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Letters to the Editor

“Paradigms of Revelation”

Dear Editor,
I just read the January-June 1991 issue of The New Philosophy and

enjoyed it a lot. Dr. Woofenden's comments on the limbus are the most
helpful on that subject that I remember reading. I enjoyed Rev. Nemitz's
appreciative tone toward Leibniz and his philosophy. But I would espe-
cially like to comment on Rev. Alfred Acton's “Paradigms of Revelation.”

Rev. Acton has done us a service in bringing forward the concept of
paradigms or ways of approaching the Word, and in outlining three of the
major paradigms that we inherit from the Christian world. The doctrine
concerning fallacies, which he emphasizes, is sparkling with potential
insights into theology as a human science. His list of types of fallacies that
may occur in revelation is useful for discussion. But I would like to
encourage Rev. Acton and others to go further in developing a new
paradigm and elucidating the shortcomings of the present ones.

To me, Rev. Acton's alternative does not seem very different from the
“liberal” paradigm. I need to see more clearly how Rev. Acton's proposed
approach is different.

At present, I incline toward the “fundamentalist” view. In reading
Rev. Acton's article, I was impressed (as Rev. Acton says a fundamentalist
will be) at how few “fallacies” or difficulties have been discovered in the
Heavenly Doctrine. It may be that more will emerge as scientific para-
digms shift further. But maybe some things that now present difficulties
will become clearer.

I will offer a possible illustration which may only show how far out of
my depth I am trying to swim. I am aware that the Michelson-Morley
experiments “proved” that there is no ether. Yet the latest experiments on
the question of whether light consists of particles or waves continue to
demonstrate both properties (Scientific American, “Quantum Philosophy,”
July 1992). If light sometimes acts like waves, might there not be some kind
of medium which our present paradigm doesn't allow us to test for?
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My approach to discrepancies between scientific findings and inter-
pretations of the Writings is, first of all, to emphasize that both science and
theology are finite. They are necessarily concerned with the merest surface
of reality because that's all we are capable of understanding. No wonder
there are anomalies.

In some ways it's reassuring that there are anomalies. They indicate
that people are thinking and paying attention to the way things seem to be.
There will always be mysteries of faith and mysteries of science. But now it
is permitted to enter into them with understanding, based on true funda-
mentals, such as acknowledgment of the one Creator, Redeemer and
Savior.

Secondly, even fallacies are true at a certain level. God does appear to
be angry to a person in a sensual state. It is good that He does, because this
appearance maintains the importance of obedience to bring happiness,
and God's credibility as the omnipotent One. There may even be people in
heaven who never get much beyond this appearance.

To take another example, I have the impression that Einstein did not
abrogate Newtonian physics but enlarged their context. I have been told
that Newtonian principles still “work“ and are in use in many applications
where the scale of things does not require Einstein's principles. So perhaps
a paradigm shift does not always invalidate thinking that has gone before.

Thirdly, it seems to me that one should set aside an anomaly but not
reject it outright as a fallacy. We can say, “I don't understand what this
means. It appears to contradict what we observe in the natural world, or
what I read elsewhere in the Word. As long as I don't understand it, it does
not guide my thinking. But perhaps I will understand it more clearly
later.” Copernicus did not reject sunrise; he explained it in a larger context.
Rev. Acton emphasizes the importance of discarding fallacies, but it seems
to me that one need not discard them to avoid embracing them. If you
don't see how something makes sense, it does not become authoritative to
you. But then you still leave open the possibility that you will see the truth
in it later.

Please help me understand why this approach is not sufficient. Or is
this really the same approach as Rev. Acton, just with different emphasis?

Finally, I have to ask Rev. Acton what alternative he has for the virgin
birth. Maybe his point is just that we need not reject the whole doctrine of
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the glorification simply because we have no way of reconciling doctrinal
statements with current genetic science. In that I would agree with him
whole-heartedly.

Thank you for publishing such a thought-provoking paper.

Lawson M. Smith
3805 Enterprise Road
Mitchellville, MD 20721

Response

Dear Editor,
I wish to thank you for allowing me to read the letter you received

from Rev. Lawson M. Smith prior to its publication. Mr. Smith had also
done me the courtesy of sending a copy of his letter to me, as I shall do for
him with this reply. Your kindness affords me an opportunity to respond
as it is published.

I agree with Mr. Smith when he says that the paradigm I am present-
ing needs further development. In fact it needs a separate article which I
hope to write. Mr. Smith's view to the contrary, I see this paradigm as very
different from either the “liberal” or the “fundamentalist” position. The
Writings say that everything described in terms of time and space is a
fallacy. In this context the most essential of all fallacies with which we
must live even to eternity is the fallacy that we have life in our bodies
whether spiritual or natural. We live with this fallacy just as much or even
more so than we live with the fallacy that the sun rises. When we embrace
either of these fallacies as reality we turn the fallacy into a falsity. When we
recognize the fallacy for what it is then we can see the reality which lies
beyond it: Our life is from the Lord. The earth rotates around the sun. It is
in this sense that I suggest we must discard the fallacy, looking beyond it
to reality, even though we must live with it as the way our finite form
interprets sense data. A “liberal” facing this kind of issue would want to
reject the sense data if it came from Revelation as “myth” or outdated
thought, while a fundamentalist would accept Revelation as infallible
truth and discard the evidence of nature. The paradigm I am suggesting
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does neither of these two things. It accepts the sense data from both
Revelation (its letter) and nature for what it is and then analyses it accord-
ing to rules which are not based on either set of sense data, but are laid
down in the pages of the Writings.

Mr. Smith in stating his own approach says, “…both science and
theology are finite.” At the same time he says, “I incline toward the
‘fundamentalist’ view.” I would suggest that these two statements are
incompatible. A fundamentalist would say that the letter is absolute truth,
not finite. Indeed my own position is that all statements of truth are finite,
being either accommodations or fallacies, accommodations to finite minds
when no sense data is involved and fallacies when it is.

If we agree on this point, then Mr. Smith and I are not very far apart as
he himself notes in his next to last full paragraph. The difference between
us, if there is one, as he suggests may be merely one of emphasis.

Perhaps, however, the difference is greater. We need to look at the
words finite and infinite, and the terms accommodation and fallacy to see
whether there is such a difference. As noted above I see a difference in
these separate terms. Things not of time and space which pertain to the
things of heaven, things spiritual or doctrinal, are finite not infinite. They
are accommodations to angels, not fallacies. However there are appear-
ances of time and space even in heaven which we must recognize as
fallacies and look beyond them to see genuine truth. In my article I tried to
list six areas where fallacies exist, areas which if we embrace the fallacy as
genuine truth will lead us into falsities. As already said, developing each
of these areas needs another article.

Mr. Smith in his last full paragraph asks about the Virgin birth. The
fact of the virgin birth is a piece of sense data given in Revelation. But it is
also a piece of doctrine which is essential to our acceptance of Jesus Christ
as the one God of heaven and earth. In other words, it is not a mere fallacy.
Statements from genetics say birth without a human father’s seed is
impossible. (Parthenogenesis does occur in lower forms of animals [per-
haps as high as a turkey] but only females are born in such cases.) I believe
that the sense data from genetics is reconcilable with revealed doctrinal
truth given in the letter of the New Testament and the Writings by apply-
ing what the Writings say in the doctrine about the limbus. In other words
I don’t believe there is no way of reconciling this difference, but the
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reconciliation would take far too much space here. For now, look at The
True Christian Religion number 103 which points out the necessity for
paternal physical substance in birth. This statement is not at odds with
current genetic theory. The issue is what kind of physical substance did
the Lord use in bowing the heavens to come down.

A final note. Although all things of time and space are fallacies, we do
not recognize all of them as such. As the old saying goes, don’t “throw out
the baby with the bath water.” Unless sense data from the letter of Revela-
tion is in conflict with sense data from nature there is no need to discredit
either. Swedenborg’s mind was remarkably ahead of his time which caus-
es us not to see many conflicts which will in all probability arise as
knowledge from nature continues to develop. Nor are some generally
accepted conflicts really conflicts. Life on the moon is a case in point. The
Writings make it clear that life as we know it does not exist on the moon
(see SD 1668-70). This fact agrees with what we know from experience.
Don’t deny for the sake of denial. Clearly the affirmative principal should
guide us when facing the letter of Revelation. When a point is moot leave it
moot.

Alfred Acton
Box 717
Bryn Athyn, PA 19009
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