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With an Appendix:  

Priestly Leading—a Function of Teaching 

 

Grant H. Odhner (CC 2014) 

 

 The purpose of this paper is to note what I see as some deeper roots to the issue of the roles 

of men and women in the church, and particularly, why the priesthood is an appropriate job for 

men.  

 

 I do not think that a male priesthood is prescribed in the Heavenly Doctrine. It is certainly 

not an essential of salvation. I can envision a church which acknowledges the Writings and 

admits women into the clergy, and leads people to the Lord through the teachings of the Word 

that are essential to salvation. Yet I believe that it is preferable for men, in the public forums of 

the church, to teach the truth and lead by it to the good of life. This has a strong basis in the 

Writings’ teachings, even if these teachings are not referenced in connection with the 

prescriptive teachings about the priesthood. Providentially, the less direct connection between 

the teachings about the nature of the sexes and more essential areas of doctrine provides for a 

fuller freedom in the church. It allows for a broader response within the framework of essentials. 

Yet it also invites people to a more particular (and fuller) application of truth—an application 

that will be different for different individuals and groups of individuals.  

 

 Specifically, I am not saying that only men can represent the Lord (though I think that it is 

preferable in the context of preaching). And I am not saying that women cannot understand truth 

or articulate it well. Rather, I am saying that men who are regenerated in a spiritual manner (as 

opposed to a heavenly manner) need to take initiative in matters of the church in order to enjoy a 

full sense of freedom—a freedom which women have by their very nature, since they are forms 

of will, the faculty of freedom.  

 

Further, I believe that when men take this initiative, the church and the world are better for it. 

Women, the Writings tell us, love to see men choosing to seek wisdom and becoming wise; a 

masculine priesthood helps reinforce this ethic in the church. It is what many good women 

rejoice to see! Further still, I think men (who need to take this initiative in pursuing truth) are 

better led by men in a teaching context. (It is well known that boys heed men and fathers.)   

 

An added benefit to men leading as priests is the fact that in representing the Lord they 

present an image for those in external states (children and the simple) of the Lord Jesus Christ, 

who has presented Himself to us in a male form.  This reinforces the truth that He alone is to be 

approached and worshiped; the oneness of God is profoundly represented to children by a male 

priest. (Again, I appeal to common experience that young children associate the priest with the 

Lord.)  
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Masculine initiative 

 

The Writings indicate that it is appropriate for men to take initiative in a number of areas: in 

proposing marriage (ML 296; also 297), in speaking of love (ML 296), in initiating love-making 

(ML 221), and also in establishing the church in a marriage (ML 125).   

 

These teachings sometimes seem counter-intuitive. Experience teaches that many women are 

strong in judgment and often more capable of making sound decisions than many men. We know 

women who are not easily swayed by their love, and by appearances. And in truth the Writings 

offer us some qualifications of these assertions. However, these statements giving men this 

initiative have deep roots in the nature of the understanding in its relationship to the will, and in 

the role that the understanding plays in our response to God. Let us consider some universal 

principles.  

 

 

The nature of Life 

 

 God is love and wisdom.  These are His life and He shares them with us.  Love and wisdom 

are “distinguishably one” in the Lord (DLW 14, 34).  They flow into our souls as one, though we 

receive them separately in our minds (ISB 8; cf. ML 122, 490.1).  Love is the esse of life, what 

life really is all about. Wisdom is the existere of life—what gives form and expression to love, 

making it appear, “work” and “talk” so to speak.  Both of these are essential; each plays a 

different role in giving us what we call “life.” 

 

 

The nature of our free response to God 

 

 A feeling of freedom comes from the will and its love (AC 3158).  When we are animated by 

love and its enjoyment, we feel free.  When these are absent we labor and feel forced. The 

Writings call the faculty of will the “faculty of freedom” for just this reason.  Freedom comes 

essentially from our will and its love.    

 

 To be sure, the understanding (the faculty of rationality) plays an important role in genuine 

freedom.  The understanding is what makes our will conscious of itself.  If we only had love, 

we’d be like infants, who beat the air with their arms, filled with bliss perhaps, but with little 

awareness of it (cf. AC 1900.2). 

 

 Our understanding is what gives us an unfolding sense of self-life. The Lord inflows with His 

love. But we don’t sense any of this inflowing love, except so far as our understanding develops. 

As we experience things, and gradually acquire knowledge and abstract thought, our various 

loves become more and more conscious.  The data and concepts present in our understanding are 

like accumulated metal filings on a piece of paper that enable an invisible magnetic field to be 

seen.   
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 So it’s by means of our understanding that we respond to our Creator. Our understanding (so 

far as it grasps truth) gradually brings Him to our awareness, and at the same time brings our 

own loves to our awareness.  Our response actually stems from our loves, from the loves that we 

receive and have chosen to affirm; but our sense of this response appears to us in our under-

standing.   

 

 This universal teaching is found in various forms throughout the Writings: the Lord inflows 

with love or good, and human beings respond by means of truth.  (See DP 28f, 44; AE 1179:2; 

AR 380; ML 122; AC 9961:3; HH 371; etc.) 

 

 

The role of our understanding in regeneration 

 

 In regeneration understanding/truth appears to take the lead for two related reasons:  

 

 1.  We recognize our good loves only in the light of truth 

 

 We can’t choose good freely until we recognize it. As we acquire truth it brings good to light 

for us. And as we choose it, the Lord makes us new. So the way it appears to us is that, as we 

come into truth, we discover good. 

 

 2.  Our freedom appears to lie in taking initiatives with our understanding 

 

 When we first become aware of what’s good (through the truth), we don’t normally love that 

good in a consistent and enduring way. We do experience a sense of delight in seeing what’s 

true, but in order to make that insight a part of our life, we find that in many states we need to 

compel ourselves to heed it. That’s because when we come into states of affection that are 

contrary to that truth, we lose our sense of delight in it. The one affection blocks the other. 

 

In these contrary states our understanding has the wonderful ability to be raised above our 

feelings (our will). We can stand apart from our active feelings, search out other feelings that we 

have experienced and valued, and other truths that we have seen and valued. In this way we can 

make decisions and choices—often without any sense of compulsion; and sometimes with a 

sense of self-imposed compulsion. When we let our understanding lead us in this way, feelings 

can’t push us around. This gives us genuine freedom. 

 

 We don’t always remain in this state.  Eventually, we can be led to a clear love for what is 

good, and then our affections take a stronger lead. We let them guide us in seeing what’s true and 

in living a good life.   

 

 So, there’s an interplay between good and truth, will and understanding, in regeneration. 

Good is actually born first, like Esau; but the truth takes the lead early on, like Jacob.  In the end, 
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when it can freely acknowledge that good is the master, truth comes back and reconciles itself to 

good. Then Good takes the lead (Esau becomes Jacob’s lord – AC 3603). 

 

 

The initiative belongs to love, only apparently to wisdom 

 

 As important as it is for the understanding (truth) to take the lead in regeneration, the reality 

is that the will (good) is the driving force.   

 

    There is action and reaction in all things that are conjoined. The agent is good, and the 

reagent is truth.  But truth never reacts from itself, but from good; consequently insofar as 

truth receives good, so far it reacts; and insofar as it reacts, so far is it conjoined with good.  

                   (AC 10729:2)1 
 

    As regards the conjunction of good with truths, and the reciprocal conjunction of truths 

with good, be it known that when good flows into truths and conjoins them with itself, it 

pours into them good from its own, and by means of its own good attaches them to itself; 

from this comes the conjunction.  And since truths receive life in this way, it afterwards 

appears as if they act from themselves, when they act reciprocally or react.  Nevertheless, 

truths do not act from themselves, but from good, which flows into the good derived from 

itself which it has attached to the truths. (AC 5928) 

 

 

The Lord’s image and likeness in men and women 

 

 The Lord gives every human being love and wisdom, will and understanding. To have both is 

to have life. But, for our greater blessing, in the beginning the Lord created human beings male 

and female. He made the male a form of wisdom and the female a form of love.  

 

 It appears that men and women both have love and wisdom on their own, and that they do 

not need each other in order to enjoy the various feelings and thoughts that they enjoy. The truth 

is that men cannot enjoy feelings of love (for joining truth with good) apart from the existence of 

women. And although it is not said so directly, I assume the converse is true of women: they 

cannot enjoy higher rational thought apart from men (cf. ML 165, 168).   

 

 I don’t believe that this is something we can challenge from our experience.  Just as we can 

never experience what it’s like not to feel life as our own, so we can never know what it is like to 

be without the influence of the opposite sex.  

 

 We’re eager nowadays to stress the teaching of Heaven and Hell no. 369, that men and 

women both enjoy will and understanding, and that with each gender one faculty 

“predominates.”  But note well, in heaven—that is, on the level of our internal person—“there is 

                                                      
1 emphasis (other than italicized headings) in this and other quotations added by GHO. 
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no predominance.”  The wife’s will is the husband’s, and the husband’s understanding is the 

wife’s (ibid.).  Obviously this does not mean that men and women lose their separate wills, but it 

does suggest that the roles become more distinct at a higher level, not less.2  

 

 

Women are loves, men are receptions 

 

Hence we read of “men” and “women” (not just “husband” and “wife”):  

 

    (4) A desire to unite her husband to her is constant and continual in a wife, but inconstant 

and intermittent in a husband.  The reason is that love cannot help but love and unite itself in 

order to be loved in return, this being the very essence and life of love. And women are born 

forms of love, while men—with whom they unite themselves in order to be loved in return—

are receivers. Moreover, love is continually operative. It is like heat, flames and fire, which 

die if they are prevented from operating.  … On the other hand, a husband does not have the 

same desire with respect to his wife, and that is because a man is not a form of love but only 

a form receptive of love.   (ML 160) 
 

    (5) A wife inspires the union in her husband according to her love, and a husband receives 

it according to his wisdom.  … We say that it is wives who inspire or insinuate the love in 

their husbands, because not a particle of married love, not even of love for the opposite sex, 

is seated in men, but only in wives and women. The fact of this was vividly shown me in the 

spiritual world. [An experience is recounted here in which women’s influence is removed 

from men in the spiritual world, and the men lose all motivation in matters of love.] ... 

    I have presented this experience here in order that it may be known that wives are forms of 

love, and husbands its receivers. Husbands are receivers of it according to the wisdom in 

them, especially the wisdom which results from religion, which is that they are to love only 

their wives.  (ML 161) 

 

 

Reciprocal conjunction in marriage 

 

 What was said of the role of good in regeneration is true of the role of the wife’s love in 

marriage. 

 

    The union of love and wisdom is reciprocal: love unites itself to wisdom, and wisdom 

reunites itself to love; consequently love acts and wisdom reacts, and through this 

reciprocation every effect exists. ...  The same union is meant by the union of man and wife, 

in Mark: “The two shall be one flesh, so that they are no more two but one flesh” (10.8). For 

man was born to be understanding and so wisdom, and woman to be will and so the affection 

which is of love.   (D.Wis 3.3) 

 

                                                      
2  The heavenly husband is the lungs and wife the heart (ML 75) 
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    Married love descends from [the marriage of good and truth]. From this it can be seen, as 

though in a mirror, that a wife joins her husband to her as good joins truth to it; also that a 

husband joins himself to his wife in return according to his reception of her love in him, as 

truth joins itself to good in return, according to its reception of good in it. Thus it can be seen 

that a wife's love takes form through the wisdom of her husband, as good takes form through 

truth; for truth is what gives form to good.   (ML 198) 

 

 Note, the wife relates to her husband in the same way that good relates to truth. Good is 

somewhat of a “silent partner.” It is the force that binds truth to itself, but that force appears to 

come into play only so far as truth acts. Truth must act as though from itself, even though it is 

really re-acting.3  

 

 

Men are not conscious of the fact that married love comes from their wives  

 

 Most men (and probably most women) are not generally aware of the fact that marriage love 

comes from women. Swedenborg once heard some women in the spiritual world (presumably not 

yet angels) taunting some men with the following words:  

 

    To you men, it seems as though you love your wives. You do not see that it is you who are 

loved by your wives and that you then return their love. [(Angel husbands confirm the 

women’s words.)] (ML 331:3) 

 

 In the following passage Swedenborg is talking with some angel wives about the wisdom of 

husbands that brings delight to wives. From this it seems clear that angel husbands too, though 

they recognize that their wives are forms of love and not they, still tend to think of their 

initiatives as the beginning of marriage love. They see their wisdom as “producing” marriage 

love. The wives say: 

 

    “[W]e know what sort of wisdom in [our husbands] finds delight in us. Our husbands call 

this wisdom a spiritual-rational wisdom and a spiritual-moral one. …[T]hey maintain that the 

pleasant delights of this wisdom are transposed from their minds into delights in our hearts, 

and from our hearts back to their hearts, so that these return to the wisdom from which they 

originated.” 

    …  Our husbands call these two [spiritual-rational and spiritual-moral wisdom] the 

wisdom which in general works to produce true married love.  We have also heard from them 

the reason, namely, that this wisdom opens the inner faculties of their mind and thus of their 

body, providing free passage from the firsts to the last of these for the stream of love, on 

whose flow, sufficiency and strength married love depends for its existence and life.  

 (ML 293.3-4) 

 

                                                      
3 Compare AC 5928 on page 3. 
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The wives go on to express the deeper truth: 
 

    “All conjunction by love requires action, reception, and reaction.  The state of our love and 

its delights is the agent or that which acts. The state of our husbands’ wisdom is the recipient 

or that which receives. And this same wisdom is also the reagent or that which reacts in 

accordance with their reception. This reaction is then perceived by us with feelings of delight 

in our hearts according to our state and the measure in which it is continually open and ready 

to receive those elements which in some way are connected with and so emanate from virtue 

in our husbands, thus which in some way are connected with and so emanate from the final 

state of love in us.”   (ML 293.5) 

 

 In his visit to a heavenly community of the Ancient Church, Swedenborg saw all this 

presented in a pictorial way. On the wall of a couple’s home there was a rainbow with three basic 

colors. A crimson band was on one edge, a white band was on the other edge, a hyacinthine band 

in the middle. But the crimson was passing through the hyacinthine into the white, tingeing the 

white with a dark blue (purple?). The white had in turn flowed back through the hyacinthine into 

the crimson, brightening it and “raising it to a flamy beam.” Here is the husband’s explanation: 

 

    The crimson stands for the wife’s married love, the white the husband’s intelligence. The 

hyacinthine stands for the beginning of married love in the husband’s perception, which 

stems from the wife, and the dark blue tingeing the white stands for the married love which is 

then in the husband. The flowing back of this color through the hyacinthine into the crimson 

and the raising of the latter to a ‘flamy beam’ so to speak, stands for the husband’s married 

love flowing back to the wife. (ML 76:6-7) 

 

 Men’s wisdom does not really “produce” married love, but it really appears to! The wife is 

not fully aware of her love, nor is she in the delight of her love, until her husband has the wisdom 

to receive it and respond to her.  His response raises her love to a “flamy beam.”  A woman feels 

the delights of her warmth in the light of a man (ML 188). 

 

 

The role of men in the human response to the Lord 

 

 The Writings clearly give men, as forms of truth, a special role in the human response to the 

Lord.  Bear with me through the following set of passages. 

 

    (5) From the marriage of good and truth that emanates and flows in from the Lord, a 

human being acquires truth, to which the Lord joins good, and in this way the church is 

formed in the person by the Lord. A human being acquires truth from the good and truth that 

emanate as one from the Lord, because he receives it and assimilates it into himself as if it 

were his own; for he thinks of truth as though it originated with him, and he speaks from 

truth in the same way. This comes about because truth is seen in the light of the 

understanding and is therefore visible to him; and he does not know the origin of whatever he 
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sees inside himself or in his mind, since he does not see it flowing in like the phenomena that 

strike the vision of the eye. Consequently he supposes that truth exists in him. 

    This appearance has been granted to people by the Lord in order that they may be human 

beings and have the means of reciprocating necessary for conjunction. 

    In addition, a human being is born with a faculty for knowing, understanding and 

becoming wise, and this faculty receives truths, by which he gains knowledge, intelligence 

and wisdom. And since the female was created through the truth of the male and is formed 

into a love of it more and more after marriage, it follows that she also receives her husband's 

truth into herself and joins it to her good. (ML 122) 

 

The next passage elucidates this a bit: 

 

    The Lord attaches and joins good to the truths a person acquires, because a person cannot 

take goodness as though it originated with him, since it is invisible to his sight. The reason is 

that goodness is a matter of warmth rather than light, and warmth is not seen but felt. 

Consequently, when a person sees truth in his thinking, he rarely reflects on the good that 

flows into it from the love in his will and gives it life. (ML 123) 

 

    In this way the church is formed in the person by the Lord, because he is then in 

conjunction with the Lord, being in a state of good from the Lord and in a state of truth 

apparently originating with himself. (ML 124) 

 

 The passages above mostly use the word homo—which usually refers to a “human being,” a 

“person,” without respect to gender. And clearly the reality spoken of here holds for all people in 

general, men and women: we respond to the Lord consciously by means of the truth. But 

Married Love 122 and 123 are also talking about men’s and women’s contributions in receiving 

and responding to the Lord. After the initial assertion, 122 goes on to say: “since the female was 

‘created’4 by means of the truth of the male..., it follows that she also receives her husband’s 

truth into herself and joins it with her good.”  123 goes on to say: “Nor does the wife reflect upon 

the good with herself, but upon the inclination of her husband towards her, which is according to 

the ascent of his understanding to wisdom. The good which is with her from the Lord, she 

applies without the husband knowing anything of the application.” This is in line with what was 

said earlier, in the section heading: “From the marriage of good and truth that emanates and 

flows in from the Lord, a human being acquires truth [via the masculine gender], to which the 

Lord joins good [via the feminine gender], and in this way the church is formed in a human 

being by the Lord.” The following passage in the series, 125, confirms this by noting that “the 

church is first implanted in the man, and through the man with his wife,” since “man receives its 

truth in his understanding.”   

 

 It seems clear that the Writings are pointing to a special role for men in receiving the truth—

that truth which enables the good of the church to be seen, felt, expressed, and so applied. The 

                                                      
4  Referring to Woman’s creation from Adam’s rib in the Genesis story. 
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good that women receive becomes “of the church” when men “bring truth to light,” make it 

conscious. It is true that both men and women participate in both of these processes “as if of 

themselves.” Both seek truth and experience the good that the Lord adjoins. The deeper reality is 

that neither sex can do both of these without the role of the other.  

 

At the same time there are evidently reasons why men need to actively take a stronger role in 

seeking the truth that establishes the church. As Married Love 122 suggests, human freedom in 

responding to the Lord lies especially in engaging in the truth “as though from self.” Since men 

are born forms of understanding/reason, and not forms of will/freedom, this engagement is 

especially important to their sense of freedom.  

 

 

Wives have a role in moderating husbands’ freedom 

 

In another one of Swedenborg’s visits to heaven he speaks with angel wives again about 

wisdom. They chide men for “vaunting themselves” over women on account of their wisdom. 

They go on to speak of their intimate role in enabling men to receive wisdom. 

 

    “You [men] know nothing at all about the inclinations and affections of your love, and this 

despite the fact that it is because of them and in accordance with them that your intellect 

thinks, consequently that it is because of them and in accordance with them that you have 

your wisdom. Yet wives know these things in their husbands so well that they see them in 

their husbands’ faces and hear them in the intonations of the speech of their mouth—indeed 

so well that they feel them with the touch of their hands on their husbands’ breasts, arms and 

cheeks. But from a zealous love for your happiness and at the same time our own, we pretend 

as if we do not know these things, while at the same time moderating them so discreetly that 

whatever our husbands’ wish, pleasure or will, we accede to it by allowing and enduring it, 

and only redirecting it when possible, but never compelling.” 

    “How is it that you have this wisdom?” I asked. 

    They replied, “It is implanted in us from creation and so from birth. Our husbands liken it 

to an instinct, but we say it comes of Divine providence, in order that men may be made 

happy through their wives. Our husbands have told us that it is the Lord’s will that the 

masculine sex act in freedom in accord with reason; and since a man’s freedom involves his 

inclinations and affections, therefore the Lord Himself moderates his freedom from within, 

and through his wife from without, and so forms the man and his wife together into an angel 

of heaven. Besides, if love is compelled, its fundamental nature changes and it becomes no 

longer the same love. 

    “But we will explain it more frankly. We are moved to this—that is, to a discreet 

moderation of the inclinations and affections of our husbands, so discreet that it seems to 

them that they act in freedom in accord with their own reason—because we feel delight from 

their love, and we love nothing more than for them to feel delight from our feelings of 

delight. But if these feelings become matters of indifference in them, they also begin to fade 

in us.” (ML 208) 
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 Note what is implied in this passage about the male’s sense of freedom. Recall that freedom 

belongs to love. When acting from our love, we feel free. We don’t feel free when we act merely 

from our understanding (without the motivation or consent of some love). And we don’t feel free 

when we act from someone else’s love without our full consent or a sense of personal ownership.  

 

 Men, with whom understanding predominates, need to take initiative, and to be empowered 

to take initiative, to seek truth and on that basis receive love. Swedenborg notes: “I have heard 

from angels that a wife becomes more and more a wife as her husband becomes more and more a 

husband; however, not so much the reverse. The reason, they said, is that a chaste wife rarely if 

ever fails to love her husband, but what fails is her being loved by her husband in return. They 

also said that this failure is attributable to a lack of elevation in his wisdom, which alone receives 

the love of a wife” (ML 200). Men should take this initiative. This can be encouraged by women 

who are sensitive to men’s need to be in freedom. But if these efforts fail, wisdom cannot be 

forced. “In proportion as [husbands] receive [their wives’ love], the wives enter in with their 

love, but in proportion as they do not receive, the wives with their love stand without and wait” 

(ML 216a). Women can step in and take the lead in things of the church, but this is “not 

according to order” (cf. ML 125).    

 

 

Does all this apply to regenerate men and women? 

 

Unregenerate men are certainly touchy when they feel pushed by women (whether or not 

women are actually pushing them!). Married Love 221 says, “Determinations to intercourse are 

at the good pleasure of the husband (heading).” And it notes: “that is why wives, from the 

wisdom innate in them, never admonish their husbands in regard to these matters.”  Angel wives 

observe that men tend to become cold “when urged by their wives in respect to love” (ML 208).  

“Declaration by the wife of her love and discourse by her about it” is listed as a source of cold in 

some husbands (though it is more a symptom than a source, really) (ML 258). However, the 

passage qualifies this:  

 

    Among angels in heaven one… does find discourse by wives about love and not the same 

silence that one finds in some cases on earth.  I am not permitted to present the reasons for 

these differences, however, because it would not be appropriate for me to do so.  

Nevertheless, they may be seen from the testimony of the wives of angels who freely confide 

these reasons to their husbands—testimony presented in four of the narrative accounts 

following the chapters, by the three wives in the hall on which I saw what seemed to be 

golden rain (nos. 155[r] and 208) and by the seven who were sitting in a rose garden (nos. 

293 and 294).  (ML 258) 

 

 The ability of good women to be open with their husbands in matters of love, according to 

the Writings, has much to do with the state of husbands. There are things that angel wives told 
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Swedenborg that women do not disclose “to any husband unless he is in true married love” (ML 

156e). 

 

 The fact remains that while we are on this earth we are in the process of becoming 

regenerate. We are not angels yet—or rather (perhaps), we can’t count on society being angelic 

yet. The counsel of the book Married Love seems to be that we should grant men initiative in 

matters of love and matters of the church. And statements such as the following seem to be made 

in recognition of facts of earthly life: 

 

    (9) Wives keep [the special] perception [of the states of their husbands] in them hidden 

and conceal it from their husbands for reasons that are necessary in building married love, 

friendship and trust, so that they may have bliss in living together and happiness of life.  The 

hiding and concealing by wives of their perception of their husbands’ affections is called 

necessary, because if their perceptions became known, they would alienate their husbands 

from bed, bedroom, and home. This is because most men have in them a deep-seated 

coldness to marriage, for many reasons, which will be disclosed in the chapter on the reasons 

for states of coldness, separations and divorces between married partners. If wives were to 

divulge what they know of their husbands’ affections and feelings, this coldness would break 

out of its hiding places and chill first the inner recesses of the mind, then the heart, and 

afterwards the outmost organs of love which are dedicated to reproduction. And if these 

should become cold, married love would be banished to such a degree that there would 

remain no hope of friendship, trust, or bliss in living together and thus no hope for happiness 

of life. Yet wives are continually sustained by this hope. To reveal that they know the 

affections and feelings of love in their husbands carries with it a declaration and 

announcement of their own love; and it is well known that to the extent wives open their 

mouths about this, to the same extent their husbands grow cold and desire separation. 

    This makes plain the truth of the premise, that wives keep their perception in them hidden 

and conceal it from their husbands for reasons that are necessary.   (ML 167) 

 

 Here too it is speaking of unregenerate men who are in a state of “cold,” or, we could say, 

men who are in the process of being regenerated when they are under the influence of their 

unregenerate self. The ideal is that men will become wise and thus willingly receive their wives’ 

love and be guided by it. The wisdom men receive (through exercising their understanding) is a 

testament to their having acted in freedom. And when this freedom is there, men are able to fully 

accept their wives’ expressions of love and insights, without “shutting down.”   

 

 Here is another passage that suggests that there is a natural reality that the church must 

acknowledge: 

 

    [People] who are in spiritual perception love women who are affected with truths, but do 

not love women who are in knowledges. For it is according to Divine order that men should 

be in knowledges, but women solely in affections; and thus that women should not love 

themselves from knowledges, but should love men. From this comes marriage [love] 
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(conjugiale). From this also it is that it was said by the ancients that women should be silent 

in the church. (AC 8994.4) 

 

This would be taken as an extreme statement in today’s climate. Women in the western world are 

educated and encouraged to gain knowledge of all kinds (including religious); we do not expect 

them to be “solely in affections,” and do not have a policy of women being silent in the church.  

 

At the same time, if you asked men what they love in women and look to them for, I would 

guess that most men would say: “I look to women as amazing sources of love and caring—caring 

for good things: love for other people, for marriage, for children, for the church, for the truth that 

works in life.” It is this love that good men recognize that they lack and so need! Few men today, 

I think, would say that they begrudge what women know. Indeed, they would respect knowledge 

(especially in the workplace).  Yet it is not women’s knowledge that they love and value them 

for.    

 

 The passage above says “it is according to Divine order that men should be in knowledges, 

but women solely in affections.” Illustrating the challenging nature of the subject before us, the 

passage goes on:  

 

    But be it known that the case is so with those who are of the Lord's spiritual kingdom; but 

the other way about with those who are of His heavenly (i.e. celestial) kingdom. In the latter 

kingdom husbands are in affection, but wives in the knowledges of good and truth. From this 

comes marriage [love] (conjugiale) with these.  (AC 8994.4) 

 

This is often taken as reflecting a reversal in roles. But that does not follow. The 

“knowledges of good and truth” in which heavenly women are engaged, are knowledges that 

they have absorbed through loving their husbands’ wisdom. Heavenly husbands love this “fund 

of knowing” because it represents their joint wisdom of life which the couple shares. Their wives 

have cherished and stored up this knowledge, because they love those truths that they have 

received through their husbands. The husband loves and welcomes his wife’s articulation of that 

wisdom—as I think all men do when in a good state. Note: the heavenly husband still functions 

as the “lungs” and his wife as his “heart” (ML 75). There is no reversal of roles.  

 

 

Concluding thoughts 

 

Is the New Church to be a spiritual church or a heavenly church?  Are we to act as 

unregenerate men or as regenerate men?  Obviously the Lord asks us to aspire to the latter. And 

how do we get there as a society? What is the proper order?    

 

Given the qualifications to masculine initiative made in the Writings, it is clear that men need 

to work to acknowledge the inner role of women, which is behind everything that men do 

(behind everything that is worthwhile)—just as we must come to acknowledge the priority and 
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leading of good in regeneration. The teachings pose a challenge to men to adopt a more regener-

ate attitude, a more heavenly attitude, one that allows women to express their love and 

knowledge/insight more openly.  

 

 However, at this point in time I am not seeing us as even close to being a heavenly church. 

And we certainly can’t be a heavenly church unless we become a sound spiritual one first. It 

seems to me that men need to be encouraged to take initiative, especially in matters of the 

church. I think men’s deepest sense of freedom rests in taking this initiative, helped and 

moderated by women. And I am certain that a wife and family are most deeply blessed when a 

man does so. This leads me to think that the church too will find its greatest blessing in 

encouraging men to take this initiative. And one clear area where this applies is in serving in the 

priesthood.5  * * * 

 

                                                      
5 Please see the Appendix on the nature of the priesthood. 



 Masculine Initiative in the Things of the Church  -  14 

Appendix 
 

Priestly Leading—a Function of Teaching 
 

 

 I am appending this treatment to my paper, “Masculine Initiative in the Things of the 

Church,” because I think that if the priesthood is not essentially about teaching the truth, then we 

have no business precluding women from it. If the use of the priesthood is ministering to 

people’s psychological/emotional needs through counseling, or helping them in crises—in ways 

other than helping them see what the Lord teaches in His Word—I think we cannot convincingly 

maintain that the use is for men.  

 

In short, what I am saying here is that “leading to the good of life” is not ministering in the 

above senses. After all, “good can be insinuated into another by any one in [his] country, but not 

truth, except by those who are teaching ministers” (AC 6822). The Writings everywhere make 

the priesthood about teaching the Word; and the leading priests do is done by means of teaching.  
 

 

A priests’ job is to teach truth and lead by it to the Lord and good of life 

 

 This is a very persistent and clear statement about the use of the priesthood.6  “Leading to the 

good of life” is not always defined or qualified. But when it is, the qualification is that the 

leading is “by means of [teaching] truth.” Some passages: 

 

With respect to the priests, they ought to teach people the way to heaven, and also to lead 

them.  They ought to teach them according to the doctrine of their church from the Word, and 

to lead them to live according to it.  Priests who teach truths, and lead by them to the good of 

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

to the good of life, and so to the Lord, are evil shepherds.  (HD 315 = AC 10794) 

 

Priests ought to teach people, and to lead them by truths to the good of life, but still they 

ought to compel no one...   (HD 318 = AC 10798) 

 

That good loves truth may be illustrated by comparison with a priest, a soldier, a trader, and 

an artificer.  With a priest: If he is in the good of the priesthood, which is to care for 

(prospicere) the salvation of souls, to teach the way to heaven, and to lead those whom he 

teaches, then in proportion as he is in this good (thus from his love and its desire) he acquires 

the truths which he may teach, and by means of which he may lead.  (Life 39) 

 

 (I.) Charity in the Priest.  If he looks to the Lord and shuns evils as sins, and sincerely, 

justly, and faithfully performs the work of the ministry enjoined upon him, he does the good 

                                                      
6 Key passages: AC 8121, 10794 (= HD 315), 10798 (= HD 318); Life 39; TCR 422, 666.2; Charity 160; AE 

329.25; cf. AE 624.18, 750.12.  
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of use continually, and becomes charity in form. And he does the good of use or the work of 

the ministry sincerely, justly, and faithfully, when he is affected with a desire for the 

salvation of souls. And in proportion as he is so affected, he is affected by truths, because by 

means of them he leads souls to heaven; and he leads souls to heaven by means of truths 

when he leads them to the Lord.  It is, then, his love diligently to teach truths from the Word; 

because when he teaches them from the Word he teaches them from the Lord.  (Charity 160) 

 

…Charity itself is acting justly and faithfully in the office, business, and employment in 

which a man is engaged, because all that such a man does is of use to society, and use is 

good; and good in a sense abstracted from person is the neighbor. (That not a single man 

only, but also a lesser community, and even a man's country, is the neighbor, has been shown 

above.)  Take, for example, … the priest who teaches truth from the Word, and thereby leads 

to good of life, and so to heaven, because he consults the good of the souls of those of his 

church, is eminently in the exercise of charity.  (TCR 422) 

 

And Jehovah said to Moses. That this signifies aid, is evident from the signification of 

“saying,” as involving the things which follow, here that truths should be given, of the lack 

of which they so grievously complained, which truths are signified by “water from Horeb.” 

Therefore “saying” here involves aid.  

Pass on before the people. That this signifies that he should lead and teach them, is evident 

from the signification of “passing on before,” as being to lead, thus also to teach, for he who 

teaches, leads in a spiritual way; and from the representation of the sons of Israel, who are 

here “the people,” as being those who are of the spiritual church (of which frequently).  (AC 

8576-8577) 

 

People often associate a Pastor/Shepherd with the “good/loving” side of ministering. While this 

is true, it’s important to see that the Writings link this with teaching truth. 

 

And the men are shepherds of the flock. That this signifies that they lead to good, is evident 

from the signification of “shepherds of the flock,” as being those who lead to good (see n. 

343, 3795, 5201). For he is a “shepherd” who teaches and leads, and that is the “flock” which 

is taught and led. But in the internal sense are meant truths which lead to good, for by the 

sons of Israel, who here are the “men, shepherds of the flock,” are represented spiritual truths 

(n. 6040). Moreover with those who teach it is truths that lead. That truths which are of faith 

lead to good which is of charity, was shown above.  (AC 6044)  

 

[T]he Lord is called “shepherd” [in Ezek. 37:24], because He will feed them with Divine 

truth, and thereby lead to the good of love, and thus to Himself; and because from this there 

is conjunction it is said, “I will make with them a covenant of peace, a covenant of eternity.”   

(AE 701.19) 

 

"[S]hepherds" [in Jer. 3:15, 16] mean those who teach good and lead to it by means of truths. 

(AE 700.35) 
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"Shepherds" in the Word signify those who teach the good of life and lead to it, which is 

done by means of truths. But here "shepherds" mean those who do not teach the good of life, 

still less lead to it, because they are in falsities.   (AE 419.17) 

 

 

Priestly enlightenment 

 

Note also that the work of the Holy Spirit with the clergy is especially in bringing about 

enlightenment to teach, not to do other kinds of ministering.  

 

(3) The Divine Energy and Operation, which are meant by the “sending of the Holy Spirit” 

are, with the clergy especially, enlightenment and instruction. TCR 146 (also 155) 

 

7.  The clergyman, because he is to teach doctrine from the Word concerning the Lord, and 

concerning redemption and salvation from Him, is to be inaugurated by the promise of the 

Holy Spirit, and by the representation of its transfer; but it is received by the clergyman 

according to the faith of his life.  

8.  The Divine, which is meant by the Holy Spirit, proceeds from the Lord by means of the 

Clergy to the laity by preaching, according to the reception of the doctrine of truth thence. 

9.  And by the sacrament of the Holy Supper,7 according to repentance before it.  (Can 36) 

 

  

Other teachings about the priesthood 

 

The only other set of teachings that seems to argue for a broader role for the priest than teaching 

is that connected with “administering.”   

 

As priests are appointed to administer those things which relate to the Divine law and 

worship, so kings and magistrates are appointed to administer those things which relate to 

civil law and judgment.  (HD 319 = AC 10799) 

 

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

administer.   (HD 317 = AC 10796-10797) 

 

(12) The marriage should be solemnized by a priest.  …  

    Now, because the ordained clergy on earth administers matters which reflect the 

priesthood lodged in the Lord, that is, which reflect His love, thus also matters which require 

His blessing, it follows that marriages ought to be solemnized by His ministers.  And because 

                                                      
77 Though the text is subject to interpretation here, I think the thread is: “The Divine, which is meant by the Holy 

Spirit, proceeds from the Lord [a] by means of the clergy… by preaching…. And [b] by the sacrament….”   I do not 

think it is saying that the priesthood is necessary for the transfer of the Holy Spirit through the sacrament. 



 Masculine Initiative in the Things of the Church  -  17 

His ministers are also then the chief witnesses, a couple's consent to the covenant ought to be 

heard, approved, ratified and thus firmly established by them as well.    (ML 308) 

 

Admittedly, “administering” could be used to justify just about any involvement in the organized 

church. The HD-AC treatment on government suggests only a few things about the priesthood: 

 that there should be higher and lower governors and subordination among them 

 that priests should teach truth and lead by it to good of life, to the Lord 

 that priests should teach from the doctrine of their church 

 that priests have no power over people’s souls 

 that priests should have no dignity and honor other than for administering holy things 

 that priests should not compel people in their teaching 

 that priests should leave people in peace with their beliefs, provided they do not disturb 

the church 

 that priests ought to separate disturbers 

 

Most of these things relate to the use of teaching. “Divine Law” suggests the Word to me. So I 

think “administering” should not range far from the use of teaching in the church.  And neither 

should leading in public worship range too far from the use of teaching. The Writings 

persistently associate worship with preaching and instruction, rather than with other aspects of 

worship such as praise, singing, etc.8  

 

“Administering matters which reflect the priesthood lodged in the Lord, that is, which reflect His 

love, thus also matters which require His blessing” and also serving as a “chief witnesses” to a 

couple's consent to the marriage covenant, and “hearing,” “approving,” and “ratifying,” could 

also be stretched to mean many different things. The immediate context of ML 308 is officiating 

at a wedding—a (external) ceremony/service of worship (which is nevertheless “essential” – ML 

306).  

 

I would simply note that very little is actually said about priestly uses other than teaching the 

truth and leading by it to the good of life. If the use is best done by men, the work should be seen 

as essentially a function of “truth from good”—the understanding responding to the Word’s truth 

from the good that flows in from the Lord—good that flows in directly, but also through the 

sphere of women (and ideally through the priest’s wife).  

 

* * * * * 

 

 

 

                                                      
8  I’m not saying that other aspects of worship are not important, simply that the Writings seem to have a strong 

emphasis on instruction. Cf. AC 10360.8; TCR 301; AE 54, 537.6, 965.4; HH 221-225; AC 1618, 7038; TCR 660.2.  


