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L ecture III.

Creation by M eans of M otion. V arious Interpretations 
of Swedenborg’s Philosophy

W e have expressed the opinion that Swedenborg, when he 
wrote his Principia, thought of the first natural point as the 
activity of the Divine love proceeding to create, even though he 
describes it in terms of mechanical motion. W e indicated that 
he must have done this in adaptation to the understanding of the 
natural philosophers for whom his writings were especially in
tended. But there was another and an even more important 
reason why he did this, namely, because no one can conceive of 
anything apart from the appearances of the senses. It was essen
tial, therefore, that, in treating of spiritual and Divine things, he 
should provide a mental picture, in terms of time and space, as 
the only means of conveying to the mind of the reader a tangible 
idea. That spiritual truth cannot be taught in any other way, the 
Writings clearly testify.

Things that are Divine, or that are infinite, are not apprehended except 
from finite things of which man can form some idea. Without an idea 
derived from finite things, and especially an idea from things of space and 
time, man can comprehend nothing of Divine things, and still less of the 
Infinite. Without an idea of space and time man cannot have any thought at 
all; for in respect to his body he is in time, and thus in respect to his 
thoughts which are from the external senses; whereas the angels, not being 
in time and space, have ideas of state, and therefore spaces and times in 
the W ord signify states. (A C  3938)
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Nevertheless, we are taught that from natural ideas spiritual 
things can be understood, as in the following passage:

The Divine is not in space. That the Divine, namely God, is not in space, 
although the Divine is omnipresent, and with every man in the world, and 
with every angel in heaven, and with every spirit under heaven, cannot be 
comprehended by a merely natural idea, but may by a spiritual idea. It 
cannot be comprehended by a natural idea, because there is space in that 
idea; for it is formed out of such things as are in the world; and in each and 
all of these things, which strike the eye, there is space. Everything great 
and small there is of space; everything long, broad, and high there is of 
space; in short every measure, figure, and form there is of space. It has 
therefore been said that by a merely natural idea it cannot be comprehended 
that the Divine is not in space, when it is said that it is everywhere. 
A  man, nevertheless, may comprehend this by natural thought, provided he 
admits into it something of spiritual light. W e shall therefore first of all 
say something concerning the spiritual idea, and the thought therefrom. 
A  spiritual idea does not derive anything from space, but it derives its all 
from state. State is predicated of love, of life, of wisdom, of the affections, 
of the joys thence; in general it is predicated of good and truth. A  truly 
spiritual idea of these things has nothing in common with space; it is higher, 
and beholds the ideas of space under it, as heaven beholds the earth. But as 
angels and spirits see with eyes equally with men in the world, and objects 
cannot be seen except in space, therefore in the spiritual world where angels 
and spirits are, spaces appear similar to the spaces on earth; and yet they are 
not spaces, but appearances. Thus they are not fixed and settled as on 
earth; they can be lengthened and shortened; they can be changed and 
varied; and so because they cannot be determined by measure, they cannot 
in that world be comprehended by any natural idea, but only by a spiritual 
idea. And the spiritual idea concerning the distances of space is the same 
as concerning the distances of good or the distances of truth, which are 
affinities and similitudes according to their states. (D L W  7)

We would point out that, according to this teaching, although 
there are no measurable spaces in the spiritual world, there are 
distinctions there which cannot be comprehended except according 
to the appearance of space. Nevertheless, man, if he thinks 
spiritually, does not rest in the appearance, but regards it merely as 
a means of grasping the idea of spiritual distinctions. Therefore, 
man can comprehend spiritual spaces and times by natural thought, 
provided he admits into it something of spiritual light; and indeed, 
apart from natural thought, nothing whatever can be comprehended.

Concerning the importance of natural science as a means of 
providing sensual ideas on which spiritual concepts may be based, 
we read:
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In this fourth part the creation of the universe by God will be treated of. 
The reason why these and the former subjects are treated, is, that the 
angels have lamented before the Lord, that when they look into the world 
they see nothing but darkness, and among men no knowledge of God, of 
heaven, and of the creation of nature, for their [angelic] wisdom to rest 
upon. (D L W  284)

W e take this to mean that they see no natural ideas into which 
something of spiritual light is admitted, but only ideas confined to 
physical space and time. This is because modern scientific thinking 
concerning the nature of the universe, concerning outer space, 
concerning evolution, is completely divorced from religion. Every
thing is understood in terms of time, space, geometry, and 
mechanics, with no suggestion of purpose, or of wisdom as having 
any part in the structure of the universe. Swedenborg, on the 
other hand, was attempting to provide natural ideas that would be 
open to the concept of Divine love and wisdom as the creating 
and sustaining force back of all things. It is our belief that he did 
not himself rest in the natural ideas of mechanics and geometry, 
but from them as appearances lifted his thought into the realm of 
what is spiritual, even as the angels do when they look upon the 
objects of their world. This we think applies especially to what 
he writes concerning the first natural point, the first and second 
finites, and the first aura, all of which were prior to the creation 
of the natural sun.

It is important to note, however, that even on the plane of 
geometry and mechanics, Swedenborg’s description of how the 
universe was created provides a rational explanation of how God 
could be the actual Creator of the universe, and yet could remain 
totally distinct from that which He created. He shows how God 
can be omnipresent in His creation, and at the same time avoids 
the error of pantheism. He teaches that the universe was not 
created out of nothing, but out of the Divine substance; not by 
producing some new or different kind of substance, but solely by 
creating limits. God is infinite, that is, He has no limit. Whatever, 
therefore, is limited is the very antithesis of God. The entire uni
verse consists of nothing but limits, and therefore it is outside of 
God. It is just what God is not. Nevertheless, because these 
limits are created within the Divine substance; because they are 
being perpetuated moment by moment by the immediate activity of



248 THE NEW PHILOSOPHY [January,

God, therefore God is omnipresent throughout His universe, with
out in the least being limited thereby. A  partial explanation of 
how this is possible may be seen in this simple experiment: If 
one has a piece of lighted punk in a dark room, and spins it round 
very rapidly, it will create the appearance of a ring of light. This 
circle encloses a space, and describes a limited area; yet in reality 
there is nothing there except a single point of light. If we could 
imagine this circle, not returning upon itself, but to a point 
slightly removed from the point of origin, it would create the 
appearance of a spiral, like the thread of a screw. And if now we 
could imagine this spiral turning in upon itself to form a circle of 
spirals, it would produce the appearance of an orb flattened at 
the poles. Yet even then there would be nothing there except a 
single point in rapid motion. Swedenborg’s postulate is that all 
things in creation are produced by motion within the infinite 
substance— by the first natural point producing the first finite; by 
the first finite producing the second finite; and by the two together 
producing the first aura, all by a motion that turns in upon itself 
and creates limits, or boundaries. Now note in this connection the 
scientific fact that all material things consist, in the last analysis, 
of motion, or of pure energy. The atoms, of which all substances 
consist, when minutely examined, are found to contain electrons, 
protons, and neutrons in motion so rapid as to be beyond all 
imagination. The whole interior of each atom can only be de
scribed as a “ field of force.”

Now I would ask the question as to whether God, in accom
modating His infinite life to reception of men and angels, may 
not produce limited forms of love and wisdom in a corresponding 
way? This is pure conjecture, and I know of no direct statement 
to substantiate it in the Writings; but how else can we understand 
what is there taught concerning the atmospheres, as in the following 
number?

As regards the atmospheres, which are called ethers and airs, they are 
alike in both worlds, the spiritual and the natural, with this difference, that 
those in the spiritual world are spiritual, and those in the natural world are 
natural. The former are spiritual because they exist from the sun which is 
the first proceeding of the Divine Love and the Divine Wisdom of the 
Lord, and from Him receive in themselves Divine fire which is love, and 
Divine light which is wisdom, and carry down these to the heavens where
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the angels are; and cause the presence of that sun in the greatest and in 
the least things there. The spiritual atmospheres are discrete substances, 
or least forms, originating from the sun; and as they each singly receive 
the sun, therefore the fire of the sun, divided into so many substances or 
forms, and as it were enveloped by them, and tempered by these envelopments, 
becomes heat adequate at last to the love of the angels in heaven, and 
of the spirits under heaven. So likewise the light of the sun. The natural 
atmospheres are similar to the spiritual atmospheres in this respect, that 
they also are discrete substances and least forms, originating from the sun 
of the natural world; which also singly receive the sun and store up its 
fire in themselves, and temper it, and carry it down as heat to the earth, the 
dwelling-place of men; and in like manner the light. (D L W  174)

The cosmogony of the Principia, however, may be, and indeed 
has been, very differently interpreted by different New Church 
scholars. Each one has based his interpretation on certain specific 
statements which he has regarded as the key to unlock the under
standing of all the rest. He has therefore interpreted everything 
in accord with this key. To do this is perfectly legitimate, and 
indeed without some primary assumption, as we have already 
pointed out, no solution could ever be found. By doing this each 
separate student has contributed something of great value to the 
thought of the Church. Yet every such interpretation falls short 
of an explanation that satisfies all the requirements of both the 
Writings and the philosophical works. Every explanation to date 
has left unanswered many important questions, and has involved 
ideas that contradict the plain statements of revelation. This is 
just as true of my own attempts to understand the real meaning 
of the Principia doctrine in its relation to the teaching of the 
Writings. For this reason I claim no more than to be one of 
those famous blind men of Hindustan, who drew plausible con
clusions from an altogether inadequate fund of knowledge. In 
spite of these deficiencies, I believe it is important to examine 
every suggested solution, to compare them all, not in any spirit of 
controversy, but with a view to the benefit that is to be derived 
from each one. How else can we help one another to correct our 
mistakes, and to gradually increase our knowledge, and perfect our 
understanding? I believe this process must go on for a long time 
before the complete answer can be discovered.

Among those who have made a valuable contribution to the 
study of Swedenborg’s philosophy are the following:
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The late Rev. R. W . Brown carefully examined Swedenborg’s 
works in their relation to the known laws of Euclidian mathe
matics, and Newtonian physics, pointing out certain obvious 
discrepancies. In so doing, he performed a valuable service by 
insisting that we base our thought on accurate scientific 
knowledge, rather than yield to the natural temptation to build 
up imaginary theories devoid of any demonstrable foundation. 
Mr. Brown, however, did not attempt any general correlation 
of Swedenborg’s earlier works with the Writings.

Professor C. R. Pendleton made a special study comparing 
Swedenborg’s first natural point with the point of Zeno, dis
tinguishing the man who proposed this point from other 
historic characters by the name of Zeno, and giving the back
ground of philosophic thought which must have been known 
to Swedenborg, and out of which his concept of the point 
must have arisen. In another learned treatise Dr. Pendleton 
endeavored to explain what Swedenborg meant by space and 
time, or by extense and duration in the spiritual world. Here 
again he has contributed something of unquestioned value to 
the thought of the Church by calling our attention to important 
factors in the historic development of the philosophic con
cept of space and time— factors which could hardly help hav
ing some influence upon Swedenborg’s thought.

The late Bishop Alfred Acton, who is greatly revered for his 
profound scholarship in connection with the study of Sweden
borg’s life, and for his keen insight in matters both of philoso
phy and of doctrine, undertook to formulate a correlation of 
the philosophical works with the Writings, based on two 
fundamental hypotheses. The first of these was that the 
natural point of the Principia was in fact the first proceeding 
from the Infinite; and the second was that this point was 
actually the beginning of nature, as its name implies, and that 
to it must be ascribed all the properties of material things, 
because it is finite and created; and nothing, he contended, 
could exist in finite form that does not possess the essential 
attributes of matter. Therefore he ascribed to the point the 
beginning of motion in space; and he assigned mechanical 
energy and geometric figure to the first finite, the second finite,
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and the first aura of the Principia, even as Swedenborg 
obviously appears to do. Bishop Acton held, therefore, that 
the spiritual atmospheres spoken of in the Writings were so 
called, not because they differed in kind from the natural 
atmospheres, but because they performed a different use, 
namely, to transmit love and wisdom instead of natural heat 
and light to angels and to men. In accord with this reasoning 
he held that there is only one created world, namely the 
natural world, and that the phenomenal spiritual world is un
create. The spiritual world, he said, consists of appearances 
produced by the influx and reception of the Divine of the 
Lord by angels and spirits. This of course is in accord with 
the direct teaching of the Writings that all the objects of the 
spiritual world are appearances of the states of spirits and 
angels. According to this theory, the spiritual sun itself, 
regarded as to its least constituent parts, must be the begin
ning of nature, and therefore must be mechanical and geometri
cal, for the Writings distinctly teach that it is finite. Thus 
we read:

God is infinite, that is, not finite; since He Himself, as the Creator, 
Former, and Maker of the universe, gave finiteness to all things; and 
this He did by means of His sun, in the midst of which He is, and 
which is constituted of the Divine essence that goes forth from Him as a 
sphere. There, and from that, is the first of the finiting process, and 
its progress reaches even to the outmost things of the world’s nature; 
consequently in Himself God is infinite because He is uncreated. T o  
man, nevertheless, because he is finite, and thinks from finite things, 
the infinite seems to be nothing; and therefore he feels that if the 
finite which adheres to his thought should be taken away, what would 
be left would amount to nothing. And yet the truth is that God is 
infinitely a ll; and man of himself in comparison is nothing. (T C R  29)

The postulates adopted by Dr. Acton are entirely legitimate 
as a starting point from which to reason. And the conclusions 
he has drawn from them are altogether logical. Indeed they 
are the only conclusions that could be drawn. Yet they ap
pear, to our mind, to run counter to certain specific teachings 
of the Writings, and this fact leads me to the view that 
further study is necessary before a completely satisfactory 
answer to the problem of correlation is found.
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Dr. H. L. Odhner has proposed an altogether different inter
pretation, based on the following premises:

1. That there is a created spiritual world, consisting of 
finite or limited spiritual substances.

2. That Swedenborg, prior to his intromission into the 
spiritual world, had no knowledge whatever of such a world, 
although he believed in its existence.

3. Because he did not know anything about that world, he 
thought of it in terms of the Infinite, or of a conatus to motion.

4. Therefore Dr. Odhner considered the first natural point 
of the Principia to be, as Bishop Acton also thought, the actual 
beginning of nature, and as producing the natural sun in a 
universal aura that was natural.

5. Whatever was prior to this, Dr. Odhner believed, was 
identified in Swedenborg’s mind, at the time when he wrote 
the Principia, with the Infinite, and for this reason it could be 
said that the first natural point was the first of finition, 
although it actually came into being subsequent to the creation 
of the spiritual sun, and the three spiritual atmospheres of the 
Writings.

6. The entire spiritual world, therefore, must have been 
regarded by Swedenborg at that time as something unknown, 
so that the creation of the natural world had to be explained 
without reference to it.

This also, like the theory propounded by Bishop Acton, is an 
entirely logical and legitimate conclusion drawn from the 
premises.

My own view, as indicated by what has already been pre
sented, is based on the following premises:

1. That Swedenborg, from the very beginning, knew that 
there was a spiritual sun, and from it a spiritual world.

2. He knew that that sun, and that world, were discretely 
different from the world of nature.

3. He believed, nevertheless, that from an accurate know
ledge of the material world there could be derived by analogy 
a correct idea of spiritual things.

4. This must be so, he argued, because the spiritual is the
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cause of the natural, and must contain in potency every quality 
and characteristic of the natural.

5. Wherefore he hoped, by discovering certain doctrines, 
such as those of discrete degrees, of forms and modifications, 
and of correspondences and representations, that he could lead 
even the natural-minded skeptic to acknowledge God and the 
immortality of the soul.

6. I have taken for granted, therefore, that when Sweden
borg spoke of the first natural point, he really regarded it as 
the first proceeding from the Infinite.

7. Although he described it in terms of geometry and 
mechanics, he nevertheless acknowledged that it must be 
produced by the Divine love and wisdom of the Creator.

8. In speaking of the first and second finites, therefore, he 
was trying to describe, in philosophic terms, how the Divine 
proceeded to create the spiritual sun. In confirmation of this, 
we read in The Intercourse Between the Soul and the Body 
number 5:

Spiritual things cannot proceed from any other source than from love, 
and love cannot proceed from any other source than from Jehovah God, 
W ho is love itself. Wherefore the sun of the spiritual world, from 
which all spiritual things flow forth as from their fountain, is pure 
love from Jehovah God, who is in the midst of it. That sun itself is 
not God, but is from God, and is the nearest sphere around Him, 
from Him.

9. When Swedenborg spoke of the universal aura, therefore, 
we believe that he had in mind an aura of the spiritual world. 
Only with the formation of the third and fourth finites, by the 
compression of this first aura, did he intend to depict the crea
tion of matter, that is, of a seemingly dead resistant substance, 
excited into incandescence by actual motion in space. Only 
after these resistant finites had been brought into existence 
could natural atmospheres be formed to convey natural heat 
and light to the surface of the earth.

Now this also is a legitimate conclusion drawn from the postulates 
which I have assumed to begin with. Those postulates are based 
on what Swedenborg himself writes prior to his intromission into 
the spiritual world. That it raises many questions which I cannot 
answer, I freely admit, as also that in certain respects it appears
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to controvert specific statements to be found in the philosophical 
works. I claim it to be no more than an hypothesis; but I contend 
that it can be substantiated just as logically as can either of the 
other two theories.

On the basis of this hypothesis I have taken for granted that, 
although Swedenborg described the first and second finites, even 
as he described the first natural point, in terms of geometry and 
mechanics, he was, in his own mind, ascribing to these two also 
living qualities of love and wisdom. Accepting this view, I have 
associated them in my mind with what the Writings describe as 
the “ two radiant belts surrounding the spiritual sun.”  Certainly 
they were the first two successive degrees of the Divine Proceeding. 
They are so described in the Principia, and the fact that they 
are depicted as geometrical figures, moved by a mechanical force, 
does no more than present a natural picture on which may be 
based a spiritual idea of the Divine Proceeding to create by means 
of love and wisdom. They may then be regarded as that “ natural 
idea” from which one may comprehend spiritual spaces and times, 
“provided he admits into it something of spiritual light.” (D L W  7)

That Swedenborg could not, at the time when he wrote the 
Principia, ascend from this natural idea to anything like a full 
understanding of the spiritual truth later to be revealed to him, is 
of course admitted. Yet we conceive that he knew there must be 
this more interior idea—an idea which in some way must corre
spond to the geometric and mechanical picture he was drawing. 
This must have been the case, because he was well aware that 
he was really speaking of creation by Divine love and wisdom, 
and not by a purely mechanical process. Is there some intimation 
of this in his statement, made after his illumination, that on looking 
back upon his Principia he was astonished to note how closely 
it was in accord with revealed truth?

In accord with this same point of view I have been led to 
consider the first aura, which was formed by the interaction of 
the first and second finites, as a universal spiritual aura, proceeding 
from the spiritual sun. This aura is said to consist of “bullae” 
formed of second finites passive, serving as a shell or covering 
around a central space in which are first finites active. The picture 
presented to the mind is that of a geometric figure impelled by a 
mechanical force; but to me it can suggest the conjunction of love 
and wisdom by which alone the Divine life can be adapted to the
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actual task of creating a world in which human beings might 
live. By the conjunction of love and wisdom we here mean the 
conjunction of an active and a passive. This conjunction, Sweden
borg teaches, is necessary to the production of all things in the 
universe. Here the “ passive” is represented by the shell of each 
bulla; but the passivity of this shell is only relative. It is formed 
by the second finites being linked together pole to pole, which 
linkage restricts their free motion. Nevertheless, they are de
scribed as forming a highly elastic covering around an intensely 
active center. Thus the two together may be thought of as 
producing a living atmosphere which may be contrasted with the 
natural atmospheres, whose shell or covering is composed of third 
finites, these being hard and resistant.

The Principia describes how the hard and relatively dead third 
finites are formed from the first aura. The mental picture given is 
of a large mass or extent of first aura bullae, with first and second 
finites active filling the interstices between them. But in a certain 
area, these active finites tend to expand their gyrations, and to 
press against the surrounding bullae of the aura. This pressure 
clears a global space which, as it gradually enlarges, tends to 
crush the bullae nearest the surface of this active globe. At length 
the pressure becomes so great that the bullae are broken down, the 
actives in their center are released, and the second finites which 
had formed the shell are compressed into a hard and resisting 
mass called the third finite. Thus first arose that apparently 
inert and dead substance which we call “ matter.” That this 
“ deadness” is only an appearance scientific analysis clearly demon
strates. For when the atoms, or least parts of material substance, 
are closely examined, it is found that interiorly they are intensely 
active, so intensely, in fact, that they can exert forces of un
imaginable power. All appearance of inactivity disappears, and 
what is left is what can only be described as a “ field of force,”  or 
“ atomic energy.”

According to the Principia the natural sun is composed of these 
third finites. It must be understood, however, that as they exist in 
the sun these substances are in the form of gases, stirred to such 
activity that they become incandescent, and appear from the earth 
as the fire of the sun. This activity of the third finites, however, 
is imposed from without; for these finites themselves are said to be 
solid, hard, and inert. In this respect they differ from the first and
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second finites, which are pictured as being inherently active. This 
suggests to us what the Writings say is the difference between 
the spiritual sun, and everything that proceeds from it, and the 
natural sun and everything that proceeds from this.

Nature and life are two distinct things. Nature has its beginning from 
the sun of this world, and life has its beginning from the sun of heaven. 
The sun of the world is pure fire, and the sun of heaven is pure love. 
That which proceeds from the sun that is pure fire is called nature; and that 
which proceeds from the sun that is pure love is called life. That which 
proceeds from pure fire is dead, but that which proceeds from pure love is 
living. This shows that nature in itself is dead. (A E  1207)

Compare this with the following from Swedenborg’s earlier works:

God is the Fountain of Life, the Sun of Wisdom, the Spiritual Light, and 
the very Esse and I AM . . . (E A K  Vol. 2, no. 238)

As the [natural] sun is the fountain of light and the distinctions thereof 
in its universe, so is the Deity the sun of life and of all wisdom. As the sun 
of the world flows in one only manner, and without unition, into the subjects 
and objects of its universe, so does the sun of life and of wisdom. As the 
sun of the world flows in by mediating auras, so the sun of life and wisdom 
flows in by the mediation of his spirit . . . the one sun is within nature, the 
other is above it: the one is physical, the other purely moral; and the one 
falls under the philosophy of the mind, while the other lies withdrawn among 
the sacred mysteries of theology. (E A K  Vol. 2, no. 251)

Concerning the nature of the third finite we read:
By means of compression the elementary particles retreat into a less space, 

and as it were into themselves; . . .  in their highest state of compression 
they more and more divest themselves of their elementary nature, and 
more and more become like a finite; until the whole of their elementary 
nature becomes changed into that of a finite, their elastic into a hard nature, 
and their highly yielding into a stubborn resisting nature. Now this can 
occur in no other place than round the large active space, in its vortex. 
(Principia Part I, Chapter 8, page 192)

To say that this number implies that the substance which is 
compressed to form the surface of the natural sun is dead, as 
compared with the substances prior to it, namely, the first and 
second finites and the first aura, may be an unwarranted con
clusion ; but to me it is very suggestive: for after all, what is the 
difference between that which is living and that which is dead ? Is 
it not that living things have a soul, or a source of power and 
activity within themselves, while dead things have not, and there
fore must be impelled from without? Swedenborg speaks of the
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first and second finites as “ actives.”  He endows them with in
herent powers of motion derived from the first natural point. 
Even the second finites passive, as we have pointed out, are only 
less active, and in forming the shell of the first aura bullae they 
produce something highly elastic. It appears to me that Sweden
borg is here trying to describe something living. That he is not 
thinking of these first and second finites as purely geometrical 
and mechanical is strikingly illustrated by the following:

Actives of themselves enclose no space, except in relation to the circum
ambient finites. Space and place are relative to what is contiguous: they 
can exist only in a contiguous extense from one individual to another, as 
from one limit to another; for space is always limited, figured, and terminated 
in real entities. Actives however form nothing contiguous either from one 
center to another, or from one surface to another; consequently no degrees 
or moments can be reckoned among actives; nor can any fixed limits be 
established. They are only the ideas, phantasies, and effigies of figures and 
surfaces: they are corpuscles only in appearance; which describe not one 
but an infinite number of centers, and an imaginary surface not in the 
same but in an infinite number of places. Hence of themselves they enclose 
nothing; but are themselves to be enclosed and limited. ( Principia Part I, 
Chapter 10, page 204)

This would surely seem to imply that Swedenborg was reaching 
out for something above and beyond nature; seeking to describe 
something of which, at the time, he could form only a very vague 
idea, but which was intended to picture, in some way, the activity 
of love and wisdom, which belong to a super-natural or spiritual 
realm.
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