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To many minds, the question of gender and the priesthood is a cultural issue. Are
women not just as capable as men of understanding doctrine and ministering to people
in need? If other occupations and offices are now open to women, why not the priest-
hood?

The office of priest, however, is unique. Whereas other occupations and offices are
or have been created by men, either by conquest or by compact, the office of priest has
its origin in Divine revelation. Without Divine revelation, there is no church, no religion,
and so no priesthood. Unlike other occupations and offices, the priesthood is therefore
a creation, not of men, but of God.

The Immutability of the Heavenly Doctrines

Corporations may alter their bylaws. Governments may amend their constitutions.
Almost any other organization may change the rules under which they operate. Even
churches founded on allegorical scriptures are free to reinterpret those scriptures in the
light of further philosophical and theological considerations.

But the New Christian Church is founded on the Heavenly Doctrines given through
Emanuel Swedenborg, and as such it is not free to alter, amend, or change those doc-
trines. Unlike the doctrines of perhaps all other churches, the Heavenly Doctrines are
not the product of the church. Rather the church is the product of the doctrines, and
the church is obliged to reflect those doctrines in its policies and practices.

That is because the Heavenly Doctrines are not allegorical. Written in plain lan-
guage, the doctrines continue to communicate today what they communicated yesterday,
and what they have communicated from their first publication. They are immutable. We
cannot rewrite them. We cannot interpret them to mean other than what they purport
to mean.

Some reinterpretations of the doctrines have occurred. But history has shown that
those reinterpretations have largely been refutations of ideas wrongly added or attrib-
uted to the doctrines in the first place; and sometimes they have involved denials of the
clear teachings in favor of some other authority, because the teachings run counter to
the currents of contemporary culture or are seen as obstacles to personal objectives.

In short, despite the pressures of the surrounding culture, still, in the New Church,
founded as it is on the Heavenly Doctrines, and because the Doctrines have much to say
about the sexes in relation to the church, the issue of gender and the priesthood cannot
be regarded as simply a cultural issue. It is, more importantly, a doctrinal issue.
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Cultural Background

To understand why so many press for women in the ministry, we first need to under-
stand something about the politically correct culture in which we now live and its roots
in the cultural revolution of the nineteen-sixties and early seventies.

Throughout history, people have been subject to cultural and social upheavals. The
Roman Empire and the later Holy Roman Empire were beset with barbarian invasions.
Pandemic plagues, too, took their toll. The Black Death in the 14th century devastated
not only families but whole nations. The Protestant Reformation in the 16th century
changed Christianity and the religious concepts and practices of almost all European
peoples and nations.

Some social transformations have taken place without disease or bloodshed, but have
been equally disruptive of the established order and have led to their own problems and
harmful effects. The Industrial Revolution, beginning in the latter part of the eighteenth
century, introduced just such a social transformation. And so did the counter-cultural
movement of the sixties and early seventies.

The Cultural Revolution

It is popular today to regard the cultural revolution of the sixties and early seventies
as a fairly benign one. But that is because it is the children and grandchildren of the
people responsible for the movement who so regard it. In fact its dogmas and mores
have been both culturally revolutionary and socially transformative, even wrenchingly
so, and some of its effects have been not at all salutary.

The most salient feature of the cultural revolution was its rejection of authority.
Ostensibly this was prompted by the Vietnam War and by resistance to the draft by men
in their late teens and early twenties. But not all flower children slipped off to Canada
or found new interest in further education so as to avoid the draft; and the fact is that
many of the leaders of the revolution were men in their late twenties and, in some cases,
in their thirties and older, not subject to the draft.

The revolution’s rejection of authority manifested itself in college student demon-
strations, occasionally in occupation of the Dean’s office; in the tearing up of draft cards;
in the adoption of colorful clothing and Amerindian native garb; in the pursuit of physi-
cal pleasure through hallucinogenic and other drugs; and more violently, by more radical
members of the movement, in the bombing of police and military facilities. A common
slogan: “Do your own thing.”

The Sexual Revolution

The movement also manifested itself in the so-called sexual revolution. Rejection
of prior social norms led to rejection of marriage as well. Young couples simply lived
together, in the mistaken belief that it represented a greater commitment to each other
than that found in traditional marriage. Rejection of those norms led eventually also to
the claim that men and women differ from each other only in their physical reproductive
organs, but are otherwise mentally and emotionally alike. To emphasize this the revolu-
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tionaries adopted unisex clothing and unisex hairstyles.

What does all this have to do with the question of women in the ministry? As a result
of the cultural revolution, in our now politically correct culture, there remains an echo
of the earlier rejection of authority. Children and grandchildren of the revolutionaries
have learned to harness the institutions of authority and power to dismantle many of the
nation’s earlier social norms. They now occupy the majority of institutions of learning
and of the visual media, enabling them to promote their agenda, which includes access
to pornography, easy abortion, homosexual marriage, and continued drug use. And it
includes as well challenges to traditional church doctrine and ministry.

The Women’s Movement

Piggybacking onto the cultural revolution was the women’s movement. The modern
movement first began in the late 19th century, with the objective of securing for women
the right to vote, an objective realized in the United States with ratification in 1920 of
the 19th Amendment to the Constitution. The movement re-emerged after the Second
World War to demand equal pay for equal work. This in turn led to a demand for equal
access to work, and many occupations more or less closed to women earlier were now
open. Women became factory workers, truck drivers, construction workers, corporate
executives, lawyers, physicians, and more, and it was no longer unusual for wives to work
outside the home.

Following the cultural revolution and the new sexual license it introduced, the
women’s movement also began to challenge traditional norms regarding sex and
marriage and to adopt other objectives: among them easier divorce, legalized abortion,
and the shattering of the “glass ceiling,” as they termed it, an imaginary barrier
preventing them from what they believed to be deserved promotions and access to
positions of power. In agreement with all their contemporary cultural revolutionaries,
many women began to insist that mentally and emotionally they were no different from
men, or if they were, that they were in fact superior to men. And as such, it became the
norm to expect that no occupation should be closed to them. This included Christian
ministry, and as a consequence some mainline Protestant churches now accept women
into the ranks of their clergy.

Hence the pressure to admit women into New Church ministry. And in fact, the
Swedenborgian Church of America (Convention) has for some time ordained women,
which has only increased the pressure on other branches of the church to follow suit.

Are Men and Women Really No Different?

   We have rehearsed the cultural background to this question—the idea that the two
  sexes are fundamentally no different — in order to show that it is based, not on any

empirical or doctrinal study or on any high-minded philosophical consideration, but
  rather reflects an invention designed for political and personal ends—an invention that

flies in the face of common experience and observable fact. It is the legacy of the flower
children and their radical allies.
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Consider observable fact. Boys and girls the world over like to play with different
kinds of toys. Boys typically prefer cars and trucks, while girls prefer dolls. Believing this
to be due to cultural factors, some parents in the nineteen-seventies gave boys’ toys to
their daughters and girls’ toys to their sons. But the sons soon turned their girls’ toys into
action figures or objects of aggression, while the girls ignored their boys’ toys and found
objects to treat as dolls.

Men and women gravitate to different careers. Careers in nursing and social work
are dominated by women, while careers in construction and the military are dominated
by men. More women than men go into elementary education, clothes designing, and
cosmetology. More men than women go into computer technology, service trades, and
transportation. Firemen, policemen, truck drivers, electricians, plumbers, and
automobile mechanics are mostly men. Realty agents, clerks, secretaries, receptionists,
and house cleaners are mostly women. We encounter more waitresses than waiters. And
so on.

One could argue that cultural factors are at work here rather than innate
predilections. But more than forty years of social pressure to encourage women to enter
occupations traditionally male, and to remove any stigma to men’s entering traditionally
female occupations, have not changed the fact that there are still a number of careers
in which either one sex or the other typically predominates.

The mental and emotional difference between men and women is now the testimony
of numerous psychological experiments as well, formally carried out and based on
clinically charted empirical evidence. These studies show that women on the whole are
more affectional and nurturing, while men on the whole are more analytical and
inventive.

The Testimony of Common Experience

As for common experience, what adolescent male does not sooner or later find
himself strangely attracted to one or more of the fair sex, in a way not experienced with
any of his own sex? And conversely, what adolescent maiden does not sooner or later
find herself strangely attracted to one or more of these same youths, in a way not
experienced with any of her own sex? It is their very contrast that leads to the attraction.

Neo-Darwinists ascribe this attraction to an innate need of the organism to
reproduce itself and continue the species. But really, is that what a young man is thinking
when he takes his girlfriend out to dinner? And is that what she is thinking when she
is baking him his favorite cake?

The Neo-Darwinists’ explanation is also insufficient to explain the continuing bond
between married couples who love each other long past bearing age, even into old age
and eventually death.

The sexual attraction and bond are one whose causes rise above the merely physical
into the realm of the mind, in which the two sexes are, as they say, made for each other.
As the sexes are complementary counterparts bodily, they are also complementary

    counterparts mentally and emotionally—even more so mentally and emotionally—as
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evidenced in the case of happily married lovers everywhere.

How the Sexes Are Alike

As we have noted, psychological studies have shown women to be on the whole more
affectional and nurturing, while men are on the whole more analytical and inventive.
But to go beyond this, we need to turn to revelation, first to discover the ways in which
men and women differ mentally and emotionally, and then to consider their appropriate
roles in the church. We say, in the church, rather than in society at large, because our
subject is gender and the priesthood. We leave it to others to pursue the subject more
broadly.

Before turning to church doctrine, however, we first need to say how the two sexes
are alike. Obviously human males and females biologically belong to the same species,
and are able to successfully mate and reproduce their kind. But more than this, they are
capable of mutual interaction and understanding. In that sense they are more alike than
different. On a mental level, both men and women possess the faculties of will and
intellect. Without will they would be without life; without intellect they would be
incapable of sustaining themselves and protecting themselves from danger and even
extinction.

Furthermore, though born with native wills inherently self-centered and hedonistic,
opposed to what is true, just and honorable, both sexes have implanted in them from
infancy affections for goodness insinuated through the unseen companionship of

  angels—affections that counterbalance the sexes’ inherent appetites and endow them
with the spiritual freedom to choose between good and evil. These affections,
traditionally termed “remains” in the New Church, also make it possible for men and
women to separate their intellect from their native will and elevate it into a higher light,
so as to be able to reflect on their inherent natures, commit themselves to better choices,
and consequently reform themselves.

The Elevation of the Female Intellect

Some people in the church have supposed that a woman cannot elevate her intellect
into a higher light, based on a statement in Married Love 175, the gist of which is that
women cannot raise the sight of their understanding into the same realm of light as men
and see things on the same high level. And we are told that whereas in men the mind
is elevated into a higher light, in women it is elevated into a higher warmth (ML 184,
188, 201, 211). But there is no higher warmth without a higher light, as warmth and light
are forever bound together. Indeed, the higher warmth is said to be a love for wisdom
(ML 211), and no one loves what he or she cannot see.

If women could not elevate their intellects, they could not reform themselves and
so could not be regenerated. Yet it remains true that they cannot elevate their intellects
into the same light as men, not as a matter of degree, but as a matter of affection. For
whatever they see, whatever wisdom they attain, they continue to be women and not
men. Theirs is not a manly sight, but a womanly one; not a manly wisdom, but a womanly
one.
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So we are told that a husband is not capable of his wife’s wisdom, and that a wife is
not capable of her husband’s wisdom (ML 167, 168). And the reason is that men are
men, and women are women, and whatever they see or do, they see or do as either men
or women. Masculinity cannot be converted into femininity, nor can femininity be
converted into masculinity (ML 32, 33). Men may affect feminine behavior, and women
may adopt mannish comportment; but at their core, even as in their DNA, men remain
men, and women remain women.

Relation to Marriage

Regarding the differences between men and women, it is worth observing at the
outset that descriptions of these differences are, in the Doctrines, often made in the
context of some relation between the sexes. For example, we are told that in women the
will predominates, whereas in men the intellect predominates (HH 369, ML 33, 91, 187).
The statement in Heaven and Hell 369 occurs in a section titled “Marriages in Heaven,”
and it applies to marriages in this natural world. In Married Love 91 the statement is
made about women in their response to men, and not apart from them. Married Love
187 is also concerned with the relation between the sexes and how they change in
response to each other, this in a chapter titled “The Change in the State of Life Made
by Marriage.”

Some objection has been raised against the statement in Secrets of Heaven that “it
is in keeping with Divine order for men to be concerned with knowledge and for women
to be concerned solely with affections” (AC 8994). But this has to be read in the context
of the number. For it goes on to say that women ought not to love themselves for their
knowledge, but should love men, because “from this springs the desire for marriage.”
Again, the underlying consideration is of the relation between the sexes. Moreover,
women who are to be “concerned solely with affections” are contrasted, not with women
concerned with knowledge, but with women concerned only with knowledge, without
any real affection for truth. But if they have a genuine affection for truth, it is not only
acceptable for women to be concerned with knowledge; it is their destiny if they are to
become wives, both in name and in reality. Indeed, as the same number says, “men
endowed with a spiritual perception love women who have an affection for truths” (AC
8994:4).

The Predominance Explained

So what does it mean, then, when we are told that in women the will predominates
and that in men the intellect predominates? Here, I believe, is the answer:

When a man and a woman marry, they do not instantly achieve the promised union
of souls and minds (ML 156[r]ff.). Only gradually do they become one, as the husband
becomes more and more a husband, and as the wife becomes more and more a wife (ML
200). And this occurs, if at all, in the measure and to the degree that the husband adopts
his wife’s affections and loves and allows his insights and judgments to be qualified by
those affections and loves, and in the measure and to the degree that the wife at the
same time adopts her husband’s insights and judgments and allows her affections and
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loves to be guided by those insights and judgments. It is a dynamic relation which draws
them ever closer together. Only thus is a maiden transformed into a wife in the true
sense of the word, and a youth conversely into a husband (ML 159, 163, 165, 199).

The reason is that, although both husband and wife possess a will and an intellect,
it is only the affections and loves of her will and the insights and judgments of his
intellect that can combine to form the marriage. Of course the affections and loves of
his will enter into that marriage, but they do so only indirectly through his intellect. And
of course the insights and judgments of her intellect enter into the marriage, but they
do so only indirectly through her will. Two intellects will not marry. They may at times
agree, but they will not become one. Neither will two wills marry. They may at times
cooperate, but they will not become one. “That is why two men together also spar with
each other with endless arguments, like two athletes boxing, and two women sometimes
as well, with endless insistence on their own wishes, like two marionettes battling with
their fists” (ML 55:6).

Just as two magnetic north poles will not unite, but repel each other, and as two
magnetic south poles will not unite, but repel each other, so in marriage it is a common
experience for the couple’s two intellects to argue and fight and for their two wills to
struggle for dominance and control. It is only the wisdom of his intellect and the
affections of her will that can find common ground and eventually unite.

Moreover, in a marriage of true married love, this union gradually grows to the point
that it becomes no longer possible to distinguish between her will and his, or between
his intellect and hers. For eventually the husband comes to adopt the affections and
loves of his wife’s will as his own, and the wife comes to adopt the insights and judgments
of her husband’s intellect as her own. That is why we are told that, although in the world
the will predominates in women and the intellect in men, in heaven there is no
predominance (HH 369). For although the two remain distinct individuals, in heaven
the husband and wife think and will alike, virtually in union, so that it is not possible to
say what is from him and what is from her.

Consider this report from the other world, when Swedenborg once said to a married
couple, “You two are one.” The man replied,

“We are. Her life is in me, and my life is in her. We have two bodies, but one soul.
The union between us is like the union of the two tabernacles in the breast which
are called the heart and the lungs. She is my heart and I am her lungs. But since
when we say heart here we mean love, and when we say lungs we mean wisdom,
therefore she is the love of my wisdom, and I am the wisdom of her love.
Therefore her love outwardly clothes my wisdom, and my wisdom is inwardly
within her love.” (ML 75:5)

Relation to Civil Society

Because of the mental and emotional difference between the sexes, the Heavenly
Doctrines observe that “a husband has duties appropriate to him and a wife duties
appropriate to her,” and that “a wife cannot enter into duties appropriate to her
husband or a husband into duties appropriate to his wife and perform them properly”
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(ML 174). Some objection to this statement has been raised, as though it somehow
demeans the status of women. But all it means is that wives and mothers are motivated
by their distinctive affections and wisdom, and that husbands and fathers are motivated
by their distinctive affections and wisdom (ML 175). In other words, women will
continue to be women, and men will continue to be men, even if widowed or divorced,
or if somehow deprived of the contributions of their spouse, as in times of war. Again
we note that the distinction is made in the context of marriage. It is also a matter of
common experience. One of the chief reasons for juvenile crime in America is the
absence of fathers in the home.

Admittedly the statement goes on to generalize the observation and apply it to men
and women in general (ML 175:2-4). The application is controversial, and so we quote
it here:

Many people believe that women can perform the duties of men if only they are
introduced into them from early age in the way that boys are.  However, women
can be introduced into the exercise of these duties, but not into the judgment on
which the proper performance of these duties inwardly depends.  Therefore, 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.

The controversy centers on the exercise of judgment, and on the statement that in
matters of judgment women are bound to go to men for advice. How many widows have
not done just that? But more notable is the statement that women can in fact be
introduced into the exercise of duties typically exercised by men, and that rather than
blindly following the advice of men, they choose from that advice what they will.

At the same time, we may advance the parallel argument that when it comes to the
exercise of duties typically regarded as the province of women, men are bound to go to
women for advice, not because they are in some way compelled to, but because it is the
wise thing to do. In the exercise of duties typically regarded as the province of men, is
it not also the wise thing to do for women to consult men? May a woman entering the
military, for example, not expect to be trained by men? And a man entering primary
education or the nursing profession, may he not expect to be trained by women? This
is not sexism. It is common sense.

The difference between the sexes has broad ramifications for society and the various
occupations open to them. But as we observed earlier, more than forty years of social
pressure to encourage women to enter occupations traditionally male, and to remove
any stigma to men’s entering traditionally female occupations, have not changed the fact
that there are still a number of careers in which either one sex or the other typically

  predominates—in many cases for no other reason than the exercise of personal choice.

Relation to the Church

When it comes to the sexes and the church, however, we find a unique circumstance.
And the circumstance is this:
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We think of men paying court to women and imagine that they thereby engender
love in their beloveds. But the fact is that it is their beloveds who inspire love in the men.
For men on their own possess not a particle of the kind of love found in a real marriage,
nor even the kind of love that draws them to women in the first place. Rather it is
women and wives who inspire that love in men and husbands (ML 161:1,2, 223:1). It is,
if you please, their gift to men, by which the men’s lives are softened, warmed and
ennobled.

Conversely, however, husbands have a gift to give their wives, and that is the gift of
the church. For the church is first formed in husbands and through them in their wives

  (ML 63, 125). That is because the marriage of husband and wife — if it is a true
  marriage — is formed by the union of her affections and loves with his insights and

judgments, or in the words of the doctrine, by a union of her will with his understanding.
For the church is a church according to its understanding of the Word (SS 51, 52) and
of doctrine drawn from the Word (SS 53, 77), which in the New Church includes both
the Old and New Testaments and the Heavenly Doctrines.

Does this mean that a wife ought not to listen to other men or read the Word and
doctrinal works for herself? Of course not! But in the end, in a true marriage, her
husband’s view of what she hears or reads will become her view as well, even as her
values become also his values.

Can unmarried women not arrive at an understanding of the Word and church
doctrine on their own, independently of men?

I think the obvious answer is yes, they can. Indeed, one can easily argue that if
women remain single, they must arrive at such an understanding in order to be able to
apply the precepts of the Word and the teachings of doctrine to their lives and so reform
themselves in accordance with those precepts and teachings (cf. Life 15). For women,
like men, have need of a spiritual reformation if they are to be regenerated and reborn
in the image and likeness of God. That is one reason we have provided religion classes
and doctrinal instruction for girls as well as for boys. We have believed in their need of
such an education too.

Relation to the Priesthood

But what if a woman wishes to be ordained into the church’s clergy? What if she, too,
wishes to minister and to teach?

Without thinking about it too deeply, one might suppose no obstacle to exist. But
in the light of the Doctrines regarding the differences between men and women in their
relationship to each other, we have to ask: If the woman is married, or has been married,
or hopes someday to marry, will she draw her understanding of the Word and doctrine
from her husband? Or will she draw it directly from the Word and church doctrine,
independently of her husband?

If she draws her understanding from her husband, she abandons her role and office
as a priest. Or if she draws it directly from the Word and church doctrine, independently
of her husband, she abandons her role as a wife and turns away, at least in part, from
her unique contribution to her marriage, which is to unite her love to her husband’s
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intellect.

One solution to the dilemma might be to insist that any woman ordained into the
clergy remain single and celibate, having no husband to look to. But seeing that the
atmosphere of heaven is an atmosphere of marriage, and that angels who are confirmed
celibates live in the other life on the outskirts of heaven (ML 54:3,4, 155:2), it is unlikely
that any serious New Church man would find this solution an acceptable one.

Moreover, the doctrine that the church is formed in a wife through her husband may
arguably be generalized to say that ordinarily the church is in general formed in women
through men, whether the women are married or not. For we know that the atmosphere
of married love is communicated to men in general through women. Swedenborg reports
the following experiment.

Some men in the other world, convinced that they were the lovers and their wives
the recipient objects of that love, kept insisting the such was the case. Here then was the
experiment:

In order to settle the dispute over this question, all women, including their
wives, were removed from the men;  and together with them the underlying
atmosphere of love for the opposite sex was taken away.  When this was taken
away, the men came into a state altogether foreign to them and never before felt,
at which they complained considerably.

Then, while they were in this state, some women were brought to them, and
the wives were presented to their husbands;  and the women and the wives spoke
sweetly to them.  But at their blandishments the men became cold, and turning
away they said to each other, “What is this?  What is a woman?”  And when some
of the women said that they were their wives, they replied, “What is a wife?  We
do not know you.” (ML 161:2)

If such is the case with men’s love for women, it is not difficult to conclude the
converse, that women’s understanding of the Word and doctrine from the Word is
formed in them through men. For, whereas men in general are born intellect-oriented,
concerned more with reason than with feelings, women in general are born will-oriented,
concerned more with feelings than with reason (ML 33, 91, 92, 187, 223); and as such
they are meant to be lovers of the wisdom and understanding of men (ML 32, 56:3, 75:7,
91, 159, 180, 187). If so, and if the church is a church according to its understanding of
the Word (SS 51, 52) and of doctrine drawn from the Word (SS 53, 77), how can it be
of order for women to enter into the priesthood?

A Practical Consideration

Worth considering, too, are the ramifications of women entering into the ministry.
Certainly the ordination of women does not help to increase church membership. In
fact, churches that have begun to ordain women are also the churches that have seen
a gradual dwindling of their membership and of church attendance. Our sister church,
the Swedenborgian Church of America (Convention), is one. We do not have hard

  evidence to connect the two phenomena—the ordination of women and the dwindling
  of church membership—but the two have been characteristic of the same churches. We
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suspect that the ordination of women represents one attempt to stem the loss of
membership. But if so, it has failed.

In contrast are the Evangelical Churches and the Church of Latter Day Saints
(Mormon). They do not ordain women, and they have not experienced a loss of
membership. Instead they have even seen its increase. The Roman Catholic Church has
also retained most of its membership, despite the scandals that have beset it. These
churches have remained focused on maintaining their loyalty to the tenets of their faith,
rather than swimming with the tides of the popular culture.

As a general observation, we have seen women and women’s organizations sue for
entrance into those of men. But we have not seen the converse. Shannon Faulkner sued
(successfully) for entrance into the elite men’s military college, The Citadel, in South
Carolina. Women have sued (again successfully) for membership in urban Junior
Chambers of Commerce, previously open only to men. The Augusta National Golf Club
in Augusta, Georgia, has suffered heavy criticism for its men-only membership, though
it has admitted two women (in 2012). Young women today, not content with acceptance
in non-combat military service, are pushing for service with men in combat.

These few examples are representative of the point that women will join men’s
organizations. Indeed, they sometimes press to join them. However, examples of men
pressing to join women’s organizations are more difficult to find. Applied to the church,
it may not be surprising to conclude that women will join a church governed by men, but

    that men are less likely—perhaps unlikely—to join a church governed by women.

One may imagine the feigned horror and cries of “shame!” in response to this
conclusion. But in the light of the experience of history, it remains nonetheless a credible
one.

Why Might Women Seek Ordination?

One of the more well-known and inspiring set of verses in the New Testament is
found in the Gospel of Matthew:

When the Son of Man comes in His glory, and all the holy angels with Him,
then He will sit on the throne of His glory. All the nations will be gathered before
Him, and He will separate them one from another, as a shepherd divides his
sheep from the goats. And He will set the sheep on His right hand, but the goats
on the left.

Then the King will say to those on His right hand, “Come, you blessed of My
Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the world:
for I was hungry and you gave Me food; I was thirsty and you gave Me drink; I
was a stranger and you took Me in; I was naked and you clothed Me; I was sick
and you visited Me; I was in prison and you came to Me.”

Then the righteous will answer Him, saying, “Lord, when did we see You
hungry and feed You, or thirsty and give You drink? When did we see You a
stranger and take You in, or naked and clothe You? Or when did we see You
sick, or in prison, and come to You?”

And the King will answer and say to them, “Assuredly, I say to you, inasmuch
as you did it to one of the least of these My brethren, you did it to Me.” (Matthew
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25:31-40)

    Many — both men and women — have been drawn by these verses to a religious
vocation. And we suspect that women in the New Church seeking ordination into
ministry have also been inspired to do so by them.

Ministry, however, does not define the priesthood. This may seem to be a surprising
  assertion, but there is a difference. Ministry implies service — in the context of the

church a type of religious social work. The term derives from a Latin word meaning
servant. But priesthood implies governance. In the Heavenly Doctrines, the Latin term
for priest is sacerdos, which means either “a giver of the sacred” or “devoted to the
sacred.”

Published statements by New Church women who have sought ordination or who
are seeking ordination indicate that it is ministry they seek rather than actual priesthood.
They do not cite doctrinal research, purity of doctrine, or order in the church as goals,
but rather chaplaincy and the right to lead in worship.

Not the right to lead in worship if it includes preaching, but many of these other
services and ministries are worthy and pious goals, and are no doubt shared by many
male clergy; but they do not represent what it essentially means to be a priest.

The Nature of the Priesthood

It is true that the clergy are shepherds of the church. That is the Latin meaning of
the term pastor, namely, a shepherd. And as shepherds, they visit the sick and the lonely,
and generally provide spiritual care for those who need spiritual care. It is a ministry they
offer. But that does not go to the heart of priesthood as described in the Heavenly
Doctrines.

The fundamental statement regarding the office of priests is found in Arcana
Coelestia (The Secrets of Heaven), nos. 10789ff., a statement repeated in The New
Jerusalem and its Heavenly Doctrine, nos. 311ff. This statement, titled “Ecclesiastical
Government,” is divisible into three parts. Here is the first:

There are two things which in human society must be in order, namely matters
having to do with heaven and matters having to do with the world. Matters having
to do with heaven are called ecclesiastical; those having to do with the world are
called civil.

Order cannot be maintained in the world without officials (praefecti) to
observe all that is done according to order and all that is done contrary to order,
and to reward those who live according to order and punish those who live
contrary to order.

If this does not happen, the human race must perish. For owing to his innate
heredity, everyone wishes to rule over others and to possess the goods of others,
which leads to enmities, jealousies, hatreds, vengeance, deceit, savagery, and many
other evils. Therefore, if people were not held in bonds by laws, and by rewards
according with their loves, which are honors and material gains, for those who do
good, and by punishments contrary to their loves, which are losses of honor,
possessions, and life, for those who do evil, the human race would perish.
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Consequently there must be officials to keep associations of people in order,
officials who are skilled in the law, wise, and God-fearing. Among the officials
there must also be order, lest anyone out of caprice or ignorance permit evils
contrary to order and so destroy that order. This is guarded against when there
are higher and lower officials in subordination to each other.

Officials over those matters in human society which have to do with heaven,
or ecclesiastical matters, are called priests, and their office is the priesthood….

This tells us, among other things, that priests in the New Church are, or are intended
to be, officials charged with maintaining order in matters having to do with heaven,
called ecclesiastical (i.e., church matters). In short, as priests they are to be governors
of the church, to keep its associations of people in order.

The second part of the statement then goes on to say, in part:

As regards priests, they must teach people the way to heaven and also lead
them. They must teach them in accordance with the doctrine of their church from
the Word and lead them to live according to that doctrine. Priests who teach
truths, and thereby lead to goodness of life and so to the Lord, are good
shepherds of the flock. But those who teach and do not lead to goodness of life
and so to the Lord are evil shepherds. In John 10:7-16 the Lord calls them thieves
and robbers….

Priests are to teach people and lead them through truths to goodness of life.
But still they must compel no one, since no one can be compelled to believe
contrary to what he has thought from his heart to be true. A person who believes
differently from the priest and does not create disturbances must be left in peace.
But a person who creates disturbances must be separated, for this, too, is a matter
of order, for the sake of which the priesthood exists.

This reaffirms that priests in the New Church are, or are intended to be, officials
charged with maintaining order in the church, because the text says that “a person who
creates a disturbance must be separated, for this, too, is a matter of order, for the sake
of which the priesthood exists.” It also tells us that priests are to lead to goodness of life
(i.e., people’s living good lives) by teaching truths in accordance with the doctrine of
their church from the Word. For “goodness can be instilled in another by anyone in the
country, but truth only by those who are ministers teaching it. If others teach it, heresies
arise, and the church becomes disturbed and is torn apart” (AC 6822).

Priests, in sum, are officials charged with maintaining order in the church, and they
are the official teachers of their church’s doctrine. This says nothing about visiting the
sick and lonely, or any other service associated with ministry beyond the teaching of
doctrinal truths. Why not? Because service and ministry are not the peculiar province
of the priesthood, but are incumbent on everyone, ordained or not. Even providing
spiritual care, beyond the official teaching of doctrinal truths, is not the peculiar
province of the priesthood. These are all duties to which everyone is called.

All, in short, may be ministers, with or without ordination; but only properly
ordained clergy may be priests.

Summing Up
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If, then, the church is a unique organization, originating from Divine revelation, and
being, therefore, a creation, not of men, but of God….

If the Heavenly Doctrines as not subject to revision, but are immutable….

If the church is a church according to its understanding of the Word (SS 51, 52) and
of doctrine drawn from the Word (SS 53, 77), which, in the New Church, includes the
Heavenly Doctrines….

If the church is formed in wives by the union of their affections and loves with their
husbands’ insights and judgments, or in the words of the doctrine, by a union of her will
with her husband’s understanding (ML 63, 125), which includes her husband’s
understanding of the Word and doctrine….

If women in general are meant to be lovers of the wisdom and understanding of men
(ML 32, 56:3, 75:7, 91, 159, 180, 187)….

And if the church is to remain true to the Doctrines regarding the sexes in relation
to the church….

Then the inevitable conclusion must be that women ought not to be admitted into
the priesthood of the New Church. Some kind of ministry, such as the Stephen Ministry,
may be appropriate, provided it does not include ordination or clerical standing. But the

  priesthood itself must be reserved for qualified men only—men who, according to the
doctrine, “are skilled in the law, wise, and God-fearing” (AC 10792, NJHD 313), who
are able to “lead to goodness of life (i.e., people’s living good lives) by teaching truths
in accordance with the doctrine of their church from the Word” (AC 10794, NJHD 315).

Non-Doctrinal Arguments to the Contrary

Arguments in favor of ordaining women into the clergy fall into two general classes:
doctrinal arguments and arguments not doctrinal.

Arguments that are not doctrinal are drawn for the most part from the surrounding
culture. They run something like this:

This is the 21st century. Women are no longer second-class citizens. Equality of
opportunity means the opportunity of women to become priests. They have a right to
anything men have a right to. Other churches are ordaining women. Why aren’t we?

Nevertheless, the mission of the church is to transform the world, not to be
transformed by the world. Its allegiance must be to Divine revelation and to doctrines
drawn from Divine revelation. Otherwise, to the degree that it adopts the ideas and
mores of the popular culture in opposition to its doctrines, it gradually ceases to be a

  church in fact and becomes just another secular institution—a kind of social club, which
engages in external services of worship, but which inwardly reserves to self the right to
decide what is good and true. It is to be beguiled by the serpent in the garden of Eden
and to eat of the forbidden tree of the knowledge of good and evil.

Or the argument goes that Swedenborg was a man of his own time, and that his
writings accordingly reflect 18th century views and thinking. Not everything in the
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Doctrines is revealed truth. We have to discern what is still applicable, and what is not.

But the Heavenly Doctrines are not a kind of spiritual cafeteria from which the
church can pick and choose what it likes according its own lights. To pick and choose
what it will accept and what it will not is again to reserve to self the right to decide what
is good and true. It makes self the authority, which is likewise to eat of the forbidden
tree. Individuals may choose this or that emphasis, and apply the doctrines to their lives
as they may, in freedom, in accordance with their own reason. But the church as an
organization cannot. As a teaching body, it can teach only what the Doctrines authorize
it to teach.

But does the church not pick and choose what to believe in the Old and New
Testaments? Actually not. The faith of the New Church is to believe what the Heavenly
Doctrines declare to be true and to understand the rest as explained in the Doctrines.
The Doctrines are not written in the symbolic language of previous scriptures. They are
addressed to the intellect; and though some illustrations are drawn from life in the 18th
century, the doctrines themselves are not. If the church were to believe otherwise, it
would be no longer an embodiment of the Holy City.

Doctrinal Arguments to the Contrary

Doctrinal arguments to the contrary are almost all characterized by lengthy and
tortuous reasoning. It is tedious to try to grapple with them. One reason for this is that
the arguments do not begin with the Doctrines and then lead to a conclusion. Rather
they begin with the thesis that women ought to be admitted into the clergy, and the
Doctrines are then searched for support, no matter how tenuous.

The written arguments are witness to this unfortunate style of approach. But they
also reflect a certain sincerity, which shines in every paragraph, and leaves no doubt that
the goal is the betterment of the church and its growth. Proponents of these arguments
ought not be regarded, therefore, as hostile to the church. Rather they seem to evidence
a deep concern for the church’s welfare and to have given a great deal of thought to the
doctrines. But, that said, we can point to two fundamental and pervasive errors in these
arguments which undo their good intentions.

For one thing, the arguments fail to distinguish between ministry and priesthood.
As we have already noted, service and ministry are not the peculiar province of the
priesthood, but are incumbent on everyone. Ministry does not require ordination. Nor
does it define the priesthood.

A more serious error of the arguments is their failure to distinguish between the
church in people and the organized church. Their focus is on the church in individuals
and in married couples, which is internal. In individuals it is formed, as they say, by a
union of goodness and truth, of charity and faith, of will and intellect. In the case of
married couples who are truly married, the union of the wife’s loves and affections with
her husband’s insights and judgments forms the church in them.

But in such unions the only priest involved is the Lord. No human priest stands in
between. The individual stands before the Lord alone, and the married couple stands
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before the Lord alone. It is an internal worship, without human intervention. There is
no third party analogous to the church’s priesthood, which is a feature of the external,
organized church.

None of these arguments focused on the church as an internal union of goodness
and truth is applicable to the external, organized church. In the external, organized
church the Lord is again the supreme priest, but a human priesthood stands as His

  representatives. Nor is there any union here—not between the Lord and His priests in
their role as governors of the church, nor between the priests and their congregations.

In short, no doctrinal argument for women in the priesthood has been found that
is applicable, at least not as formulated so far. Moreover, wittingly or not, they all end
up dismissing the teaching that in marriage the church is formed in the wife through the
husband.

Does It Matter?

One may argue that admission of women into the priesthood is not a central issue
in the Doctrines, and may therefore be an acceptable accommodation to those who wish
it. After all, the fundamental teachings of the church are to acknowledge the Lord Jesus
Christ as the one God of heaven and earth, and to keep His commandments as found
in His Word.

But in addition to these fundamental teachings, we find a host of others in the
Heavenly Doctrines. Which ones shall we hold to, and which ones shall we adapt and
reinterpret to suit present circumstance?

As we have already noted, to the degree that the church adopts the ideas and mores
of the popular culture in opposition to its doctrines, it gradually ceases to be a church
in fact and becomes just another secular institution. Even a small change in one
generation becomes license for still another change in a later generation. And little by
little, through the generations, the church becomes no longer what it once was, but
something manufactured out of the minds of men. This is how every former church has
foundered and failed: because, like the scribes and Pharisees of the Jewish Church, their
leaders have begun teaching as doctrines the commandments of men (Matthew 15:9).

Yes, it matters. Every departure from the Doctrines matters, no matter how small.
Some departures may be unwitting, and we must hope that later generations will
discover the errors and rectify them. But unwitting departures are not reason to initiate
witting ones.


