We wander around like blind people, bumping 
into everything and falling into pits. It is our volition that must see in our discernment 
and not our discernment in our volition, which is the same as saying that our life and its 
love must lead our discernment to think, speak, and act, and not the reverse. If it were the 
other way around, then a discernment motivated by evil love, actually by diabolical love, 
would seize on anything our senses offered and demand that our volition do it. This 
shows where dissent and heresy come from.  (DP 259.2)

Domestic Uses and Duties 
	
 In Conjugial Love passages 174-176 there is a discussion about the duties appropriate to 
husbands and wives, and fathers and mothers.  
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A husband has duties84 appropriate to him, and a wife duties appropriate to her, and a 
wife cannot enter into duties appropriate to her husband or a husband into duties 
appropriate to his wife and perform them properly.  (CL 174)

Despite the fact that these passages are describing domestic duties for both men and women, 
sometimes these passages are brought into the discussion of women in the priesthood to suggest 
that there are occupations outside of the home which are gender exclusive.   But that’s not what 
these passages are talking about. 
	
 The Latin word here translated as “duty/duties” is “officium” or “officia” in the plural.  
This word has a number of different possible meanings.  Some of the various ways that it has 
been translated in these three passages include: “office,” “duty,” “activity,” “function,” and “job.”    
Some other possible translations include: service, ceremony, favor, kindness, courtesy, 
employment, business, part, allegiance, or attendance.   I think it’s wonderful to consider the 
translations: “A husband has courtesies appropriate to him,” or “A husband has favors 
appropriate to him,” or “A husband has kindnesses appropriate to him.”  This last one especially 
fits with the idea that this is because men and women have different affections (see CL 175).   
Men and women have different ways of loving their spouse and children. 
	
 The terminology in CL 175 switches at one point from “husbands and wives,” to “men 
and women.”  While it’s true that many of the things spoken about husbands and wives also refer 
to men and women in general, I think it’s important to note that the context of CL 175 is clearly a 
discussion about the domestic duties of husbands and wives to each other, and fathers and 
mothers to their children.  So I don’t think that the discussion of exclusive duties in these 
passages is meant to imply that there are occupations outside of the home which are meant to be 
exclusive to one gender or another.  However if we are to take it that way, then it makes sense 
that men and women will perform the duties of whatever occupation they have in distinctly 
different ways, based on their distinctive gender differences.    
	
 Most of the time in the book Conjugial Love, the word “duty” is used to describe the joint 
domestic responsibilities that men and women share in a marriage, household, and family (see 
CL 279, 321, 373, 405, 469, 472).  Running a household usually requires “joint assistance and 
shared duties” (CL 321.7).  Both a man and a woman are equally in charge of the household (see 
CL 283; TCR 326; cf. CL 291).  And a husband and wife can be joined together... 

...by a couple's accommodations to one another's wishes, by their performance of mutual 
duties, by their courteous treatment of each other, by their refraining from things 
unchaste, by their joint love of little children and care for their children; but above all, by 
their conformity in matters connected with the church.  (CL 228)

As a result of the initial marriage covenant, there is a certain community of life implanted 
in married partners. . . . They share, for example, a community of possessions, and in 
many cases a community of duties in the services they perform and in meeting the 
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priesthood is a masculine duty (which the Writings don’t) would be inaccurate because that would imply 
that all men should be priests.  But we don’t believe that all men should be priests, therefore the 
priesthood is not a masculine “duty”.  The priesthood is the duty of priests, not men (see AC 10794, 
10796; HD 315), just as any other job is the duty of the person employed in it, and not of any specific 
gender.  Even the Israelite priesthood wasn’t the duty of men, it was only the duty of Levite men.



various demands of the home, leading in turn to a community of thoughts and certain 
shared secrets.  (CL 277.2)

These duties also join the two into one, and at the same time make a single household, 
depending on the assistance they render each other. One of the things people know in the 
world is that a husband's duties are in some way joined together with the duties of his 
wife, and that a wife's duties are connected to the duties of her husband, and that these 
conjunctions and connections are the assistance they give each other and depend on that 
assistance. . . . [Parental] duties are joined together through the counsel, support, and 
many other kinds of assistance that the two partners give each other.  People know that 
these duties bind the hearts of two partners together into one - both those duties which are 
joined together and those which are different in nature, or those which are mutual duties 
and those which are distinctive ones - and that this is owing to the love called storge (the 
natural affection of parents for their offspring). People also know that these duties, 
viewed in respect to their difference and conjunction, make a single household.  (CL 176)  

Conjugial Love also talks about duties that are distinct in each gender, but this is in the context of 
marriage and family (“domestic” uses), not in the context of occupations (“forensic” uses).

A husband has duties appropriate to him, and a wife duties appropriate to her, and a wife 
cannot enter into duties appropriate to her husband or a husband into duties appropriate to 
his wife and perform them properly. There is no need to illustrate by recounting them that 
there are duties appropriate to a husband and duties appropriate to a wife, for these are 
many and various in nature. Moreover, everyone knows how to divide them into their 
categories according to their general and specific kinds, provided they direct their mind to 
seeing the difference between them.  (CL 174; see also CL 175)  

A man who is married has a duty to be a husband, and a woman who is married has a duty to be a 
wife.  A man who has children has a duty to be a father.  Women who are mothers naturally have 
a duty to nurture the small children they have given birth to.  Mothers have a special duty to their 
daughters because of their shared gender.  Fathers have a special duty to their sons because of 
their shared gender (see CL 174, 176).85  These duties are different.  A husband can’t be a wife, 
and a wife can’t be a husband.  Likewise a father can’t be a mother, and a mother can’t be a 
father.  Only a man can be a husband and father.  Only a woman can be a wife and mother.  But 
the specific things that husband, wives, fathers, and mother actually do in these duties, are 
various and diverse with different people.  
! Caring for children is a wonderful use that women can serve.  Many women who 
especially love little children on earth, continue caring for children in heaven (see AC 2302; HH 
332; CL 410; see also CL 174).  However this doesn’t mean that only women care for children, 
or that fathers can’t also care for little children (see CL 176, 228, 391).
	
 There is nothing exclusively feminine about doing dishes, shopping, cooking meals, 
cutting up food for one’s children, doing laundry, cleaning, vacuuming, changing diapers, or 
comforting one’s hurt child.  There is nothing exclusively masculine about mowing the lawn, 
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daughters to provide them with their first exposure to the masculine sphere.   This is part of the “shared 
and mutual” duties of parenting. 



changing the oil in the car, cooking on the grill, fixing the broken door, taking out the trash, or 
paying the bills.  In fact, in my experience, the more that men and women help each other with 
domestic chores and duties, the more loved they each feel.  In other words, the more “assistance 
that the two partners give each other,” the more “these duties bind the hearts of two partners 
together into one” (CL 176).  And different couples will divide up the chores and duties 
differently, so there’s no need for any outside party to legislate which jobs belong to which 
gender in a given couple (see CL 174).  If it’s my night to do the dishes, then doing the dishes for 
that night is my duty.  Or if I’ve lost the game of “rock, paper, scissors” for who will change the 
baby’s diaper, then it’s my duty to change the diaper.   
	
 Where it gets exclusive is that a woman can’t provide a distinctive fatherly sphere for her 
children, and a man can’t provide a distinctive motherly sphere for his children.  And of course a 
man can’t give birth and nurse children, and a woman can’t inseminate her husband.   Outside of 
these things, the various domestic duties of the home are mutual duties which can be done by 
either gender.  “Consequently, their duties are by nature different; but still they are progressively 
conjunctive as time goes on.”  (CL 175.2)
	
 Like the word “duty” (officium), the word “domestic” (domesticus) is also most often 
used to describe uses that both husbands and wives (mother and fathers) perform together (see 
CL 271, 282, 283, 299, 373, 376; see also TCR 431).   In other words, the word “domestic” 
means: uses related to marriage and family life, and is something which ideally requires both 
genders.  “Every person receives domestic good from their father and from their mother” (AC 
3518).
	
 CL 91, 169, 469 are the only passages which describe domestic uses being performed by 
only women.86  And even in those cases, it’s not saying that these uses are exclusively feminine, 
it’s simply that in Swedenborg’s day they were more often performed by women.  In 
Swedenborg’s day, what we think of as domestic and occupational uses were very different from 
they way they are now.   In this day and age, it is more common for both men and women to 
have occupations outside the home, and for both men and women to have domestic duties inside 
the home.  But even in this day and age, most couples, if given the choice, would try to make it 
so that the mother could stay at home with babies and small children if at all possible, because 
that often works best.  This does not mean that women can’t also work outside the home.  

Occupational (“Forensic”) Uses
	
 The Latin word forensis is most often translated as “public” but in various contexts in the 
Writings it is also translated as “forensic, occupational, outside the home, criminal, statutory, 
civil, everyday, judicial, legal, outdoor, at work, studied, informed, educated, cultured, 
business.” 87  In a description of the intellect-orientation of men, Swedenborg uses as an example, 
men’s tendency to like public occupations.

The male sex is therefore born to become intellect-oriented. Reason can see this from. . . 
his employment, [which] has to do with things involving the intellect, or things in which 
the intellect predominates, most of which are occupational and are directed towards 
serving the public.  (Cl 90; see also CL 91)
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87 See AC 3540, 8974, 9094, 9264; CL 9, 90, 91, 376, 461, 478; TCR 432, 518, 738; SE 1011, 4830.



But this is just an illustration of the intellect-orientation of men.  It’s not saying that all 
occupations are exclusively male, but rather that all occupations require intellect, which is why 
men tend to like them.   Later, in CL 163, in a discussion of the intellectual wisdom in men, there 
is a list of occupations and fields of study.  It lists priests, civil officers, officials, judges, doctors, 
pharmacists, soldiers, sailors, artists, workers, farmers, etc.  But it’s not saying that only men can 
serve in these uses.  It’s saying that people need intellectual wisdom to serve in them.  CL 163 
also lists fields of study such as philosophy, physics, geometry, mechanics, chemistry, astronomy, 
law, political science, ethics, history, etc.   We teach young women all those fields of study just as 
readily as we teach young men.  It’s not that these things belong to men, but that “to intellectual 
wisdom belong [these things]” (CL 163).  There are also descriptions of women in positions of 
public authority, as described in the Old Testament by women like Deborah and Huldah the 
prophetesses (Judges 4:4; 2 Kings 22:14), and in the Writings by queens and empresses (see SE 
6027).
	
 Being the “bread-winner” isn’t necessarily always the duty of the man (see CL 287).  And 
many households (such as farms) have situations where “forensic” and “domestic” uses are 
sometimes one and the same, in which “there is need for joint assistance and shared duties, as is 
the case in a variety of businesses and trades” (CL 319).  
	
 The point of these teachings is not to restrict or limit the potential usefulness of each 
gender, rather it is to acknowledge that the distinct differences between the genders are 
complementarily useful both in the home, and in the uses of society.  As is described by a 
married couple from the celestial heaven:

We found that [the state of marriage] is gradually tempered as the husband is perfected in 
wisdom and as the wife grows to love that wisdom in her husband, which is achieved 
through and according to the useful services which each of them performs in society 
with the other's help.  (CL 137.3; emphasis added; see also CL 535)

 	
 When men are wisely performing the domestic uses involved in being a husband and 
father, they are no less masculine because they are performing domestic uses.  Similarly when 
women are performing the “forensic” uses involved in their occupations outside of the home, 
they are no less feminine because they are performing public uses.  If a man needs a job outside 
of the home, then the priesthood is one option.  If a woman needs a job outside of the home, then 
the priesthood is one option.  If a person’s job is already a full-time stay-at-home parent (whether 
man or woman), then the priesthood is probably not an option at that time.
	
 Some people have worried that if women enter the priesthood, they would be taking away 
“men’s uses.”  Firstly, as has been discussed above, the Writings don’t indicate that the 
priesthood is exclusively a “man’s use.”  Secondly, when men are performing their masculine 
domestic uses, that doesn’t take away from the feminine domestic uses of wives and mothers, 
rather it adds to it, and benefits it.  It would be the same in the priesthood.  The men in the 
priesthood would be aided by the women in the priesthood.  In the priesthood, just like in a 
household, the duties (offices, activities, functions, parts, jobs, employments, favors, kindnesses, 
courtesies) of women would complement the duties (offices, activities, functions, parts, jobs, 
employments, favors, kindnesses, courtesies) of men (see CL 91).  The will and love orientation 
of women in the priesthood would aid and complement the intellect and truth orientation of men 
in the priesthood.  And each of them would benefit from the other’s help.      

A Doctrinal Foundation for a Gender Inclusive Clergy in the General Church - Solomon Keal - 2014

111



Childbirth and Insemination
	
 Some people say that just as men can’t give birth, women can’t be priests. But this 
analogy is flawed, because the equivalent to the fact that men can’t give birth, is the fact that 
women can’t inseminate.  Both are distinctive and exclusive domestic uses of the genders.  
Women actually can preach, it’s just a question of whether they should or not, whereas men 
really can’t give birth.   The imbalance and inequality in this situation is that we don’t tend to 
suggest an equivalent occupational use which is off-limits for men.  If women can’t be priests, 
then what occupation can men not do?  I have not heard suggestions in this discussion for what 
occupational jobs men should be intentionally excluded from, whether they want to be or not.  

Spiritual Insemination	

	
 Sometimes it is thought that priests must be men because “transmitting truth” is 
compared to insemination, which is something only men can do.  “The sexual abundance men 
have is according to their love of propagating the truths of their wisdom and according to their 
love of performing useful services”  (CL 220).

In such a state [of the marriage of goodness and truth] the husband's power of 
insemination would continually be in the spring of youth, and he would therefore remain 
in the effort and power to transmit his truth, and the wife, out of love, would be in a 
continual state to receive it.  The wisdom that men have from the Lord knows no greater 
delight than to transmit its truths. And the love of wisdom that wives have in heaven 
knows no greater pleasure than to receive them as though in a womb, and thus to 
conceive them, carry them, and give them birth.  That is what spiritual procreations are 
like among angels of heaven. And if you would believe it, natural procreations come also 
from the same origin.  (CL 115.5; see also CL 90, 321.2) 

But this is talking about the relationship between one husband and one wife.  The truth and 
wisdom that a husband transmits to his wife are not doctrinal preaching, rather they are the 
sharing of his thoughts with her, and the life of actively choosing monogamy.  “The thinking of 
the husband enters into the intent of the wife, especially when they look each other in the face, 
since as already noted there is a sharing of thoughts and affections in the heavens.” (HH 369).  
“They share, for example. . . a community of thoughts and certain shared secrets”  (CL 277.2).  
It’s about a husband telling his wife the truth about himself: “Wives receive into themselves 
matters that have to do with the wisdom of their husbands, thus matters belonging to their souls 
and minds.”  (CL 173). 
	
 But describing the relationship between a preacher and their congregation as being like a 
man inseminating a woman can sound extremely offensive, and something which I think is an 
aspect of the conjugial heresy.   A preacher is not like a husband to the congregation.    Rather, 
the Lord is like a Husband to the Church.  There is a difference (see CL 125, 126).  

The Conjugial Heresy
	
 “But it is to be observed that the Lord alone inseminates truths and goods, and brings 
them forth to germination” (SE 1437).   The Lord alone gives us His goodness and truth.  We 
receive it from Him alone.  This corresponds to the act of insemination, which is a one-way flow.  
When it comes to the physical relationship between a man and woman, the transfer of material is 
one-way: from the husband to the wife.  There is nothing physical that the wife transfers to the 
husband.  This is why the specific correspondence of the marriage of the Lord and the Church 
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ultimately rests on the physical act of insemination (see CL 127), because in our relationship 
with the Lord, there is a one way flow.  The Lord is the giver of goodness and truth, and we are 
the receivers. “For a person is a person from what is inseminated in them, a good and true person 
from goods and truths” (AC 377).88   There is no reverse flow (see AC 9401.2).  And this is the 
reason why the Lord is represented by a Husband.
	
 However, in the actual relationships between men and women, and especially the 
spiritual and celestial state of conjugial love between a husband and wife, there is reciprocal flow 
between the two of them.  And this is why a husband does not represent the Lord and his wife the 
church (see CL 125, 126), because both husbands and wives are givers and receivers.  
“The intent of the wife actually enters into the thinking of the husband, and the thinking of the 
husband enters into the intent of the wife” (HH 369). “They have been united. . . by the wife's 
reception of the propagations of the husband's soul. . . and conversely by the husband's reception 
of the wife's married love” (CL 321.2).
	
 While the specific relationship between a husband and wife depends on his wisdom and 
her love, in a more general way women can share truths with people, and men can love people.  
And while the reproductive capabilities of the genders are restricted on a physical level, on a 
spiritual level a man is capable of receiving the truth and giving birth to goodness in his life, just 
like a women is capable of transmitting truths to other people who can take them into their life 
and give birth to their own goodness.  These are human capabilities in everyone, which are 
represented by the distinctive capabilities of the two genders.  
	
 The Church (represented by a woman) is made up of both women and men, priesthood 
and laity.  And as we discussed above, both men and women can represent the Lord.  The Lord’s 
goodness and truth can be inseminated or implanted in both women and men.  And both women 
and men can pass that goodness and truth on to other people.  
	
 To claim that preaching is like men producing semen seems to me to be an aspect of the 
conjugial heresy in which a priest is compared to the husband and the congregation his wife.  
The conjugial heresy is a heresy because it depends on the person (and their gender) of the priest, 
rather than the function of the priest.   Anyone can preach (see TCR 589), but not everyone can 
be masculine.  Preaching is the function of the priesthood, but gender is not.   We can’t say that 
the person of the priest is not significant, but the gender is.  Gender is a part of a person.   If the 
gender of the priest is significant, then we’re making the person of the priest significant, which 
points to the conjugial heresy within the concept of a male-only priesthood.  If the person of the 
priest is not significant, then the gender of the priest not significant, which avoids the conjugial 
heresy of the male-only priesthood, and points to a gender-inclusive clergy.  
	
 If we’re going to suggest that preaching is like men producing semen, then it would be 
appropriate to point out the balancing teachings that suggest that preaching is like women 
producing milk.   Milk represents the truth from goodness (see AC 2184.4) and what is spiritual 
(see SE 1163).  Drinking represents receiving instruction in truths (see AC 9960.15).  “To suck 
and be satisfied from the breast of her consolations, signifies to be fully instructed in truths from 
good from the delight of love according to desire” (AE 721.8).  Wet nurses represent wisdom 
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(see AC 3183).  Correct theological truths about God are compared with breast milk (see TCR 
23.2).   We might also appropriately suggest that preaching is like a woman giving birth, since 
giving birth to a male child represents bringing forth doctrine (see AR 543; AE 721), and 
“procreation corresponds to the propagation of truth” (CL 127).   
	
 Or perhaps we should just say that the reproductive qualities in both men and women can 
represent the uses of the priesthood.   In fact we could also say that just as reproduction needs 
both genders, the bringing forth of doctrine also needs both genders (see AE 721).   

Stereotypes and Gender Roles
	
 Because men and women are simultaneously different (different sexes) and the same 
(both human), it is very easy to stereotype and suggest that men and women only do certain 
things, or can’t do certain things.89  Often times these stereotypes are inaccurate because they are 
based on generalizations which don’t always hold true in specific people.  New Church teachings 
highlight the important distinctions between the genders in a way that the broader culture doesn’t 
always do.  But in reaction to the broader culture, I think we can sometimes hold on to inaccurate 
stereotypes.  
	
 For example, the length of a person’s hair is not intrinsically feminine or masculine.  A 
person who wears pants (trousers) is not necessarily masculine.   There is nothing intrinsically 
masculine about leading the pledge of allegiance to our country,90  being on boards, ushering in 
church, or bringing the offertory basket up to the chancel.  There’s nothing intrinsically feminine 
about lighting candles (see “Chancel Girls” below).  
	
 Men are often thought of as the protectors and providers for their family.  But this doesn’t 
mean that women, wives, and mothers don’t also protect and provide.  Both fathers and mothers 
are the protectors and providers for their children (see CL 391).  The human quality of protecting 
is something that is a part of both masculinity and femininity (see AR 245.2-3).   Sometimes 
people suggest that women can’t be priests because the priesthood is described as being 
“militant,” (see AC 1664.7; AR 447.2, 500.6; AE 64.4, 734.14) and some people believe that 
women don’t belong in the military.   The priesthood isn’t actually a natural-world military 
service.  And when it comes to the spiritual realm, both men and women are necessarily 
equipped to fight evil and falsity. “While we are being reborn and learning to concern ourselves 
with the spirit, we are in constant battle (which is why the Lord’s church is described as 
militant)” (AC 59).  Femininity can be very “militant” when necessary, as is seen by the ferocity 
of a mother bear defending her cubs (see Hosea 13:4,8; cf. AE 388:9), and also by the military 
leadership of Deborah the prophetess (see AE 355.33).    

Women Being Silent 
	
 Another stereotype is that women are sometimes described as being quiet and reserved 
compared to men.91  Mostly this is said to be in the context of wives not wanting to share secrets 
of the home, or not wanting to make their husbands feel awkward or cold towards them because 
of the sixth sense wives have about their husbands affections.  (see CL 155r, 166, 167, 258, 296)  
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“But this happens,” [the angel wives] said, “in the case of people who do not hold 
marriage sacred, and who therefore do not love their wives with a spiritual love. It is 
different with those who do. This love in their minds is spiritual, and in the body becomes 
natural as a result of that. We here in this hall experience the natural love as a result of a 
spiritual one, and consequently we confide to our husbands secrets about the delights we 
feel having to do with married love.” (CL 155r.3)

Among angels in heaven one also finds discourse by wives about love and not the same 
silence that one finds in some cases on earth.  (CL 258).

And I believe that the Lord wants us to imitate heaven: “Your will be done on earth as it is in 
heaven” (Luke 11:2).   On earth there are many things that women want to speak about from the 
heart, but they sometimes don’t for various reasons.  However in heaven, those words are heard 
loud and clear:

The reason why ‘crying out’ is used in the Word to express pleading intensely is that the 
pleas, even if they are silent, of those whose pleading springs from the heart are heard in 
heaven as a cry. This happens when people are only thinking, and more so when they 
breathe a heartfelt sigh. This reality was represented in the representative Church by a 
crying out, which then came to be a ritual observance among the Jews. The situation is 
similar with teachers. If they teach from the heart they are heard in heaven as people 
crying out. Not only thoughts speak in heaven, but more especially affections for what is 
good and true. I have been led to know from experience that affections speak there, and 
that if they are fervent they cry out.” (AC 9202) 

	
 Conjugial Love also describes women on earth who do not speak from their husband’s 
intellectual wisdom (see CL 165), even though they have that wisdom in them inwardly (see CL 
32, 165).  In the presence of men they can sometimes be silent.  This could be partly because 
women seem to tend to prefer instead to speak from moral wisdom, and to speak about the 
application of truth to life.   DLW 361 acknowledges that women can think and talk well.  And 
there are many cases in Conjugial Love, where Swedenborg listened to angel wives or women 
speaking to him in public (see CL 155r, 166, 208, 293, 294).  They instructed him in truths about 
conjugial love; things which we would consider to be doctrinal truths, which often come into 
intellectual discussions like these.   In the celestial New Church men appreciate knowledgeable 
women like this.

So it is that those who are spiritually perceptive have a liking for women with an 
affection for truths, but not for women who concentrate on gaining knowledge. . . . It 
should be recognized however that this is the situation among those who belong to the 
Lord's spiritual kingdom, whereas among those who belong to His celestial kingdom the 
reverse applies. There husbands are the ones with affection, and wives are the ones with 
knowledge of good and truth.  (AC 8994.4)  

And as we saw above, celestial people do speak, they just don’t speak the way that spiritual 
people do. 
	
 I believe that the passages which talk about women keeping silent are not prescriptive 
passages but descriptive passages about how women sometimes behave on earth.  If angel wives 
are a model for what women on earth should aim for, then women speaking about their love and 
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sharing their wisdom is a good thing.  In this day and age it is much more common for women to 
speak about love and share their wisdom; perhaps a sign that we are headed in the right direction. 
	
 Those of the old spiritual Christian Church said women must keep silent in the church 
(see AC 8994.4, 1 Corinthians 14:34,35; 1 Timothy 2:11,12; see also Ephesians 5:22).  And they 
said this because they didn’t trust women:

And I do not permit a woman to teach or to have authority over a man, but to be in 
silence. For Adam was formed first, then Eve. And Adam was not deceived, but the 
woman being deceived, fell into transgression.  (1 Timothy 2:12-14) 

Notice that the reason for women being silent was the false sense that women are deceivable, and 
men are not.  In reality, both men and women have corrupt wills which their intellect needs to 
rise above.  Women were commanded to keep silent whether they wanted to or not, because the 
men had authority over them and didn’t trust them (see AC 266, 568); equating them with the 
corrupt will.   That is the old church.  That is not what the New Church is about.  In the celestial 
New Church, there is mutual trust and respect for the genders, and women can feel free to speak 
up and speak out from their distinctive feminine perception, intelligence and wisdom.  “I have 
seen in the heavens many of each sex. . . and these were heard in heaven speaking things 
ineffable, as is said of the angels” (Divine Wisdom 8; emphasis added).

When I had seen these things, they spoke with me again. And when the husband spoke, 
he spoke as though he spoke at the same time on behalf of his wife, and when the wife 
spoke, she spoke as though she spoke at the same time on behalf of her husband.   (CL 
42.5; emphasis added; see also CL 56.5)

Chancel Girls
	
 Another stereotype can be found in concept of chancel girls.  There is nothing 
intrinsically feminine about lighting candles for worship.  And yet in the Bryn Athyn Cathedral 
there has been a long tradition of having chancel girls, but not chancel boys like in the Catholic 
and Orthodox churches.  I initially wondered if this tradition came from the parable of the ten 
virgins and the lamps (see Matthew 25:1-13)92, but it seems that it more likely came from a 
belief that chancel guild uses were more “domestic”.  As it says in the theological school notes 
on “Liturgics” by Martin Pryke:

The uses of a chancel guild may be clearly defined and rather obviously belong to the 
female sex. In general the uses are to care for the external and detailed arrangements of 
the chancel. E.g.:  The making and care of vestments; the making and care of altar cloths, 
falls, etc.; care of the sacramental vessels; preparing the chancel each Sunday, dusting, 
lighting candles, arranging flowers, etc.; helping the priest by communicating with the 
organist, choir, ushers, etc.; helping the priest during the service (especially in the holy 
supper and other sacraments and rites).93 

There may have been an association with the following example from Conjugial Love:
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With respect to the employment of the female, it can be seen that it has to do with things 
that are works of the hands and are called sewing, needlework, and other names, which 
serve for decoration, for her personal adornment, and for enhancing her beauty. Also, that 
it has to do as well with various tasks called domestic, which complement the tasks of 
men (which, as we said, are called occupational). Women do these things out of an 
inclination towards marriage, in order to become wives and so one with their husbands.  
(CL 91; see also CL 176)

While not wanting to diminish the wonderful uses of the chancel guild, I don’t see that its uses 
obviously belong to the female sex.  There are plenty of societies and services in the General 
Church where the candles are lit by people of both genders.  Conjugial Love 91 is talking about 
some of the things that wives and mothers can do for their husbands and families, it’s not talking 
about church ritual.  Like with CL 175, this passage is often used in the discussion of women in 
the priesthood to suggest that the priesthood is a “task of men,” which women can complement, 
but not perform.    If we are going to suggest that being a “chancel girl” is a “domestic” use, even 
though it is actually a use which is outside of the home and therefore public (forensic), then I 
think we should be consistent and allow for the application of doctrine which suggests that the 
priesthood could be a “domestic” use as well.  

Spiritual Understanding of “Domestic” and “Forensic”
	
 Some people have suggested that when women are engaged in any public, occupational 
(forensic) uses, they are doing them in a “domestic” way, which makes it appropriate.  It’s fine to 
apply the teachings in the Writings this way, as long as we recognize that we are not taking the 
Writings literally when we do that.   And if we are going to say that the General Church is about 
taking the Writings literally, then we aren’t being consistent.  
	
 Many people have pointed out that male priests instructing high school girls about 
conjugial love is not ideal, especially considering the fact that “a wife’s particular job is. . . the 
instruction of girls up to the age of consent and the company of men” (CL 176; see also CL 174; 
cf. SE 5664), and also that women’s wisdom about conjugial love is greater than men’s: “Some 
of [the secrets of conjugial love] so transcend the wisdom of you men that the comprehension of 
your intellect cannot grasp them” (CL 208.2), and as Swedenborg said “it is not appropriate for 
me to reveal them in their particulars. It is, however, appropriate for wives themselves” (CL 166; 
see also CL 258).   One of the wonderful benefits of having a gender-inclusive clergy is that we 
could have women priests teaching high school girls conjugial love class, as well as being a 
resource for all young women who would feel more comfortable talking about the doctrines—or 
sensitive spiritual issues—with another woman, rather than a man.  
	
 If we are going to suggest that public occupational (forensic) jobs can be performed by 
women in a “domestic” way, then we could also suggest the same thing for the priesthood.  In 
fact the priesthood lends itself well to such a suggestion.  The priesthood is a very nurturing role; 
it’s about caring for the salvation of souls.   It’s about helping people in their spiritual rebirth, 
which could be seen as being like a spiritual doula.  The two sacraments which have been 
retained in the New Church are actually very “domestic.”  Holy Supper is about serving a meal, 
and feeding people.  Baptism is related to washing and bathing others.   Men who do these things 
are no less masculine.  Likewise women who do the more intellectual aspects of the priesthood 
are no less feminine.  
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“Husbands and Wives” vs. “Men and Women”
	
 There are varying opinions on how much the doctrines about the relationship between a 
husband and wife applies to the question of women in the priesthood.  Much of the time, what is 
said about husbands and wives also applies to men and women.  But not all the time.  For 
example, while a husband and wife can share physical intimacy, we would not encourage the 
same of the relationship between just any man and woman.   There are differences and 
similarities.  Similarly, the comparison between the marriage of goodness and truth in an 
individual’s spiritual life is very similar to the marriage of a man and women, but not identical to 
it (see CL 100).  My dissertation explored the similarities and differences between the Divine, 
heavenly and natural marriages (see link above).  One of the key ideas being that they are all 
similar, and they are all different.  Because they are similar, we have a tendency to draw parallels 
between them. “Whenever [the most ancient people] could possibly draw a comparison between 
something else and marriage, they did so, in order to perceive the happiness of marriage in that 
other entity” (AC 54).  But we get ourselves in trouble if we assume that there are no differences 
and that any parallels can be drawn (see CL 100, 125, 126).  The conjugial heresy is a failure to 
recognize the differences between these comparisons.     
	
 And so people have different opinions about what doctrines apply in what contexts.  I 
would say that the teaching about the church being formed in a married couple described in CL 
125 has nothing to do with the gender of a priest.  They are two distinct things.  But others would 
say that the dynamic illustrated there applies to all men and women in the church organization, 
and so they are very united.  I would say that the need for the marriage of goodness and truth in 
all things is represented by a balance of masculine and feminine in various uses including a 
gender-inclusive clergy.  They are very united.  But other people would disagree and say that 
those are two distinct things. 
	
 If the balance of the genders is achieved only through the marriage of a husband and 
wife, then we should exclude single men from the priesthood.  If the balance of the genders is 
achieved through men and women in general, then a gender-inclusive clergy would be another 
legitimate way to achieve some of that balance.   

Conjunction
	
 Some people would say that it’s important to focus on the distinction between the 
genders, while other people might say that we need to focus on the conjunction between the two 
genders.

In short, nothing in the two sexes is the same, although there is nevertheless a capacity 
for conjunction in every detail.  (CL 33; emphasis added)

Masculinity in the male is masculine in the whole and every part of him, likewise 
femininity in the female, and there is a capacity for conjunction in every detail - 
indeed, in every least detail - of the two sexes.  (CL 37; emphasis added)  

I’m suggesting that there is a capacity for conjunction in the use of the priesthood, just like there 
is a capacity for conjunction in the use of marriage and parenting.  In parenting, the two sexes are 
performing the same use (raising children), but they do it differently based on their gender.  It 
could be the same thing in the priesthood.  Two genders performing the same use, doing it 
differently according to the strengths of each gender.   To attach a specific gender to a specific 
occupation is attaching “person” to a function or use, something we are warned against (see AC 
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3670.2; HD 317).94   A spouse is a gender inclusive role.  A parent is a gender inclusive role.  A 
teacher, librarian, doctor, engineer, musician are all gender-inclusive roles.  Shepherds and 
prophets are gender inclusive roles.  I see no reason why the priesthood shouldn’t also be a 
gender inclusive role. 

Homosexuality
	
 In this paper I have talked a lot about the ways that the genders are both different and the 
same.  Distinction and sameness are actually not mutually exclusive. Men and women are the 
same because they are both human.  Men and women are different because they are different 
genders. The fact that this is true does not mean that there is a “confounding of the sexes” (see 
AE 555.13).  I’m not suggesting that a woman can become a man, I’m suggesting that a woman 
can become a priest.  However, I hear some people expressing fear that ordaining women will 
inevitably lead to a “confounding of the sexes,” and then eventually accepting homosexual 
practices in the church.  
	
 Even though these are both gender issues, they are really two separate issues, and one 
doesn’t necessarily follow from the other, and this is why:  I’m suggesting that there is a need for 
the complementary balance of men and women in the priesthood. But the argument for accepting 
homosexuality is the opposite of that.  It appears to be suggesting that even marriages don’t need 
a balance of men and women, in order to be a marriage.

Dominion, Control, Hierarchy and Inequality
	
 Our world is still coming out of a long tradition in which men had dominion over women, 
and women were considered inferior to men.  The culture in Biblical times was an extremely 
patriarchal society.  Hebrew and Jewish women were subject to their fathers and husbands.  They 
were not counted in the censuses of the Torah, or involved in many of the religious practices.  
Punishments were usually more harsh for women than for men.  Women were in many ways 
considered a form of property.  Polygamy was common.  There are numerous laws listed in the 
Torah which show how women were second-class citizens, and in no way socially equal to men.
	
 In Biblical times, husbands represented goodness and wives represented truth, when truth 
is meant to serve goodness.  And men represented the intellect and women the will, when the 
intellect is meant to rule over the will.   In either case, whether men represent goodness or truth, 
they are in the position of power over whatever women represent.  This isn’t because men are 
still meant to rule over women, but because at that time it would have made no sense to illustrate 
the hierarchies in the heavenly marriage by having women ruling over men.  The fact that there 
are hierarchies in the heavenly marriage, could give the impression that there needs to be some 
sort of hierarchy in natural marriages and the relationships between men and women.  But the 
reason natural marriages correspond to the heavenly marriage is not because of the hierarchy 
there, but because of the reciprocation there.
 When Jesus came, He radically changed the way that women were viewed, by how He 
treated them.  He spoke with women (even foreign women) in public (see John 4:27), and He had 
women disciples and friends (see Matt 27:55-56; Mark 15:41; Luke 8:1-3, Luke 23&24; 
Galatians 3:28).  He forgave a woman caught in adultery (see John 8:1-11), and He encouraged 
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people to think differently about divorce (see Matt 19:1-10), and many other laws of the Torah.  
The Lord treated women as equals, and paved the way for how women are treated today.
 But we are not completely out of the woods yet.  Despite the fact that women are in a 
much better place today, there are many ways in which women are still not treated as equals by 
men.  Men still have a tendency to think they are better than women: “You men vaunt yourselves 
over us on account of your wisdom” (CL 208.2).  Some men still “regard their wives as inferior 
and treat them worse than they would servants”  (CL 292.3).  In Swedenborg’s time, and today,
	
 Men insist on having superiority in all matters affecting the household just because they 

are men, leaving women in a position of inferiority just because they are women. That 
this is what happens is something people are aware of in today's world.  (CL 291) 

This is not good.  This situation comes from “people's ignorance of true conjugial love” (CL 
291), and finding equality to be “irritating” (see CL 78.4).   And even though it has traditionally 
been men in the position of dominion, it’s just as bad when women seek to control men (see CLJ 
51; CL 125, 292),95  which however is sometimes a defense mechanism in wives against being 
“beaten down by their husbands” (CL 292.3).  Dominion, control, hierarchy and inequality are 
dangerous things for marriage, and the relationship between the sexes in general.  

Any love of control of one over the other utterly destroys marriage love and its heavenly 
pleasure, for as already noted, marriage love and its pleasure consist of the intent of one 
belonging to the other, and of this being mutual and reciprocal. A love of being in control 
in a marriage destroys this because the dominant partner simply wants his or her will to 
be in the other, and does not want to accept any element of the will of the other in 
return. So it is not mutual, which means that there is no sharing of any love and its 
pleasure with the other, and no accepting in return.  (HH 380; emphasis added)

It is a common saying in the church that as the Lord is the head of the church, so the 
husband is the head of the wife (see Ephesians 5:23. Cf. 1 Corinthians 11:3). If this were 
true, it would follow that the husband represents the Lord and the wife the church. But 
the truth is that, whereas the Lord is the head of the church, people - both men and 
women - are the church, and still more so husbands and wives together.  (CL 125)

Of these external reasons [for coldness in marriage], a third is competition between the 
partners for superiority. The reason is that among the first aspirations of conjugial love 
is a union of wills and a consequent freedom of volition. Vying for superiority or control 
expels these two from the marriage, for it divides and separates the wills into two camps 
and turns freedom of volition into servitude. . . . Instead of conjugial love, the victor feels 
a warmth resulting from superiority; but this warmth is wholly incompatible with any 
conjugial warmth. . . . The difference between conjugial friendship and a master-servant 
friendship in marriage is like the difference between light and dark.  (CL 248; emphasis 
added) 

Of these external reasons [for coldness in marriage], a fifth is inequality of station. . . in 
their positions in society. . . . With respect to position in society, it is also acknowledged 
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without need for confirmation that class differences likewise induce coldness in 
marriages. . . . In none of these circumstances does meek submission in deference to the 
superior station or condition of the other serve to unite the partners, except in the manner 
of a servant with its master. Yet a union like that is a cold one; for the conjugial bond in 
such cases is not a matter of the spirit and heart, but only of the mouth and name, of 
which the inferior boasts and which causes the superior to blush with shame.  In contrast, 
in heaven one does not find a difference in. . . positions in society. . . . With respect to 
position in society, all there regard others in accordance with the useful services they 
render, with the more eminent in position viewing those lower as comrades. Nor do they 
put status before the value of service, but the value of service before status.  (CL 250; 
emphasis added)

Love of dominion; wishing to control others; thinking oneself to be superior to others, and others 
to be inferior to oneself; these are all dangerous evils which need to be shunned by both men and 
women (see AC 1507, 4227, 5721, 10038.2; CLJ 61; DLW 142, 144, 273).  The opposite of these 
things creates a heavenly state of freedom in marriages, relationships, and the various uses of 
society.  “The more an angel excels in wisdom, the more they acknowledge that they are not 
better than people, but like them.”  (AR 818)

There is no controlling. . . in marriages in the heavens. The volition of the wife actually 
belongs to the husband and the intellect of the husband belongs to the wife. This is 
because each wants to intend and think like the other, mutually, that is, and reciprocally. 
This is how the two are united into one.  (HH 369)

Those in heaven not only think but also talk to one another - about those things that are 
matters of wisdom. Yet there is not in what they say any trace of an order given to 
another; for no one wishes to be the master and consequently regard another as their 
slave. Rather, each wishes to minister and be of service to another. From this one may see 
what form of government exists in heaven.”  (AC 5732:2; see also AC 3350)

When the common good of all is what people focus on, then no one ever usurps another’s 
happiness or destroys another’s freedom but promotes and increases it as much as 
possible.  (AC 1316.2)

In heaven all people are as equals, since one person loves another as brother loves 
brother; yet one exalts another above themselves as that other excels them in intelligence 
and wisdom. A genuine love of what is good and true causes each one, spontaneously so 
to speak, to make themselves subordinate to those who have a wiser discernment of good 
than they have and a more intelligent understanding of truth. Subordination in hell 
however involves domination and consequent ruthlessness. People who dominate 
behaves ruthlessly towards those who do not agree with every whim they have. For each 
one regards every one else as an enemy, though outwardly they treat them as a friend. 
(AC 7773; emphasis added)  

	
 Now, the priesthood is a position in society which involves a certain amount of authority.  
And while there can be a healthy kind of love of dominion in positions of authority (see CL 261; 
TCR 405), the unhealthy love of dominion is one of biggest hazards for the priesthood (see AC 
1295.2, 9020; HH 218; DP 139.6; AR 729.2, 753; CL 262.3; BE 93; TCR 182.3; SE 4838, 4959, 
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4985, 5030, 5074; AE 1029, 1033.2, 1053.3, 1071; Matthew 20:25-28).  So priests have to be 
very careful that their authority doesn’t restrict other people’s freedom (see HD 316, 318).  
	
 Now to be fair, I believe that men in the General Church clergy are just trying to do their 
best to convey their understanding of what the Word says about women.  But the problem is that 
because it’s a male-only clergy which governs the policy around gender and ordination, based on 
a masculine-only understanding of the Word, and it’s the male-only clergy that delivers the 
message of this understanding/tradition/policy to women who want to be ordained, it results in: 
men telling women what they can and can’t do, what they are and aren’t capable of, what they 
are good and bad at, what their strengths and weaknesses are, how they think and feel, what they 
actually want, what’s best for them.  It results in men saying that they know these things about 
women, and women don’t.  And it gives the impression of men restricting women’s freedom.  
And while it’s not necessarily intentional on the part of individual ministers, this scenario is a 
form of men having dominion over women.  Since any changes in policy or tradition around 
ordination must be decided by the male-only clergy, that means that women are not allowed to be 
in a position to correct the male clergy’s understanding about women if it is off-base. There’s no 
built in system to correct for error in masculine understanding in the institution through the 
balancing influence of women.  And the fact that I—as a man—have more of a say in this 
discussion than the women who want to be priests, illustrates the unhealthy imbalance between 
the genders in this situation.  
	
 All of this is part of the hazard of the priesthood in general, in which the teachings of the 
Word are seen as being applied to other people’s lives, rather than just our own.  Our job as 
priests is to convey information, but not to restrict freedom.  Our job is to guide people, but not 
control people.  This doesn’t mean that priests should have no authority.  But it does mean that 
the authority should be granted by the consent of the governed.  And if the authority of the 
priesthood is an authority of one gender over another, that’s a problem.  
	
 A major underlying problem with the concept of a male-only priesthood is that it 
encourages a distrust among the genders.  The message that is received is that the men don’t trust 
the women with something this important.  But men are just as flawed and susceptible to 
perverting things as women are.  And yet, the tradition of a male-only priesthood describes the 
weaknesses of women as being prohibitive, while the equally dangerous weaknesses of men are 
not.  We could instead recognize that we all have weaknesses, and we will all do our best to do 
the job well, and not perfectly, because we’re all human.  We could see the interaction between 
the genders within one priesthood as balancing out the dangers of those weaknesses. 
! We can’t encourage mutual respect for the differing strengths of each gender by 
legislating that respect through artificially enforced occupational exclusion.   We encourage 
mutual respect through teaching people what the Word says about the beautiful complementary 
strengths of each gender, and leaving it at that.  

Gender Equality
	
 Equality, balance, and justice are important parts of the New Church:

Revelation 21:16 The city is laid out as a square. This symbolizes justice in the New 
Church.  The city was seen as square because a square or quadrilateral form symbolizes 
justice. . . and to face the four cardinal points equally is to regard everything 
equitably. That is why there were three gates on each side giving entrance into the 
city. . . . The city was laid out as a square in order that its length and breadth might be 
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equal, the length symbolizing the goodness of the New Church, and the breadth its truth, 
and when goodness and truth are in balance, then there is justice.”  (AR 905; 
emphasis added)  

The expression 'equally of good and of truth' is used when the truth complements the 
good and the good complements the truth, thus when they act as one and form a 
marriage, such as the Lord causes them to do in heaven. Human will and understanding 
may serve to illustrate this. When the understanding acts as one with the will, that is, 
when the person perceives truth to be the complement of good, and good to be the 
complement of truth, that which consists equally of good and of truth exists with them. 
Furthermore the understanding has been dedicated to perceiving the truth that emanates 
from good, and the will to perceiving the good present within truth.  (AC 9716; emphasis 
added)96

Equilibrium and freedom are one. In the entire created universe no substance exists 
that does not seek its own equilibrium in order to be free.  (TCR 496.4; emphasis added)  

There is a union of love and wisdom in every divine work as well. This is why it endures, 
even to eternity. If there were more divine love than divine wisdom or more divine 
wisdom than divine love in any created work, nothing would endure in it except 
what was equal. Any excess would pass away.  (DLW 36; emphasis added; see also 
DLW 37) 

“From [the sun of the angelic heaven] there is a constant equality of heat and light, that 
is, a constant conjunction of good and truth”  (CL 222.4; emphasis added; see also CL 
137.4; DLW 105).  

The marriage of goodness and truth depends on equality, complementary balance, freedom, and 
justice in the church.   
 Likewise, an important part of the New Church is that people are seen as equals.  “We are 
all equally human”  (DP 325).  “In heaven all people are as equals.” (AC 7773).  

All equally possess the ability to be wise. The ability to be wise, it is true, does not exist 
with all in equal measure; nevertheless all equally possess the ability, for each is able to 
be wise.  (AC 10227.2)  

Now, this does not mean that there are no differences between people.  

At my merest thought of two being exactly alike or equal, people in the world of spirits 
and those in the angelic heaven were horrified. They said that every unified whole is 
formed from the harmony of many constituent parts, and that that whole depended on this 
harmony. Indeed a simple whole cannot possibly exist, only a harmonized whole.  (AC 
457). 

There are angels who accept divine good more readily than divine truth, and there are 
angels who accept divine truth more readily than divine good. The ones who are more 
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open to divine good are in the Lord's heavenly kingdom; the ones who are more open to 
divine truth are in the Lord's spiritual kingdom. The most perfect angels are the ones who 
are equally open to both.  (HH 133; emphasis added).  

True equality comes from the harmony and balance of the different but equally important 
qualities in people.  
	
 Likewise, gender equality is clearly an integral part of conjugial love and the healthy 
relationships between the sexes in the New Church.  Those who are irritated by equality are not 
in a state conducive to conjugial love (see CL 78.4).  “Love of oneself, because it will not 
endure an equal, never becomes conjugial love.” (CL 331.3; emphasis added).   The old 
inequalities between husband and wife have no place in the New Church (see CL 125).  Whereas 
in the New Church there is gender equality:

[Conjugial love] has its seat [in the inmost elements], because by its sworn eternity 
established by covenant, and also by the equality of right by which what belongs to one 
belongs to the other, marriage unites souls and binds the deeper levels of their minds.  
(CL 377; emphasis added)

The dispute over who has what right turns about the fact that according to the terms of 
their compact and covenant they have equality, and yet each has their own standing in 
duties connected with their role. The dispute over who has what power then arises from 
the fact that men insist on having superiority in all matters affecting the household just 
because they are men, leaving women in a position of inferiority just because they are 
women. That this is what happens is something people are aware of in today's world.  
(CL 291; emphasis added; see also CL 44.5; HH 369) 

And so, in the relationship between the sexes, there should not be an excess of one over the 
other, rather the two should be acting as one.  Nothing can endure, except what is equal.  All 
people (both men and women) are equally able to become wise, but in their own distinct ways.  
When there is a complementary and reciprocal balance between the strengths of the genders, 
then there is equality.  And the conjunction of the genders depends on the equality of the genders.  
	
 Men and women being equal doesn’t mean they are the exactly the same.  It means they 
are both human, and so equally capable in that way.   When we speak of the ideal of a husband 
and wife in heaven becoming one, their oneness is not from sameness, but from functioning and 
cooperating together so wonderfully.  In a similar way, people who want to see the ordination of 
women don’t seek for women to become the same as men, but rather to be in a place where they 
can equally function and cooperate together in the priesthood in a wonderful way.   Just like in 
marriage, where part of that oneness comes from a mutual respect for their differences, the same 
would be true in the priesthood. 

Men and Women Guiding Each Other
	
 The only way that there can be equality between two different (and sometimes opposite) 
things, is if they balance each other out.  So if women are supposed to be guided by men, then 
men are equally supposed to be guided by women.    The following are passages that show that it 
can be useful for women to seek guidance from men.

[Feminine love’s] perception draws on its union with the intellect of a man.  (CL 168)
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[Spiritual warmth] in women is love that unites itself with the intelligence and wisdom in 
men.  (CL 188; see also AC 5946)

Those women who are introduced into the duties of men, in matters of judgment are 
bound to go to men for advice; and then, from the men's recommendations, if they are 
their own mistresses, they choose what accords with their love.  (CL 175.2)  

A wife should be under the influence of her husband’s good sense.  (AC 266)

However none of this should be outside of freedom.  These are not meant to be a return to the 
oppressive patriarchal culture in which women were told that “your obedience will be to your 
husband; and he will rule over you” (Genesis 3:16; AC 261 NCE).  But rather, in a free and 
balanced relationship between the genders in which there is mutual respect for each gender’s 
unique strengths, women can be positively influenced by men’s strengths, and are “bound” to 
seek out that influence because of knowing its benefits.   Similarly—if the relationship between 
the genders is truly mutual and reciprocal—men would be “bound” to go to women for advice, 
and seek out that influence because of knowing its benefits.  The following are passages which 
show that it can be useful for men to seek guidance from women. 

What is a wise man or wisdom apart from a woman or apart from love? A wife is the love 
of a wise man's wisdom.  (CL 56.2)  

A man not reunited with his beauty and grace in woman is stern, severe, dry and 
unattractive, and also not wise except for his own sake alone, in which case he is a dunce. 
On the other hand, when a man is united with his beauty and grace of life in a wife, he 
becomes agreeable, pleasant, full of life and lovable, and therefore wise.  (CL 56.4) 
 When he spoke, the life in his wisdom from his wife was perceived in his speech, for her 
love was in the tone of his voice. Thus did experience bear witness to the truth expressed.  
(CL 56.5)

[Spiritual warmth] in women is love that unites itself with the intelligence and wisdom in 
men.  (CL 188)

Furthermore, men do not have any innate love for the opposite sex, as evidenced earlier, 
and without that love, they lack an inner enjoyment of life. Consequently, to enhance 
their life by that love, it is incumbent on men to make appeals to women, by politely, 
respectfully and humbly courting them and asking them to grant that sweet addition to 
their lives.  (CL 297; see also CL 161.2, 393, 411) 

I could also see. . . what a man’s intellect in its development would be like without 
conjunction with feminine love and eventually conjugial love.  (CL 218; see also CL 
88.2, 193.2, 208.2, 331.2, 353; SE 6110.77)

And notice also that, as CL 188 and 218 point out, it’s not just about the influence of wives on 
their husbands, but also the general influence of women on men.  It has to be both in order for us 
to be consistent.  If instead we were to say that these passages are only talking about the 
influence of wives on their husbands, and not women on men in general, then we should also say 
the same thing in reverse; namely that these passages are only talking about the influence of 
husbands on their wives, and not men on women in general.   
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 The best scenario in the marriages and working relationships between men and women is 
when there is a relationship that is mutual, reciprocal and complementary.  

Both man and woman are endowed with intellect and volition, but for men intellect tends 
to take the lead, while for women it is volition that does so; and people are characterized 
by what is in control. There is no controlling, though, in marriages in the heavens. The 
volition of the wife actually belongs to the husband and the intellect of the husband 
belongs to the wife. This is because each wants to intend and think like the other, 
mutually, that is, and reciprocally. (HH 369; see also HH 380)

That it is so has been quite evident from the angels in the heavens. When separated from 
their conjugial partners, they are indeed in intelligence, but not in wisdom, whereas when 
they are with their conjugial partners, they are also in wisdom.  (AE 998.4) 

The masculine perspective can sometimes focus on truth alone.  The feminine perspective can 
sometimes focus on goodness alone.  The masculine reminds the feminine that truth is a 
necessary guide for love.  The feminine reminds the masculine that love is a necessary guide for 
truth.  With both, we can more fully reflect the balance of goodness and truth.  
	
 When the priesthood leans too close to faith alone, the women priests will likely be a big 
help in moderating that.  When the priesthood leans too close to love-alone (giving up on the 
truths of the Word), the male priests will likely be a big help in moderating that.   But as long as 
the gender of the priesthood is limited, then the opposite gender within the laity will not have the 
authoritative permission to moderate the priestly leaders, even if that is what is needed.  And 
each gender will likely become more and more entrenched in their limited perspective.
	
 I think it’s important for the men in the priesthood to check their understanding of truth 
against women’s perception.  If it’s not in line, then there’s a problem, because our experience of 
the truth isn’t a full representation of humanity if it’s only a masculine understanding.   It would 
not only be beneficial, but really important to have a priesthood with the built in “checks and 
balances” of men’s perception from intellect and women’s perception from love (see CL 168).
	
 The fullness of humanity is not experienced except through both the masculine and the 
feminine.  So the masculine perspective on anything is not the complete picture.  Neither is the 
feminine perspective.  The fullest human perspective is achieved through both.   And the 
priesthood is concerned with the salvation of human souls, not just masculine souls.    
A gender-inclusive clergy could offer a kind of “checks and balances” system in which the 
perspective of one gender isn’t outweighed by the perspective of the other.  

Complementary Balance and Reciprocation
	
 Men and women were designed to complement each other and balance each other out 
mutually and reciprocally (see CL 33, 37, 91, 175, 316).  And specifically, and most beautifully, 
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men and women do this in a marriage relationship.97  “Marriage love is intending what the other 
intends, mutually and reciprocally”  (HH 281; see also HH 380; AC 2731. 2732, 3940, 3945).  
“Each wants to intend and think like the other, mutually, that is, and reciprocally”  (HH 369).   

Conjugial love is mutual and reciprocal, and the life of one partner is bound up in that 
of the other, and vice versa, so that they are so to speak one.  (AC 2740; emphasis added)

By the conjugial union they fulfill themselves in respect to their humanity, which is to 
want to be wise and to love what has to do with wisdom.  (CL 52; emphasis added)

And when the husband spoke, he spoke as though he spoke at the same time on behalf of 
his wife, and when the wife spoke, she spoke as though she spoke at the same time on 
behalf of her husband. For such was the union of their minds, from which comes their 
speech.  (CL 42.5; emphasis added; see also CL 56.5)

The relationship between men and women is like the relationship between goodness and truth, 
which is “reciprocal, that is to say, one in which truth is joined to good and good is joined to 
truth.” (AC 9495).  The balance of masculine and feminine in human life represents the marriage 
of goodness and truth (see AC 743, 747).  

There is a union of good and truth in each and every created thing. And union does 
not come about without reciprocation, for union on one side and not on the other in 
return, of itself comes undone.  Now because there is a union of good and truth, and this a 
reciprocal one, it follows that there is a truth of good, or truth from good, and also a good 
of truth, or good from truth. . . . The truth of good or truth from good exists in the male 
and is the essence of masculinity, and that the good of truth or good from truth exists in 
the female and is the essence of femininity.  (CL 61; emphasis added)  

The will by itself accomplishes nothing on its own, but whatever it does it does through 
the intellect.  Conversely, too, the intellect by itself accomplishes nothing on its own, but 
whatever it does it does from the will.  (CL 490.3) 

We can therefore conclude that what is good is actually good only to the extent that it is 
united to what is appropriately true, and that what is true is actually true only to the extent 
that it is united to what is appropriately good.  (DP 13) 

It should be recognized that when good and truth have been joined together, there is 
agreement in every single respect, that is to say, agreement of good with truth and of truth 
with good. The reason for this is that good complements truth, and truth complements 
good, so that the two are one. What good desires, truth endorses, and what truth 
perceives as true, good desires; and both do these things simultaneously. The situation 

A Doctrinal Foundation for a Gender Inclusive Clergy in the General Church - Solomon Keal - 2014

127

97 The teachings about conjugial love are some of the most important, distinctive and beloved doctrines in 
our church, especially because the reciprocal nature of conjugial love reflects one of the essentials of our 
church: the marriage of goodness and truth.  “The conjugial relationship is used to mean in the internal 
sense that which is the essential element of the Church. Essentially the Church is a marriage of goodness 
and truth” (AC 4837).  And so the dynamics of loving married couples paints a picture of this 
complementary balance and reciprocation. However, the teachings about conjugial love are not essential 
to salvation.  And so, despite the stereotype, we are not actually a church that believes in “salvation by 
marriage alone.”  Truly conjugial love depends on regeneration, not vice versa.  See my dissertation (link 
above).  



with them is similar to that with will and understanding, in that what the will desires and 
loves, the understanding thinks and endorses, and vice versa.  (AC 8702; emphasis 
added)  

Truth has a need of good, and good has a need of truth; also, when truth has a need of 
good, truth is joined to good, and when good has a need of truth, good is joined to truth. 
The reciprocal joining together of good and truth - that is to say, the joining of truth to 
good, and of good to truth - is the heavenly marriage.  (AC 5365.2; see also AC 9200, 
9300.2, 9604, 10076.7)

I believe that having both men and women in the priesthood would be a benefit to the clergy as a 
whole, because “a form makes a whole more perfectly as its constituents are distinguishably 
different and yet united” (DP 4).    The presence of both men and women in the priesthood could 
represent the government in our minds of both the new intellect and the new will.

As for the new will, it is above the old will, on the spiritual level. So is the new intellect. 
The intellect is with the will and the will is with the intellect. They come together on that 
level, and together they examine the old, earthly self and arrange all the things in it so 
that they obey what is higher.  (TCR 604)

I envision a priesthood where male and female priests work together in this way, and where the 
men priests respect the women priests for their emphasis on applied truth in life, and perception 
from love (new will), while the women priests respect the men priests for their emphasis on 
rational truth and perception from intellect (new intellect).  I envision a clergy whose members 
appreciate the complementary balance brought about by the influence of both genders. 

Men and Women Working Together
	
 The main point of all of this is that even thought men and women are different, they are 
both human.  And it is the human qualities in anyone which makes them capable of being a priest 
and preaching (see TCR 589).  The differences between the genders provide the complementary 
benefit of the fullness of humanity in the priesthood, which reflects the marriage of goodness and 
truth.  One of the ways that the Writings illustrate this is in Conjugial Love: 

The wise person speaking went on to say that there is a conjugial element in the smallest 
particulars in every person, both male and female; only that the conjugial element in the 
male and the conjugial element in the female are not the same, but the conjugial element 
of the male possesses a capacity for conjunction with the conjugial element of the female, 
and vice versa, even in the least particulars. This he showed by the marriage of will and 
understanding in every individual, the two of which operate together in the least 
constituents of the mind and in the least constituents of the body; from which it can be 
seen that there is a conjugial element in each component, even the least. "This is also 
made evident," he said, "from the composite organs of the body which are formed from 
its elemental constituents. We find, for example, two eyes, two ears, two nostrils, two 
cheeks, two lips, two arms and hands, two legs, two feet; and inside the body, two 
hemispheres of the brain, two ventricles of the heart, two lungs, two kidneys, two 
testicles. Even when an organ is not paired, still it exhibits a division into two parts. The 
reason there are these sets of two is that one is connected with the will and the other with 
the intellect, which operate in conjunction with each other so marvelously that they give 
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the appearance of being one. Thus the two eyes produce one power of sight, the two 
ears one power of hearing, the two nostrils one sense of smell, the two lips one 
speech, the two hands one labor, the two feet one gait, the two hemispheres of the 
brain one habitation of the mind, the two chambers of the heart one life of the body 
through the blood, the two lungs one respiration, and so on. Only that in the case of a 
married couple, the masculine element and feminine element united by truly conjugial 
love produce one life that is fully human.  (CL 316.4; emphasis added; also DLW 384)

The will and understanding, as well as masculinity and femininity, are represented by the many 
pairs in the human body.  The two legs are capable of basically the same thing, and yet they have 
different orientations, and when they operate alternately but in synchronization, they work 
together in the same function: walking.  The two hands and arms are capable of basically the 
same things, and yet they have different orientations, and when they operate in a way that 
synchronizes their opposing strengths, they work together in the same function: picking 
something up.   The two eyes are capable of basically the same thing, and yet their slight 
difference in orientation allows us to bring things into greater focus, as they work together in the 
same function: seeing.   The two genders are capable of basically the same things since they are 
both human, and yet they have different orientations.  And when they operate in a way that 
synchronizes their opposing strengths, they can work together in many different functions, 
including marriage, parenting, occupations outside the home, and the functions of the priesthood.  

Summary and Conclusion

	
 To summarize the paper:  The published works of the Writings say that the “priesthood” 
in the Word represents the Lord’s love for the salvation of the human race.  Likewise, people 
who want to be priests operate from a love for the salvation of souls, and from an affection for 
the truths in the Lord’s Word.  These are human loves and qualities.  A priest’s job is to teach the 
truths of the Word, and lead to the goodness of life.  These are human capabilities.  Priests are 
governors in the church organization who are there to ensure that charity—the essential of the 
church—is maintained.   Priests can preach from a passion for the truths of the Word and passion 
for the salvation of souls, however they should be aware of the hazards of the priesthood, most of 
which have to do with the loves of self and the world, and in particular have to do with pride of 
self-intelligence and love of dominion.  Priests are teachers, ministers, pastors and preachers.  
Shepherds and shepherdesses, prophets and prophetesses in the Word, both represent aspects of 
the function of the priesthood.   The published works of the Writings don’t give any indication 
that a person’s gender is a factor in whether or not they can be a priest or preach.    
	
 The unpublished works of the Writings are, for the most part, in agreement with these 
statements about the priesthood.  But there are some notable differences.  Some people in the 
General Church understand passages such as SE 436, 4940, 5936 to mean that we should have a 
male-only priesthood.  Other people in the General Church have different understandings.
	
 The woman described in SE 4940 was an evil woman, and not someone who was 
interiorly devout.  However the Writings in general indicate that the truths of the Word can be 
taught by people of either gender, and even if they aren’t interiorly devout, they can still teach 
and preach the truth (see AC 4311).  And when it comes to the salvation of a person’s soul, the 
Lord looks at their heart and intentions, not their external occupations.   
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 SE 5936 says that women who think the way men do—instead of the way women do—
are likely to lose their feminine nature.  In this day and age, because of the increased gender 
equality in the world, women are more and more confident in being able to perform their 
occupations like women instead of like men.   But when women have lost their affection for the 
complementary strengths of men, and they believe men to be stupid and useless, then women 
tend to close up inside.   Neither men nor women who enter the priesthood are immune to 
becoming crazy and sensual in the lowest degree, from the pride of self intelligence and the love 
and dominion.   
	
 For many people in the General Church these passages contain descriptions from 
Swedenborg’s time period which illustrate higher principles; principles such as that the intellect 
needs to teach and rule over the corrupt will (see SE 436).  But the examples and descriptions 
themselves are not meant to be prescriptive.  The Writings describe a culture with a male-only 
priesthood, but they don’t prescribe it.   Not taking passages literally in this way, is not 
unprecedented in the General Church.    
	
 For many people in the General Church the unpublished works are seen as notes, journals 
and drafts, which should not be taken to have the same kind of Divine authority as the published 
works.  Though the unpublished works may have passages which are confusing to many people, 
the leading doctrines for our church in the published works do not prescribe an exclusively male 
priesthood.    An understanding of these passages which suggests that women can’t or shouldn’t 
preach is not consistent with the majority of the doctrines which suggest that anyone can preach.  
	
  Since the Lord’s coming, representatives have been abrogated for the church.  Even 
though the Lord came to earth in a masculine body, in the New Church we worship the Divine 
Human, not the Divine Masculine.  God is not male.  Representation is about function not 
person.  Gender is an aspect of the person of the priest, not the function of the priest.  It’s a 
dangerous thing to think that men are better representations for the Lord than women (see CL 
125, 126).   Both genders together are the best representation for the fullness of humanity in the 
Lord.
	
 All people can be enlightened by the Lord, and this enlightenment comes from a life of 
charity and love.  Both men and women can be raised into the higher light and warmth of 
heaven, which is love and wisdom.   Both men and women have will and intellect.  Both men 
and women can elevate their intellect above their corrupt will, which is what allows anyone to 
preach (see TCR 589).  
	
 Men’s intellect-orientation gives them a special perception from their intellect.  Women’s 
will-orientation gives them a special perception from love (see CL 168).  The higher light that 
husbands have allow them to disconnect from their love for many women, and intellectually 
choose the wisdom and life of monogamy.  This is the wisdom that women love in men, but it is 
not a necessary qualification for the priesthood.  The higher warmth that wives have allow them 
to connect to the conjugial love flowing in from the Lord and to connect with their husbands.   
All people can have an affection for knowing, understanding and becoming wise.   All people are 
capable of holding knowledges in their memory.  However, focussing on gaining knowledge 
alone is hazardous for anyone, and something which often makes an educated person less wise 
than a simple person.  The pride of self-intelligence, eating from the tree of knowledge of good 
and evil, is a hazard for both men and women.  
	
 The church is the marriage of goodness and truth.  This can be formed or implanted in 
anyone (man or woman) through applying the truths of the Lord’s Word to a life of love and 
usefulness.  The church is specifically formed in a married couple by the husband first choosing 
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the life of monogamy, which is what the church teaches.  Once this is established in the husband, 
conjugial love can flow into the couple through the wife.   This has nothing to do with what 
gender can be a priest.  Thinking that it does is a return to the conjugial heresy in which a the 
priesthood and laity are seen to function the way a husband and wife do.   
	
 The church is often compared to the heart and lungs.  Men and women are compared to 
the heart and lungs, sometimes men to the heart and women to the lungs, and sometimes men to 
the lungs and women to the heart.  But the Writings never compare the priesthood to the lungs.
	
 Preachers are spiritually oriented, but preachers in heaven are more likely to be 
intermediate spiritual-celestial angels.  Celestial people don’t like to talk about truth the way that 
spiritual people do, but this doesn’t mean that they don’t talk about truth.  Celestial people don’t 
reason and argue about the truth.  They speak lovingly, wisely, simply, and only from the Lord.   
The New Church is a celestial church which means that it will focus on love to the Lord and a 
life of mutual love.  It also means that eventually people can have truth implanted in their will, 
not just their intellect.   The Lord wants all of us to become celestial.   While some people might 
start out more spiritually-inclined or more celestially-inclined, no one is exclusively one or the 
other.  Men are not exclusively spiritual, and women are not exclusively celestial.  There are 
spiritual women and celestial men.   In the spiritual kingdom men are in knowledges and women 
in affections.  In the celestial kingdom men are in affections and women in knowledges.  As we 
transition from a spiritual church to a celestial church, traditional gender roles begin to break 
down, and new gender roles emerge.
	
 Men and women have distinct and important differences.  But men and women are also 
both human, and so are capable of many of the same things.  “Men and women” in the Word 
represent aspects inside all people, both men and women.   In marriage, men are in the wisdom 
of love (monogamy, conjugial wisdom), and women are in the love of that wisdom.  Men are the 
truth of goodness and women are the goodness of truth.  Goodness is the real teacher and leader 
for both men and women.  Truth is not exclusively masculine, and masculinity is not exclusively 
about truth.  Men represent the intellect and women represent the will.  But this doesn’t mean 
that men are only associated with the new enlightened intellect, and women are only associated 
with the old corrupt will.  We are not meant to be like the old Christian church in which men 
didn’t trust women.  
	
 Domestic uses and duties are activities which both men and women share in.  Men and 
women have exclusive domestic duties: husbands can’t be wives, and wives can’t be husbands.  
Fathers can’t be mothers, and mothers can’t be fathers.  Public “forensic” occupations require the 
use of one’s intellect, but this does not mean they are exclusive to men.   The priesthood is not a 
duty of men.  
	
 The Lord is compared to a husband because He is the giver of goodness and truth, and we 
are the receivers, and this is represented by the physical one way flow of insemination.  But on a 
spiritual level, men and women are both givers and receivers to each other in different ways.  
Preaching is the function of the priesthood, but gender is not.  I believe the tradition of a male-
only priesthood is related to the conjugial heresy because it suggests that the person of the priest 
is important.  
	
 There are gender stereotypes in this discussion which aren’t always accurate.  For 
example, women in heaven aren’t always “silent” the way some women on earth are.  It is not 
unprecedented among General Church people to apply the terms “domestic” and “forensic” in a 
symbolic rather than literal way.  

A Doctrinal Foundation for a Gender Inclusive Clergy in the General Church - Solomon Keal - 2014

131



	
 Dominion, control, hierarchy and inequality are inappropriate in the relationships 
between the genders.  Justice, freedom, complementary balance, reciprocation and equality are 
important parts of the New Church, and the relationships between the genders.   It is most useful 
when men and women seek mutual guidance from each other.   This provides a useful system of 
“checks and balances.”   And it reflects the reciprocal marriage of goodness and truth in the 
church.   Masculinity and femininity complement each other the way that two arms, two legs, or 
two eyes in the human body do (see CL 316.4). 

There Is Not Only One Way to Understand the Word
	
 Our relationship with the Word should be one of humility and constant growth, rather 
than static certainty.   When truth has goodness in it, it is flexible and pliable, rather than hard 
and unmovable (see AC 7298.2).  No one can claim that they have the singularly right way of 
understanding the Word, because we are all different, and we will all understand the Word in 
different ways.  The Lord simply asks us to have a relationship with His Word.  “What is your 
reading of it?” (Luke 10:26).  “Come now let us reason together says the Lord” (Isaiah 1:18).   
Relationships grow and change.  And relationships vary from one person to the next, just as our 
understanding of the Word varies from one person to the next.  So there is not only one 
legitimate way to understand the Word.  There are many.  “One [church] member's understanding 
of truth and goodness is different from another’s” (AC 5354:10). The Lord “talks very differently 
to one person than to another” (AC 904).  And if we have charity, and we can agree on the 
essentials of the church, then our “shades of opinion,” and “variations,” and “differences in 
matters of doctrine” don’t have to divide us (see AC 1799.4, 1834.2, 3241.3, 3267.2, 3451; HD 
86; TCR 6.2, 154.2).  And it’s important to remember that the clergy’s understanding of the Word 
is not infallible (see AR 595).
	
 And not only do people’s understandings of the truth vary, but the truth itself varies. 
“Truths take varying forms as dictated by circumstances.”  (AC 7298.2; see also SE 3537). 
“Good is the soul of truth, and when good draws near and implants itself in truth the latter 
becomes so different that it can hardly be recognized.” (AC 1949:2).  
	
 It’s like the story of the blind men and the elephant, in which each of them through 
feeling could describe a piece of the elephant, but each description was vastly different from the 
others.  Because we all have limited finite understandings, we are all like the “blind men” when 
it comes to the Lord’s absolute truth. “In the internal sense the Word contains countless things 
which surpass human comprehension” (WH 11).  We all understand and describe different pieces 
of it, but none of us can see all of it.  So one person may have a sense of the unity of thought in 
their particular understanding of the Writings, but for another person there is no unity of thought 
in that understanding, and vice versa.  I don’t think we approach a greater understanding of truth 
by diminishing down to one single understanding of doctrine, but rather by increasing the 
number of perspectives on doctrine.  This is part of why I think including women in the 
priesthood would help.  The feminine perspective is currently an entire half of the human 
perspective that is missing from the priesthood. 
	
 So how do we know what is the one right understanding of the truths in the Word?  We 
don’t.  What matters more than unity in understanding, is unity in life: the life of love to the Lord 
and charity towards the neighbor.   

The genuine doctrine of the church is the doctrine of good, that is the doctrine of life, 
which is that of love to the Lord and of charity towards the neighbor; still it is doctrine of 
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truth, for doctrine teaches life, love, and charity, and so far as it teaches these it is truth.  
(AE 724)

Coming from the Word

Those who are in the spiritual affection of truth. . . when they read the Word, do not see it 
from the doctrine of the church in which they are born, but they see it as if they were 
separated from that doctrine, because they desire to be enlightened, and to see truths 
inwardly in themselves, and not from others. Those who are in such a state are 
enlightened by the Lord, and it is granted to them to form to themselves doctrine from the 
truths which they themselves see; this doctrine also is implanted in them, and remains in 
their spirit to eternity. But those who read the Word from the doctrine which they receive 
from others, cannot see truths from the light of their own spirit, thus not inwardly in 
themselves, but out of themselves; for they believe it to be true because others have seen 
it, and therefore they attend only to such things as serve for confirmation, other things 
they either pass by as if they did not see them, or draw them to the side of things which 
their doctrine dictates. That these cannot be enlightened, any one may see; for they only 
lay up matters in the memory of their natural mind for the purpose of confirmation; from 
these they afterwards speak.  (AE 190.1-2) 

We all begin with a kind of “historical faith,” or “traditional faith,” (see Faith 1; see also WH 8) 
in which we simply believe what other people tell us.  But when we find out what the Word says 
on our own, our faith can become a real faith.  There are many people who have grown up with 
the tradition of a male-only clergy as a kind of historical faith.  When General Church members 
go to the Word to find out if this is actually true, and they find that their understanding of the 
Word doesn’t support this tradition, it doesn’t mean they are necessarily right or wrong, but it 
does mean that they are going about it in the right way.  They are turning to the Word to find 
answers to their questions and doubts.  This should be encouraged.  

The Lord wants us not only to think and talk about divine matters but also to try to figure 
them out so that we ourselves come to see whether they are true or not. As long as the 
purpose of this thought, speech, and reasoning is to see the truth, we can say that it is 
from the Lord within us. Still, it is from us as long as we are seeing the truth and 
acknowledging it. All the while, our ability to think, talk, and reason is from the Lord 
alone. We can do all this because of the two abilities called freedom and rationality; and 
we have these abilities solely from the Lord.  (DP 219.3)

When somebody reads the Writings and finds a statement or concept that doesn’t make sense, the 
negative principle is to disregard the Writings as an authority.  The affirmative principle is to try 
to figure out how that statement or concept is true (see AC 2568).  This has been done by many 
people in the clergy with other concepts: spontaneous generation, people on the Moon, harsh 
statements against Jews.  Many clergy members have read the literal statements, which at face 
value don’t seem to make sense, and looked for a higher principle that could be true.  That is 
what I’m doing in this paper.  There are many people in the General Church who hear the 
rationale for a male only priesthood based on passages from the Writings, and find that that 
rationale doesn’t make sense. It isn’t consistent with their understanding of the rest of the truths 
they hear in the Writings.  Often what people are told is that they are dismissing the Writings as 
an authority, which could be seen as the “negative principle.”  But I think it is actually just a 
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disagreement with the clergy’s traditional understanding as an authority, rather than the Word as 
an authority.  And the Writings themselves warn that we should beware of trusting in councils 
(see TCR 176, 177, 489, 634; cf. AC 6822).  This is actually part of the affirmative principle, 
which many GC members are taking, which is to try to determine for themselves how the 
passages from the Word used in these discussions are true.  Disagreeing with a minister’s or 
council’s perspective on the truths of the Writings is different than disagreeing with the truths of 
the Writings themselves.
	
 The doctrinal arguments for a male-only priesthood make sense to a lot of people in the 
General Church.  The doctrinal arguments for a gender-inclusive clergy also make sense to a lot 
of people in the General Church.   Both perspectives are coming from the Word.  Trying to 
determine who is right and who is wrong is dangerous because it is not what life is supposed to 
be about (see DP 101.3).   We all have to try to avoid the arrogance of saying “I’m right and 
you’re wrong” (see AC 9391.16).  It’s better to say, “I disagree with you, and here’s why from 
my understanding of the Word.”  That is what I have tried to do in this paper.  I’m not saying I’m 
right and other people are wrong, but I am saying: here are the reasons why I disagree with the 
rationale for a male-only priesthood. 
	
 The nice thing is that I think we do all agree on the essentials of the church.   We all 
believe that the Lord is God.  We all believe that the Writings are the Word.  We all believe in the 
reality of the spiritual world.  We all believe in shunning evils and doing good things, based on 
the 10 commandments.  We all believe in the importance of the marriage of faith and charity, 
goodness and truth, will and understanding, love and wisdom in our lives.  We all believe in the 
two great commandments: loving the Lord and the neighbor.  And we all believe in the beautiful 
promise of a husband and wife living in conjugial love to eternity in heaven.  
 	
 What I have tried to show in this paper is that a belief in a gender-inclusive clergy is a 
legitimate understanding of the Writings in the General Church.  It is simply a different 
understanding than the one that supports a male-only priesthood.  It is possible to believe that the 
Writings are the Word, and that women can be ordained.   

Changes in Church Policy and Tradition
	
 It is not my intention to suggest that we should change our policy immediately and start 
ordaining women tomorrow.  I don’t think that it would be possible to do that, because we don’t 
have essential unanimity.  But I don’t know what the best solution is to the current issue.  I know 
there are a large number of people on both sides of this issue who do not want to see the church 
split over it.  And yet it appears to be an either/or situation.  What is the most charitable thing to 
do, in such a circumstance?  I don’t know.
	
 I don’t want to see our policy or tradition changed against the will of the majority of the 
church.  That would not be appropriate.  As a person who is possibly in a minority position in the 
clergy, I want to have charity and humility in the way that I ask for us to continue considering 
this change.  We don’t actually know what the majority and minority in the church believe on 
this issue.   
	
 I’ve heard many people suggest, “If you want women to be ordained, why not go to a 
Swedenborgian church where they do ordain women?”  This is a valid question.  Many people 
have done that.  But it is also possible for organizations to change if that is what they want to do.   
I can imagine that at one point people may have asked similar questions about other things: “If 
you want women on boards, or alternatives to the Holy Supper elements, or an informal service, 
then why not go to a church where they do that?”  People are free to join other churches.  But we 
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are also free to change our own church.  It’s not about changing the New Church, it’s about 
changing the General Church.  The former is not possible; the latter is.
	
 I’m certainly not suggesting that we vote on doctrine.  But a vote on policy or a vote on 
tradition is not the same as a vote on doctrine.  Here are the mechanisms for change in the 
General Church:

The Old Testament, the New Testament and the Writings together are the supreme 
authority in matters of faith. Neither the Bishop of the General Church , nor the clergy, 
nor any council or assembly of the Church should, by pronouncement or by majority 
vote, decide doctrinal issues and thereby bind the conscience of the Church. . . . In order 
to provide for consensus on uses, action may be delayed at the request of a minority. 
Doubt is an occasion for delay and for further study and discussion, but it is not the 
policy of the Church that a minority should for long postpone the implementation of its 
affairs. It is the policy of the General Church to avoid passing regulations that would 
control its future actions. This is to encourage the freedom of future generations to obey 
the Lord in accordance with their own understanding of the truths of the Word. In the 
transaction of formal business, however, in both council and assembly, the rules of 
parliamentary order are followed, and decisions may be affirmed by voting.  (Order and 
Organization of the General Church; Principles)

Important action should not be taken without essential unanimity. A doubt gives occasion 
for delay, that there may be further time for consideration and reflection, in order to reach 
a common understanding.  (Principle of the Academy # 10)  

So what happens if there is doubt about the status quo?  How do we “delay” with a status quo?  
What happens if the majority of the church has doubt about the status quo?   What does it look 
like for “future generations to obey the Lord in accordance with their own understanding of the 
truths of the Word” if it is different from the traditional understanding of the clergy?  Maybe we 
don’t need to worry about it, because the changes would happen naturally.  
	
 Some possible changes I could see would be opening up the theological school to 
women, without promising ordination or career placement in the General Church.  Another 
possibility is that we get to a point where women are ordained in the General Church, but every 
society in the church is free to have their own policy around gender in the priesthood.  Even 
today, I think some societies in the General Church would say “yes” to a woman head pastor, 
while others would say “no.”  Is that one of the ways that we can seek out variety rather than 
either/or decisions? (see HH 56; DP 259.6).  I don’t know.  
	
 What I do know is that the Lord is in charge of the New Church, and we are not, and that 
He makes all things new (Revelation 21:5).  “Peace has in it confidence in the Lord, that He 
directs all things, and provides all things, and that He leads to a good end”  (AC 8455).  

Thesis
	
 The Writings don’t indicate that masculinity is an exclusive requirement for the 
priesthood.  The qualities necessary to be a priest are human qualities, not exclusively masculine 
qualities.  We also can’t know or judge another person’s internals (see AC 3796.3, 10795; HD 
316; CL 523).  Therefore I do not believe it is legitimate to exclude women from the General 
Church priesthood.   I also believe that there would be wonderful benefits to the church which 
would come from inviting women to join the priesthood.  Their distinctive affections, wisdom, 
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perception, intelligence and loves would complement the distinctive affections, wisdom, 
perception, intelligence and loves of men.  The distinctive strengths of each gender would 
provide a balancing and fulfilling effect to the humanity of the clergy, and would more fully 
reflect the marriage of goodness and truth in the church and in the Lord.  

	
 I don’t actually want to engage in debate over this issue.  I’m simply trying to share my 
perspective as charitably as I can, while also trying to show where my understanding comes from 
in the Word, in as detailed and comprehensive a way as possible.  But despite my comprehensive 
goals for this paper, my own limited understanding is just that: limited.  I’m simply trying to 
show that people on both sides of this issue are doing their best to come from the Word.  
Nobody’s understanding of the Word is perfect or the same.  My intent in this paper is to try to 
show what I understand the Word to be teaching on this subject. I’m not trying to say that I’m 
right and other people are wrong; simply that, based on my understanding of the Word, I disagree 
with the current tradition.  I hope that you can assume the best of my intentions, even if you 
disagree with me (see AC 2385).  My hope is additionally that this paper might be able to show 
that there is a doctrinal foundation for the belief in a gender-inclusive clergy in the General 
Church. And I hope that this paper will be useful to the discussion, as we all continue to try to 
follow the Lord in a life of love.  

* * * *
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