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T h e S wedenborg E pic , by Cyriel O . Sigstedt.

Bookman A s

sociates, New York, 1952; price $4.50.
It is now more than two years since the publication of Cyriel
Sigstedt’s The Swedenborg Epic. This work has received some
consideration in these pages, but recently a review by Dr. Ernst
Benz of Marburg (in the Review of Religion, November 1953)
has come to our attention and has aroused some reflections. This
month o f Swedenborg’s birthday seems an appropriate time to dis
cuss the Epic and other biographies of Swedenborg. The follow
ing is from Dr. Benz’s review, and is reproduced with the permis
sion of the Review of Religion:
“ The present work by Cyriel O. Sigstedt differs from the other
versions of the last decade in method in that it is a biography in
the strict sense of the word, and, as regards its contents, it is an
interpretation of Swedenborg from the standpoint of a member of
the New Church, which regards itself as the fulfillment of his
promised form of the true church.
“ The pure biographical design has the advantage of a comprehen
sive presentation of the entire Swedenborg tradition. Everything
which R. L. Tafel assembled in his two volumes of Documents
concerning the Life and Character of Swedenborg, and all the
documents and testimonies which, in the meantime, the research
work of the Academy at Bryn Athyn has collected in addition, are
here brought together in an orderly historical sequence. . . . The
enumeration of his works is accomplished with industry and care,
not only by means of a brief informatory resume, but also with an
account of the echoes found in contemporary reviews. In this
respect the book represents a notable scientific achievement in that
the complete manysidedness of the figure and work of Swedenborg
is plainly revealed, as on a motion picture reel, so to speak. And,
as an introduction to a wider circle of readers, it is the more suit
able in that it is presented in a pleasing, lively style.
“ But exactly in this method there lies a limitation of viewpoint.
The historical character of Swedenborg, in its uniqueness and
singularity, is lifted entirely out of the context o f history, and
herein the dogmatic New Church interpretation is apparent.
Exactly that which is problematical for the reader o f today is set
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forth as self-evident, i.e., that Swedenborg is the only man who,
by reason of a special grace, from a definite point of time in his
life kept an open view into the spiritual world and reported its
secrets as an authentic witness, on the basis of seeing and hearing,
and, on the basis of this personal observation, revealed the true
sense of the Word of God.
“ While Swedenborg the scientist, in a summary way at least,
is placed in the scientific history of his day, for Swedenborg the
seer, this is left completely undone. The impression is created
that, as regards his visionary experience, his theological ideas,
and his religious type, there is no historical analogy to whom he
can be compared. So just the question which the modern reader
directs toward such a figure remains unformulated and naturally
unanswered, namely, H ow does it stand with the claim to truth
of his revelation? What is his place in the history of Christian
visionaries who have come forward at various times with revela
tions and claims similar to his ?
“ That which Martin Lamm has overdone in his attempt to
represent the teaching of Swedenborg as only a new form of NeoPlatonism, and to define him according to a pre-existent model
of philosophical thought-form, is, by Sigstedt, too little done.
She has lifted him, as theologian and seer, entirely out of history,
and put him on a pedestal, as if truly, after a thousand years of
spiritual degeneration, the whole truth, in the form of a unique
revelation from heaven, had fallen upon him, and as if any com
parison to earlier forms of vision and knowledge of truth, or even
the presentation of an historical analogy, were a crime of lesemajeste.”
From Dr. Benz’s review it seems evident that Mrs. Sigstedt has
achieved to a remarkable degree what any New Church biographer
of Swedenborg would aim to do, that is, to show Swedenborg as
unique among men. Mrs. Sigstedt believes in Swedenborg’s
theological teachings and in the plain statements which he made
about his work. She believes and intentionally conveys the “ im
pression . . . that as regards his [Swedenborg’s] visionary ex
perience, his theological ideas, and his religious type, there is no
historical analogy to whom he can be compared.” It is also
evident from this review that one biography cannot satisfy all
readers. Mrs. Sigstedt has written primarily for New Church
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readers, however much she might like to interest others in her
book.
It would be interesting to know how Dr. Benz reacted to Signé
Toksvig’s work on Swedenborg. Toksvig admits that Sweden
borg is unique, but she tries nevertheless to fit him into the strained
and distorted picture that psychologists have built up in their
efforts to explain psychic phenomena. She tries to explain
Swedenborg’s communication with the spiritual world as a “ per
sonality association” with the “ psychon systems” of discarnate
memories which are supposed to remain as an echo of one’s mental
life for an indeterminate period after death. H ow much easier
it is to accept Swedenborg’s own explanation. W hy do psy
chologists find the “ common subconsciousness of mankind” more
acceptable than the belief in the individuality of man after death?
Toksvig treats Swedenborg’s revelation as something he dreamed
up to satisfy his own emotional needs. She gives him credit for a
good religious system ( “ if only he had not gone in for interpreting
the Bible” ), but assumes it was all borrowed from someone else.
She does not ask where these others got it.
Benz feels that we need more critical and authoritative com
parison of Swedenborg’s work with that of his contemporaries in
order to judge of his contributions to science. This is true. W e
should not make claims for Swedenborg which are not fully justi
fied. Such studies as Benz suggests would be interesting and
worthwhile, but to a New Church man, Swedenborg’s place as a
scientist is of secondary importance. The New Church man makes
a clear distinction between the Theological Writings of Sweden
borg, which contain revealed truth, and his earlier writings on
philosophical and scientific subjects. The New Church man does
not look for any new scientific information in the former, for the
facts of science are never revealed. His acceptance of the Theo
logical Writings is not based on any new scientific knowledge
which they contain. As to the scientific and philosophical works,
he studies these in order better to understand how the Lord in
His providence prepared a man to receive the Revelation of the
Second Coming. W e can learn much from Swedenborg’s at
titude and approach to science. The fact that Swedenborg did
foreshadow certain scientific discoveries is of great interest to us
and should not be belittled. But these do nothing toward proving
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the truths o f the T h eologica l W ritin gs.

T h e W ritin g s must be

ju d ged on their ow n merits.
T h e N ew Church man en joy s the assurance, am ply offered in
the Epic, that S w ed en borg was an honest, straightforw ard man,
respected, adm ired, and loved by his con tem p ora ries; but he does
not need this assurance, fo r the W ritin g s cou ld not have been the
w ork o f any human brain, w hether that o f a brilliant scientist o r
quack.

O u r interest in hum an beings makes us w on der about the

m an w h om the L o rd ch ose to d o this w ork , and it is this interest
w h ich this biography satisfies m ore fu lly than any o f its pre
decessors.
M ore con vin cin g than a com parison o f S w ed en borg’ s scientific
w ork with that o f his contem poraries w ou ld be a com parison o f
his theological w orks and his claim s as a revelator w ith the claim s
o f m ystics and religious reform ers.

T h e differences are striking.

W e are im pressed by the fact that S w ed en borg, after receivin g his
call, did not g o ou t and tell the w orld , but sat d o w n quietly to
study the W o r d .

W e are im pressed b y the fa c t that he n ever

attempted to fou n d an organ ized ch u rch bod y.
M rs. Sigstedt says that she has n ot attem pted to interpret
S w ed en borg’s life, but rather to giv e a ch ron ologica l story w hich
speaks fo r itself.
point

inevitably

D r. B en z is evidence o f the fact that h er v iew 
resulted

in

interpretation.

The

flaw

in

this

book, if any, lies in its attempt to appeal to the skeptics as w ell as
to the believers.

It w ou ld be interesting to k n ow h o w it w ou ld

strike on e w h o had had n o previou s contact w ith S w ed en borg.
T o the N e w C h urch reader this is a satisfying b ook .

A s M rs.

Sigstedt says in the F o r e w o r d : “ A t the sacrifice o f brevity I have
tried to co v e r the g rou n d th orou gh ly, passing b y n o docum ents o f
im portance to m ake this volum e a storehouse o f in form ation .”

D r.

B enz agrees that she has d on e ju st this, but the result is n ot
pon derou s and dull.

Instead, it is a leisurely and unhurried story

w ith the little incidents o f daily life lightening the dram a o f mental
developm ent and spiritual struggle.

In som e aspects o f the treat

ment o f the su b ject m atter, it probably appeals m ore to the
fem inine reader than to the m asculine.
inform ation it can be en jo y e d b y all.
rial available to the N e w

B ut as a storehouse o f

It is fo r m aking this m ate

C hurch reader that w e are deeply

grateful to M rs. Sigstedt.
M orn a H y a t t

