WEEK IV: THE DOCTRINE OF LIVING I-FAITH

Swedenborg’s view of spiritual life is divided into three ideas: faith, charity, and use.  In ordinary language this might be called truth, or knowledge, love, and good deeds.  These three ideas all take place at the same time in our life.  That is, we act on good feelings by means of our know-how.  For instance, a parent raises his or her children according to the principles of right and wrong that they know.  Though everything a parent does for their children is motivated by love, sometimes know-how leads parents to discipline their children by, perhaps, grounding them for a week-end.  This may not look like love, but the goal is to lead the child into good behaviors and choices.  And, on the other side, when it comes to Christmas gifts, for instance, know-how tells a parent what things their child particularly likes, and they give accordingly.  So good actions require a loving disposition and know-how to implement good will.  The good actions are called “uses,” the loving feelings are called “charity, and the know-how is called “faith.” 


These three, faith, charity, and use are discussed as separate topics.  But in our life, they all act at the same time.  Swedenborg begins his discussion with faith.  And, typically, his understanding of faith has nothing in common with that of traditional Christianity.

TRADITIONAL CHRISTIANITY:


For traditional Christianity, faith means believing that Jesus died for our sins.  There are other words that go along with the word faith.  Those words are: atonement, and justification.  The belief that Jesus died for our sins requires a strong separation between Jesus and God.  In order for the faith of traditional Christianity to work, Jesus and God pretty much need to be two separate persons.


Traditional Christians believe that God became angry with the human race for all our sins.  So God sent His Son into the world to take our sins on Himself.  Jesus’ death on the cross is considered a sacrifice of atonement.  In ancient Israelite society, you could sacrifice an animal at the temple and the sacrifice would take your sins away.  Your sins were transferred to the animal, and when the animal was slaughtered your sins died with the animal—so to speak.  Jesus’ crucifixion is seen in this light.  The sins of the whole human race were transferred to Jesus.  When Jesus was crucified, our sins were taken away.  But this only happens if you believe that it happened.  Jesus takes your sins away if you believe that He did.  Believing that Jesus took our sins away on the cross is called “faith.”  And it is this belief that saves a person.  When it is articulated strongly, as I once read in a tract someone gave me, all our sins—past, present, and future are taken away by Jesus.  No good deeds of our own save us.  Only faith that Jesus died for our sins.  After Jesus’ innocent death on the cross, God became “reconciled” with humans.  Jesus is like a go-between, between humans and God.  Jesus calms God down and makes God OK with the human race.  Acting as a go-between, between God and humanity is called “intercession.”  Jesus intercedes, that is, pleads our case before God and makes God OK with us.

For those who do not accept Jesus as their personal savior, Jesus does not take away their sins.  So everyone who hasn’t heard of Jesus, and everyone who doesn’t believe Jesus died for their sins are damned to hell.  This is why so many Christians are active missionaries.  They believe that people who don’t know Jesus will go to hell.  So they try to get the word out to as many people as they can so that they have a chance on being saved.  This is also the reason why many traditional Christians believe that Hindus, Buddhists, Jews, and Moslems are damned.  They do not accept Jesus as their savior.  They really believe this.  I once applied for an intern position with a Lutheran minister.  He seemed like a nice guy and dedicated.  In fact, he did some internet research about Swedenborg before we met.  He printed up some pages and highlighted some lines.  One line he highlighted read, “As the God-Man who lives with us, He is present to save all people, everywhere, whose lives affirm the best they know.”  The minister pointed to that line and exclaimed, “I can’t believe that!”  For this Lutheran minister, only Jesus saves.

There is some Biblical support for this understanding of faith—mostly from Paul’s Letters.  Galatians 2:15-16 reads as follows:

We ourselves are Jews by birth and not Gentile sinners; yet we know that a person is justified not by the works of the law but through faith in Jesus Christ. And we have come to believe in Christ Jesus, so that we might be justified by faith in Christ, and not by doing the works of the law, because no one will be justified by the works of the law.
There is a lot of room for asking just what Paul means by “works of the law.”  But most Protestants interpret this to mean all works—that is, all good deeds.  They support this interpretation with Isaiah 64:6:

We have all become like one who is unclean,
    and all our righteous deeds are like a filthy cloth.
And the idea of the atonement can be found in Mark and Matthew 20:28: “the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life a ransom for many.”
SWEDENBORGIAN VIEW:


Swedenborg’s understanding of faith has nothing in common with that of traditional Christianity.  For Swedenborg, “faith” means “truth.”  Whatever is true is a part of faith.  For Swedenborg, indeed, what we believe matters, and what we believe is called faith.  But every true principle that we believe is a part of our faith.  Faith isn’t believing one doctrine—such as, “Jesus died for our sins.”  Rather, faith is everything we hold to be true about everything.  

People of a heavenly disposition love what is true, and it is our task on earth to seek out as much truth as we can discover.  Learning much truth can lead to “enlightenment” and make us wise.  There are people who hate God and spirituality.  These people love falsity and deny truth.  To get a handle on what truth and falsity are, I will provide a few examples of each:

Truths:

Nice guys find their reward in their heart and in eternal heavenly bliss.  Our neighbor’s welfare matters as much as our own.  Forgive your neighbor not 7 times, but 70 times 7.  The universe was created by a God who loves every individual more than we can imagine.  God is all good, and our task is to learn as much as we can about how to be good.  Accept the good things that God gives us, and be content in God’s guidance and care.  Do good to others because it is good and you love what is good.  Evidence for God can be seen everywhere if a person begins with the belief that there is a God.  Life is glorious and we live forever.
Falsities:

Nice guys finish last.  Look out for number one first.  Don’t get mad, get even.  There is no God.  There is no right and wrong except what I make right or wrong.  I want what I want when I want it.  I want to have it all.  I am all that matters.  What’s in it for me?  I believe only what science can prove.  Life sucks and then you die. 


So faith means truths that teach us how to be good.  The more truths we learn, the more wisdom we have.  By learning truths and becoming wise, we will know what God’s will is and we will more and more be able to live a loving life—thus a heavenly life.  

We find truth everywhere.  Especially in the Bible.  But also in conversations with other people, in stories that we read, and also through life experience.

Thus for Swedenborg, faith shows us how to live.  Faith is not holding a belief that takes away sins.  It is a set of directions that show us how to live a good life. 

Since faith is a set of directions about how to be good, any teaching that points us in the direction of goodness can be faith.  This means that any religion’s teachings about what is good can work.  If a religion points an individual in the direction of a good life, it gives its followers all they need to come into heaven.  So all faiths can save.  Swedenborg’s view is that every person who is practicing their religion as best they know can be saved.  

We can see, now how different Swedenborg’s view of faith is from that of traditional Protestant religion.  Protestants do not emphasize doing good deeds, indeed, being a good person.  Faith alone matters for most Protestants.  For Swedenborg, the whole thing about faith is teaching us how to be good.  Then we need to actually do good, which is the subject of the next lesson on charity.

There is a ton of Biblical support that we need to do good in order to be spiritual people and come into heaven.  Just some of the many, many Bible passages about being good are these:

Matthew 7:19: Every tree that does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire.

John 13:34: I give you a new commandment, that you love one another. Just as I have loved you, you also should love one another.

John 15:12-14: This is my commandment, that you love one another as I have loved you.  No one has greater love than this, to lay down one’s life for one’s friends.  You are my friends if you do what I command you. 

John 15:5: I am the vine, you are the branches. Those who abide in me and I in them bear much fruit, 

Mark 12:28-31: One of the scribes came near and heard them disputing with one another, and seeing that he answered them well, he asked him, “Which commandment is the first of all?”  Jesus answered, “The first is, ‘Hear, O Israel: the Lord our God, the Lord is one; you shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind, and with all your strength.’ The second is this, ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’ There is no other commandment greater than these.”

Galatians 5:14:  For the whole law is summed up in a single commandment, “You shall love your neighbor as yourself.”

Galatians 5:16, 19-25: Live by the Spirit, I say, and do not gratify the desires of the flesh. . . Now the works of the flesh are obvious: fornication, impurity, licentiousness, idolatry, sorcery, enmities, strife, jealousy, anger, quarrels, dissensions, factions, envy, drunkenness, carousing, and things like these. I am warning you, as I warned you before: those who do such things will not inherit the kingdom of God.  By contrast, the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control. There is no law against such things.  And those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the flesh with its passions and desires.  If we live by the Spirit, let us also be guided by the Spirit. 

Yet faith in its essence is truth. Faith is truth in its own light. Therefore as truth is something that we can acquire, so is faith. We can all turn to the Lord if we want to. We can all gather truths from the Word if we want to. Every truth that is in the Word, or from the Word, shines; and faith is truth in light. The Lord, who is light itself, flows into us all. If we have truths from the Word, he makes them shine in us and become part of our faith. (True Christian Religion n. 349)

FOR FURTHER READING:

True Christian Religion nos. 336-458 (Ch. VI-VII).
