
The Glenview Chapter of the Swedenborg Scientific Association 
sends greeting to the Annual Meeting. May the important work 
of the Association grow and prosper.

W e have met weekly during the year. This year we followed a 
course of reading all the Prefaces to the Scientific and Philosophic 
works. This has proved most interesting. Some of the early 
Prefaces were quite flowery and reflected the specific interests of 
the times in which they were written. For instance, one of them 
contained an impassioned plea for antivivisection.

W e have also read the N ew P hilosophy with great interest. 
This is a valuable publication and we hope it may long continue.

Elmo C. A cton 
Chairman
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SW E D E N B O R G ’S “ R A T IO N A L  PSY C H O LO G Y ”
T H E  P A N E L  DISCU SSION

This discussion was held at the Fifty-fifth Annual Meeting of 
the Association, May 27, 1952, the panel consisting of Mr. Joel 
Pitcairn, Bishop W . D. Pendleton, and Dr. Hugo L j. Odhner, 
with Prof. Edward F. Allen in the Chair.

Chairman: I am sure that the members of the panel need no 
introduction to this audience. It will be our purpose this evening 
to consider some of the aspects of Swedenborg’s work entitled 
Rational Psychology, written by him in 1742.

The meaning of the term “ psychology” as used in this title is 
very much wider in its application than the modern term. It will 
be our effort to consider several levels of thought by which one 
can enter into a study of psychology as used by Swedenborg.

Mr. Joel Pitcairn will step out of character for a while, as 
student of pure mathematics and professionally as an applied 
mathematician, into the domain of the philosophy of science. 
Bishop Willard Pendleton, on the other hand, will step out of his 
more customary role as educator and theologian into the region 
of philosophy, while Dr. Odhner will leave his more usual fields 
of theology and philosophy and enter into the moral implications 
of psychology.

Our panel members are thus bounding their grounds of con
sideration, for a time at least, to the limitations set by the fact
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that the Rational Psychology was written by Swedenborg before 
the Writings.

And so we will consider our subject in this order: First, the 
scientific; second, the philosophic; and third, the moral implication 
of the Rational Psychology:

Mr. Pitcairn then spoke on the subject:

T he “R ational P sychology” and the Current P hilosophies
of Science

Mr. Joel Pitcairn: My talk will consist in this: I shall briefly 
recall to you some problems in the theory of scientific knowledge, 
and then briefly indicate a connection between these problems and 
Swedenborg’s concept of the pure intellect or intellectory, as set 
forth in Swedenborg’s Rational Psychology.

The practicing scientist of today, particularly the physicist, seems 
more given to philosophical speculation about his work than did the 
practicing scientist of a hundred years ago. This is not surprising. 
The naive realism of the average nineteenth-century physicist was 
found to be inadequate for the physical theories developed in the 
last forty years, particularly for the recent developments of statis
tical mechanics, relativity, and quantum theory. The basic ques
tion is this: What is physical reality? When physical theories 
reach a certain degree of refinement, it appears that a physicist must 
adopt some philosophical attitude respecting this question before he 
can continue his physical research. For example, what, precisely, 
is length, or time, or mass? Is it possible to define a concept of 
physical space which will be the same to one physicist as to another, 
the same today as tomorrow, and in addition be effective as an 
underlying concept in today’s complicated and subtle theory of 
atomic structure ?

Modern man denies the existence of any objective criterion for 
spiritual or moral truth, and it is not astonishing that many 
philosophers of science have concluded by denying the existence of 
any criterion for physical truth. To say that “ experimental evi
dence” is such a criterion does not answer the question, for what 
do we mean by experimental evidence? And assuming we are 
given some definition of it, we still have the philosophical problem 
of deciding what it is supposed to be evidence of.

It is often said that the fundamental principle of inductive science
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is the principle that we cannot know anything of the physical world 
except through the physical senses. Understood rightly, this is 
true; no one would deny that the physical senses are necessary to 
the formation of any physical theory. One might even be tempted 
to try to base a definition of physical reality on this idea. But 
when we analyze the statement, grave difficulties arise. For what 
is the so-called evidence of the senses? Sense impressions are in 
themselves immediate, irreducible, meaningless. Before they can 
even be considered, something in the mind must correlate them and 
pass judgment as to which are significant and which are not— as 
to which are really messages from some supposed objective world 
and which are illusions. And what is the basis for this judgment? 
It would appear that these sense impressions must be judged by 
their significance in the objective world. Yet our only access to 
this physical world is through sense impressions. This argument, 
as I have presented it, is of necessity brief and superficial, but in 
more elaborate and precise form it has driven some philosophers 
into physical nihilism and solepsism.

How can a physical scientist who is assailed by such doubts go 
about his business as a scientist? If he does not believe in the 
existence of an objective physical world, which is there whether or 
not he observes it, he must somehow justify his activities as a maker 
of physical theories. He must make assumptions which are in
dependent of sense impressions. It is the problem of epistemology 
to evaluate such assumptions, to pick out the “ best” ones, to make 
them explicit, and, so far as possible, to give a rational justification 
for the choice. To give an idea of the nature of such assumptions, 
I quote from the Introduction of a well-known book on physics: 
“ W e shall at once assume the possibility of experience and knowl
edge as the metaphysical basis upon which any science fundamen
tally rests. Moreover, we shall accept the genuineness of the 
sense-perceptions of normal people and abstain from quarreling 
about the meaning of normality in this connection. Naturally, 
the physicist like all scientists must be forever on his guard against 
abnormal perceptions, but he has, we assume, objective criteria for 
detecting them. W e must also grant the possibility of the exchange 
of knowledge, that is, the understanding of another’s sense-percep
tions and reflections in terms of one's own.

“ A  further assumption, however, must be made about experience 
before science as we know it becomes possible. Not only must
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there be agreement about it among normal people, but also it must 
exhibit a certain uniformity. That is, many sense perceptions do 
not occur completely at random, but certain more or less well- 
defined groups of perceptions repeat themselves over and over 
again with only slight and often insignificant variations.”

You will observe that these are assumptions, not about a physical 
world, but about human minds, and that they are providing for the 
existence of something that is common to all human minds, and 
which remains unchanged in any individual mind.

An obvious question arises: Can such assumptions be rationally 
or logically justified, and if so, how? Behind this question is a 
more fundamental one which must be answered first, namely, what 
do we mean by a rational or logical justification? Here is an 
example: A  mathematician makes a mathematical statement, not 
knowing whether his statement is true or false, perhaps conjectur
ing that it is true. He goes to work and produces a logical proof 
that the statement is true. This proof consists of a certain sequence 
of statements. The mathematician may never have seen these 
statements before in his life, yet he is sure beyond any possibility 
of doubt that his original statement is true, and that it is shown to 
be true, by his proof. Also, he is certain that if any other 
mathematician looks at this sequence of statements, he will be con
vinced of the truth of the original statement. These remarks will 
apply in a more elaborate form to the justification of any scientific 
statements, and even to the justification of philosophical assump
tions. In order to formulate any theory or philosophy about na
ture, it seems necessary to assume that there is some component of 
the human mind which can recognize logical truth without hesita
tion, and which is the same in all men, and which does not change. 
Otherwise the whole concept of a physical world which can be ap
proached through sense perceptions is meaningless. In a sense, 
then, the problems of epistemology reduce to the problem of making 
explicit what this component of the mind is— what its abilities and 
what its limitations are.

In his Rational Psychology, Swedenborg isolates this compo
nent of the mind and calls it the pure intellect or intellectory, and 
his statements about it have a definite bearing on the problem of 
scientific knowledge. The intellectory, he says, is on a discretely 
higher plane than the rational mind, and on a discretely lower plane 
than the soul. It is the highest part of the natural mind. The dis
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tinction here between the rational mind and the intellectory is im
portant, for the attempt to assign to the rational mind certain func
tions which should be assigned to the intellectory is a source of 
confusion in many epistemological discussions. The intellectory 
does not think— it directs thinking. In a sense, it can be said that 
it is not conscious but directs consciousness.

The intellectory, say Swedenborg, cannot be perverted. It is the 
same in the child as in the man, and the same in one man as in 
another. Thus a man’s natural intelligence cannot be measured 
by the quality of his intellectory, which is the same in all men. A  
man’s natural intelligence is measured by the extent to which his 
rational mind has made contact (through correspondence) with the 
intellectory. The intellectory, then, provides an absolute criterion 
for assessing natural truth.

The following quotations are from Rational Psychology: “ On 
this intellectory depends the sensory, or on the pure intellect de
pends sensation, no sensation being possible unless the nature of 
what is perceived is understood by an interior or superior power. 
The minute differences which are within an idea, and which exist 
between the several ideas, cannot be simply sensated and perceived. 
For the recognition of what is harmonious, analytical, delightful, 
true, and good, there must be an intellectory which shall judge and 
shall declare that the idea is accordant or non-accordant’’ (no. 126).

“ When the pure intellect acts, it acts from itself, that is to say, 
from nature herself and science itself, for all things flow into act 
in agreement with its intuition. It does not inform itself before
hand how and when the action is to come, but knows of itself the 
measures, laws, rules, truths, etc., which are found to be present—  
though only imperfectly— in the thought, the imagination, the 
external sensation, the action, and in the several organs thereof’’ 
(no. 131).

If we accept this, it is evident that any question about the nature 
of physical reality must ultimately be referred back to a question 
about the nature of the intellectory. The possibility of an objec
tive physical reality which men can explore is a consequence of the 
existence in every mind of this invariant component. Further
more, the more we understand about the intellectory, the more we 
can understand about the nature of physical reality, and the closer 
we can come to solving the problems of scientific knowledge. 
Scientific knowledge comes to the rational mind through the com
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bined workings of the physical senses, which are discretely below 
the rational mind, and of the intellectory, which is discretely above 
it.

Now Swedenborg’s object in writing the Rational Psychology 
was to explain what the soul is and its relation with the body. It 
was not his purpose to answer the questions of scientific epistemol
ogy, and he did not answer them. Nevertheless, his isolation of the 
intellectory as a separate component of the mind, discretely dif
ferent from the rational component, and his brief, though often 
explicit, description of it, seem to indicate the way to a fruitful 
method of attacking these problems.

Chairman: Thank you, Mr. Pitcairn. After seeing what some 
of these panel members had prepared for this evening, the Com
mittee had some sense of regret that perhaps each of them had 
not been asked to give an entire evening to the particular subject 
which they had chosen. There was some feeling on their part 
that perhaps the time allowance made the treatment of their sub
ject seem somewhat superficial. But the Committee still felt that 
it would be interesting to see, all within the compass of a relatively 
short time, the introduction to the several levels of thought with 
reference to Psychology.

And now, having heard from the scientific level, we pass on to 
certain philosophical considerations. “ Bishop Pendleton! Will 
you tell us something of the philosophical implications of Sweden
borg’s doctrine of correspondence as it is developed in the Rational 
Psychology.”

Bishop W. D. Pendleton: The subject Mr. Allen assigned me is :

T he P hilosophical Implications of the 
Doctrine of Correspondence

It is a matter of common perception that man is a dual creation 
— that he possesses not only a body formed of the dust of the 
ground but also a mind formed of sensations, thoughts, and af
fections. I say it is a matter of common perception, yet many deny 
it. Among the learned of the day few will admit the coexistence 
of two utterly different realities. Because natural philosophy has 
never been able to define the relation between mind and matter, 
it has been forced to choose between two extremes of thought. The 
one is materialism, which denies the existence of the spirit— which
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acknowledges no reality other than matter; the other is idealism, 
which in turn disputes the reality of the physical universe, leav
ing only the world of the conscious self— a world of disembodied 
sensations and ideas.

Perhaps we can understand this better when we reflect upon the 
fact that philosophy is the attempt of reason to arrive at an under
standing of the ultimate nature of things. Indeed, the more we 
study the history of human thought and observe its strivings to 
arrive at one incontrovertible truth regarding the nature of ultimate 
reality, the more we are impressed with what the Writings say 
regarding the limitations of reason. As the Writings repeatedly 
teach, the function of reason is not to determine the truth but to 
confirm it. The truth is that there is a God and that He is one. 
This is not a matter of human reason; that is to say, the existence 
of God is not a matter of human determination. In other words, 
God’s existence is not dependent upon man’s acknowledgment of 
Him.

In this Swedenborg differed from his contemporaries in the field 
of philosophy. He did not attempt to prove the existence of God 
by what he described as “ a thousand curious efforts” ( The Infinite, 
I, Sec. I, par. 3 ), but proceeded directly to the essential problem 
of philosophy in the following w ords: “ In order that we may be 
favored and happy in our endeavors, they must begin from the 
Infinite, or God, without whom no undertakings can attain a 
prosperous issue. . . . And as the soul was created by Him and 
added to the body, and reason to both, in order that the soul might 
be H is : so our thoughts, whether we revolve them within, or utter 
them in words, or commit them to writing, must always be so 
directed as to have their beginning and end from Him”  ( The 
Infinite, par. 1).

A t this day the doctrine of dualism, which was generally accepted 
in Swedenborg’s time, is largely discredited. In the advanced 
centers of intellectual thought the issue is drawn between the mate
rialists and the idealists, neither one admitting the basic premise 
of the other, but both equally insistent in their denial of the dual- 
istic argument that man is a twofold creation consisting of two 
essentially different realities, namely, soul and body. The historical 
reason for the breakdown of the dualistic system of philosophy lay 
in the fact that its proponents were unable to offer a convincing 
explanation of the relation which exists between the spirit and the
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body, that is, between mind and matter. T o this day it remains 
the Gordian knot of human reason.

I say, to this day, only because Emanuel Swedenborg is not 
counted among the philosophers. Nowhere will you find his name 
mentioned among the men who exercised a determining influence 
in the history of human thought. There are two reasons for this: 
First, because Swedenborg assumes as his premise the existence 
of God— a premise which is not permissible because subject to 
doubt. Second, because he is associated in the minds of men with 
the mystics— with those who claim knowledge of truth beyond 
reason. Nevertheless, it was Emanuel Swedenborg, a forgotten 
philosopher of the eighteenth century, who offered to the learned 
world the only reasonable explanation of the relation between 
mind and matter.

It is to be observed that Swedenborg’s entire philosophical 
system rests upon the premise that mind and matter are utterly 
distinct substances, and that the one can never pass over into 
the other. In searching for the key that would unlock this re
lationship and account for the mode whereby the one communicates 
with the other without a confusion of substance, Swedenborg gave 
careful consideration to the explanations of his day. He familiar
ized himself with the doctrine of physical influx as propounded 
by the Aristotelian Schoolmen, and he studied Descartes’ doctrine 
of Occasional Influx, and Leibnitz’s theory of Pre-established 
Harmony. While each was suggestive, none held the answer. So 
it was that Swedenborg turned from the field of philosophy to 
the study of anatomy; for, as he later said, “ I finally discerned 
that no other course lay open save that which leads through the 
anatomy of the soul’s organic body, it being there that she carries 
on her sports and completes her course. She is to be sought solely 
in the abiding place and lodgment where she is ; that is to say, in 
her own field of action” (Preface to R. Psych.). By this means 
Swedenborg hoped to discover not only the nature of the soul 
itself, but also that mode of communication whereby the soul has 
intercourse with the material body in which it dwells (ibid.).

It was while engaged in this work, that Swedenborg developed 
over a period of years his doctrine of correspondence. It was 
here on the plane of nature that he observed that no impulse can 
be carried to the brain as a sensation except by way of a cor
responding organ. “ Sight,”  he says, “ can by no means exist with
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out the eye, hearing without the ear, taste without the tongue, 
smell without the pituitary membrane. And in like manner, as the 
external senses cannot exist without a suitable organic substance, 
that is, without organs, so neither can the internal senses. The 
organic substance of perception is the cortical gland, and that of 
intellection is the simple cortex. . . .  It is altogether repugnant 
to nature that anything sensitive and intellectual can have existence 
apart from a suitable substance; for sensations are merely forces 
and modifications going forth from the substances acted upon. 
For this reason the soul is the only sentient and intelligent sub
stance in its body” ( R . Psych., 3 ).

In an address such as this we do not have the time to pursue 
Swedenborg’s development of the doctrine of correspondence in 
any detail. W e must therefore be content with a general state
ment which will serve as an outline of his essential argument. In 
general the teaching is that the eye is an organ formed for the 
reception of the modifications of the ether, even as the ear is 
formed for the reception of the modulations of the air. Thus it 
is that any change in the activity of the ether or the air results in 
a corresponding change in the state of the eye and the ear. A  
change of state in the eye or the ear is immediately communicated 
by way of the nerve fibres to the cortical glands of the brain which 
undergo a corresponding change of state. It is this change of state 
in the cortical gland that is perceived by the soul as a sensation 
(R. Psych., 97).

In other words, it is not the eye which sees nor the ear which 
hears; it is the soul, for this alone is capable of sensation. How
ever, what is actually perceived is a change of state in the eye or 
the ear which is communicated to the internal sensories or cortical 
glands of the brain as a corresponding change in their own state. 
To put it in yet another way, the quality of the sensation corre
sponds to the state of the cortical glands, the state of the glands 
to the state of the external sense organ, and the state of the organ 
to the nature of the impulse in which the sensation originated.

So it is that the doctrine of correspondence is the name which 
Swedenborg gave to that mode of intercourse whereby the soul 
communicates with its physical environment— a communication 
which is not effected by continuity and confusion of substance, but 
by contiguity and modification of state. As Sewall says in his 
introduction to the first English translation of Rational Psychology:
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"By correspondences things totally different in degree and sub
stance are nevertheless so adapted that the motions or tremulous 
vibrations in one may be continued through the other or converted 
into some modification of the other’s state” (par. xxvi).

The doctrine of correspondences, therefore, is not what the critics 
of Emanuel Swedenborg deem it to be. It is not, as some have 
suggested, an artificial mode of exegesis whereby Swedenborg 
endeavored to draw an internal sense from the Scriptures. A c
tually it is the law of communication— that law by which the soul 
communicates with the body, and, we would add, that law by which 
all communication is effected. Were it not for correspondences 
man could not communicate with man, nor man with God, nor God 
with man. Briefly stated, the law is that all communication is ef
fected by means of correspondences. Indeed we may think of the 
doctrine of correspondences as a ladder set upon earth, the top of 
which reaches unto heaven. For even as the forces of nature are 
communicated to the eye, so the eye communicates with the sensory 
fibre; and as the fibre communicates with the cortical gland, so 
the gland communicates with the imagination; and as the imagina
tion communicates with the intellect, so does the intellect commune 
with God— all by means of correspondences.

Chairman: Thank you, Bishop Pendleton. From these phil
osophical considerations we next go on to Dr. Odhner, and we have 
a very brief question to ask Dr. Odhner.

How IS the Moral M an R elated to the T hin kin g  M a n ?
Dr. H. Lj. Odhner: As I understand it, your question is simply 

this: What, according to the Rational Psychology, is the effect of 
the moral element upon the thinking powers of man? Here we 
come up against some very interesting teachings. First of all we 
ought to approach the subject, I think, from the point of view of the 
doctrine of the Writings, which is that the faculty of rationality 
and liberty cannot be taken away even from the devil in hell. In 
other words, the understanding of man is such from nativity that 
it can be elevated above the loves of the will, and held separate 
from it. That of course means that thinking is possible even from 
an evil love, even where there is an evil state in man, and thus by 
an evil individual.

In the Rational Psychology that perception or concept is already 
present. It is shown that man is free because he is rational. No 
man can be moral or responsible unless he is both free and rational;
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and he cannot be rational unless his understanding is independent 
of his state of morality. That is to say, his understanding must 
be such that although he may start from an evil point of view, yet 
he can see truth.

Now it has already been mentioned by Mr. Pitcairn that, accord
ing to the Rational Psychology, man has a faculty of pure intellect 
which is making him free and able to think truth. But we learn 
something else from the Writings, viz., that while all men and 
spirits retain the faculty of rationality, yet an evil will or an evil 
love would by degrees destroy or pervert the rational mind. It 
would evade the laws of logic and seek refuge in fantasies. After 
death, the evil or the morally corrupt would lose their intelligence 
and become stupid and ignorant after a thorough vastation of good 
and truth, external goods and superficial knowledges— and that 
would happen at their judgment or vastation in the other world.

The point made in the Writings is that, while there are certain 
qualities or faculties in the inmost soul of man that cannot be 
perverted, yet man’s rational mind formed on earth can be perverted 
and is retained after death in a perverted form. But when he wrote 
the Rational Psychology, Swedenborg had not yet been introduced 
into the spiritual world and his knowledge was rather based on the 
Bible and the general concepts of Christian philosophy that were 
abroad at the time, and his position in general resembled in some 
respects that of Thomas Aquinas who also spoke of the soul and 
the angels as pure spiritual beings whose substance was immaterial 
or intellectual, and whose knowledge was derived a priori, that is to 
say, from the very nature of their own essence, and not from 
experience as with us. And thus the soul, according to the Ra
tional Psychology, even the evil soul, even the soul of an evil spirit, 
has pure intelligence, unobstructed by any shades of ignorance. It 
is explained in the Rational Psychology that the torture of the 
damned comes from this— that though all spiritual truth is clear to 
them, yet they hate it and vainly oppose it, and this especially after 
the Last Judgment when the society of hell which was held together 
by fear of their chief will be dissolved into chaos and disorder and 
deprived of all hope and cast into mutual hatreds and miseries 
and envies.

Now when Swedenborg says that the devils have pure intel
ligence just like the angels, he does not mean that they are equally 
wise, for wisdom is only the love of good or virtue or goodness; 
the only man that is wise is a man who loves virtue. Evil souls—
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and, incidentally, by paternal heredity, human souls are such that 
some may be born for wisdom and some for insanity, according to 
this book—yet all souls have this pure intelligence as to the sight 
of truth. The rational mind does not have such pure intelligence 
on earth, but the soul after death has it, because it is inherent in 
the soul. An evil soul can be converted into a good state, but that 
can be done only while on earth and in the rational mind and by 
means of God’s Word. What Swedenborg thought about the 
salvation of infants who die, I do not know. Probably he had some 
explanation for that.

But into the rational mind, which has no connate loves of its own, 
both the loves of the soul or the spirit, and the loves or passions of 
the animus inflow so that there is influx of good loves and evil loves 
from above into the rational mind, and also the confusing effects 
of sensations and passions from below. Swedenborg even hints 
in one place that spirits and angels combine to inflow into the 
human soul to affect it. And because man has a soul which has 
pure intelligence in spiritual things, and, in the inmosts of the brain 
this soul has formed certain organs which are called the pure in- 
tellectories, which Mr. Pitcairn referred to, which allow him to 
have a pure intellect or pure intuition in all natural things, therefore 
the rational mind is free to make out of these elements a mind or 
character of man’s own. And that is the real man, for as the 
rational mind is formed, such the soul becomes as to wisdom. 
Notice that— as to wisdom; not as to intelligence because that was 
perfect from the beginning. And since the rational mind operates 
in the organs of the brain, and the brain decays after death, Sweden
borg taught in this work that the soul, when released from the body, 
no longer is able to reason or choose in the same way as on earth. 
In fact, he seeks to show that since the soul had pure intelligence it 
did not need any reasoning power any more.

The moral or good man can be wise, while the evil man can only 
be intelligent or skilled in knowledge and argument. Both can see 
truth, but the wicked will use it in this life for ill and come into 
insane loves and hatred of the truth, always seeking to avoid it or 
abuse it deliberately. On earth man’s rational mind, if it thinks 
from the senses, will not perceive this folly, will not realize what is 
happening to its soul, and will mistake appearances for realities all 
the time, but after death and judgment, the soul will suffer terribly 
from its evil choice.

Now notice that the rational mind is very, very largely affected,
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and sensibly affected as to its mixed intelligence by evil or by the 
moral element; but the pure intelligence of the soul remains, ac
cording to the Rational Psychology, and is not affected by the evil, 
but still is used or is contrasted with the evil designs of the soul 
which cause a conflict that is equal to the torments of hell.

The Rational Psychology, despite not presenting the clear doc
trine of the Writings, gives a great amount of illustrative material 
about the various virtues and vices of the rational mind, and con
sequently it is a source of great interest and a means to our moral 
improvement to study what he says about all these different virtues 
and all the different affections of the natural mind and of the 
spiritual mind and of the rational mind. It shows that the good 
or wise man is known from the direction of his life, not from his 
talk, and that the peasant can be wiser than the greatest philosopher. 
The insanity of the soul is not necessarily visible in this world.

Chairman: Thank you, Dr. Odhner. The problem of relating 
the soul to the body has been referred to as a Gordian knot. When 
this problem is viewed from its complicated and intricate nature, 
the simile is apt. But the simile can be carried still further. The 
tying of the knot by Gordius was followed by the declaration of 
the oracle: “ That he who should untie it would be master of Asia. 
Alexander the Great averted the ill omen of his inability to loosen 
it by cutting it with his sword . . . (therefore) to cut the Gordian 
knot is to remove a difficulty by bold and energetic measures.”  
How familiar are these w ords! “ By bold and energetic measures!”

T he Gordian K not

Now I am well aware of the difficulties that anybody can get into, 
using a simile, especially pressing the simile a little too far. This 
simile turned out to be something of a boomerang. It turns out 
that Swedenborg refers a number of times in the Writings to a 
Gordian knot. But I read those numbers this afternoon, and in 
each case, when Swedenborg refers to the Gordian knot, he is 
cautioning one to avoid tying the knot. So far as I know, he does 
not say anything about what to do when one is presented with the 
knot, and that is the situation that we have when we meet our 
philosophical questions of today. The dictionary definition refers 
to this expression, “ to cut the Gordian knot, is to remove a difficulty 
by bold and energetic measures.”  On every level of our existence 
in this world we live in today, such a solution appeals to so many
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as a way out. And we have experienced and are experiencing our 
present day Alexanders, both big and little.

Some of these Alexanders are those philosophers of science 
referred to by Mr. Pitcairn, who cut the Gordian knot by appealing, 
not to the problem in its totality, but in a specialized form. They 
set up their own special criterion. “ It works.” This is the cri
terion of the pragmatist. “ Away with your ivory towers!”  says 
this practical person. Statistics and other methods which give the 
right answers in experience— for the most part— take the place of 
basic concepts in the older philosophy of “ cause and effect rela
tions,” which have come to be regarded as meaningless expressions. 
Examples can be added endlessly until the very concept of truth 
itself has come to be challenged as a meaningful expression. In 
fact, the very disturbing repetitious use of the terms “ meaning
less”  and “ meaningful” stand as testimony of a fear to use the 
words “ knowledge” and “ truth.”

But there is another “bold and energetic” way to cut the Gordian 
knot which is presented by the problem of science, how do we 
know? This is the method of the philosophy of positivism. “ What 
we know is in terms of what we d o !” This is the criterion. Our 
science, the positivist says, is itself more a reflection of the operation 
of our mind than a picture of the world we naively think we are 
describing.

But to cut the Gordian knot, to effect bold and energetic meas
ures— these are not the acts of a rational mind. They verge more 
on brashness than on reason.

As Mr. Pitcairn has indicated, the thinking man, as man in this 
world, is the meeting place of what comes from the external world 
and what comes from the internal man or the pure intellect. The 
problem is not to be solved by cutting it in two halves.

So also in Bishop Pendleton’s considerations of the philosophical 
implications, in so far as they create a dualistic world. As he has 
said, in a different way, the problem cannot be solved by a division 
which says we shall decide between materialism and idealism. This 
division again is an effort to solve the total problem in a manner as 
did Alexander who could not untie the knot.

And again, from what Dr. Odhner has said, we have to beware 
of the Alexandrian solution which would separate good from truth. 
Albeit, however much our emphasis in the learned disciplines is 
upon truth, the importance of it to man as man is its union with 
good. It is not only to know but it also is to choose, which makes
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the m an; or, as Swedenborg says: “ The greater the end, the better 
the prudence; for what is called prudence presupposes good ; . . . 
if the prudence is supreme, it is requisite that the best end be had in 
view” (no. 405).

Now the members of the panel have done their part by confining 
themselves to the Rational Psychology and, for the most part, limit
ing their discussion to the light of things as they appeared to 
Swedenborg when he wrote that work. I say “ for the most part”  
because the panel members were consciously trying to do s o ; but in 
a sense they must all be influenced, to a certain extent, by the 
Writings.

As a matter of fact, we presume to call ourselves here the 
Swedenborg Scientific Association and, indeed, in its opening years 
there were some who were interested in the particular uses of the 
Association without any similar interest in the things of the Church.

The nature of the history of the Swedenborg Scientific Associa
tion stands as a testimony that our uses are auxiliary to those of 
the Church. In fact, without the Church it is doubtful if our 
organization could keep itself going.

Thus, before leaving our subject, I think it would be useful to go 
outside the limitations we of the panel have placed upon ourselves 
this evening.

If, indeed, our work in the Swedenborg Scientific Association can 
be auxiliary to the uses of the Church, then such a subject as we 
have been discussing this evening, as one of our particular efforts, 
can in some measure be related to the Church. I would like, there
fore, to ask a final question, and— since the rules of our game have 
limited the thought of the panel members to Swedenborg’s phil
osophical period— I shall direct this question outside the panel. 
The question, to which Bishop de Charms will respond, is as follows:

W hat D oes the “ R ational Psychology”  M ean 
to the N ew Church ?

Bishop de Charms: I have been asked to say a word about the 
relation of Rational Psychology to the New Church, and in the few 
minutes that I would want to spend on that subject at this late hour, 
I can make only one or two observations.

Swedenborg’s work on the Rational Psychology was written at 
the end of his series of physiological studies, and as he says in the 
Introduction to that work, he has approached his goal, which is to 
discover the soul, a posteriori or from without and by way of ex
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perience. In The Economy of the Animal Kingdom, however, and 
in The Animal Kingdom, Swedenborg first set forth what he calls 
the universals of the body, of the brain, and of influx from the soul 
into each of these. Only after he has set forth those universals 
does he set out to examine in detail the anatomy and physiology of 
the parts. Then, he says, for the first time he is in a position to 
treat of the soul from appearances or synthetically, which is his 
purpose in the Rational Psychology.

Now the important gift of the Rational Psychology to the New 
Church, I believe, lies in the fact that it presents a reasoned philos
ophy of the mind, of how the mind works, and of how it is related 
to the body. This reasoned philosophy is based upon two things. 
As has been pointed out already by panel speakers, it is based upon 
the acknowledgment of God and a recognition of the existence and 
the reality of the soul as the first cause of all activity of both mind 
and body. And at the same time, it is based upon a careful ex
amination of the physiology of the body and the brain as instru
ments of the soul, or what is the same thing, he sets forth in the 
Rational Psychology an ordered presentation of facts interpreted 
from a true principle and with constant reference to use.

Now this, in itself, is a vital contribution to the thought of man
kind, for historically there have been only two other approaches to 
this subject. That of the ancient philosophers was indeed to start 
with the acknowledgment of God, and with the acknowledgment of 
the existence of a soul, but with no reference to scientific facts. 
Their conclusions therefore were imaginary. And the second ap
proach was that of the modern scholars who approached the same 
question with careful consideration of the facts but without ac
knowledging the existence either of a God or of a soul, taking 
nothing for granted and endeavoring to interpret all things purely 
from the evidence of the senses. Their conclusions also are 
imaginary since they ignore the real causes and seek to ascribe 
physical and material properties to all things. The ancient mode 
was a priori— philosophy without science; the modern mode is a 
posteriori— science without philosophy. Swedenborg alone, in his 
Rational Psychology, brings these two necessary ingredients of 
truth together. Instead of cutting the Gordian knot with his 
sword, as Alexander did, he solves the problem of mind and matter 
by showing the harmonious interrelation of these two things which 
hitherto have been separated.
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Now what has this to do with the New Church? I would be 
very far from discouraging any one from entering upon a study of 
Swedenborg’s philosophical works, including the Rational Psy
chology; but I would personally like to relieve the members of our 
Church— the laymen and the women of our Church generally—  
from any sense of conscience that they must individually enter upon 
a study of Swedenborg’s philosophical works. For I believe that 
everything essential to the life of individual regeneration is given 
us in the Writings themselves. Therefore I do not believe that the 
layman who is concerned primarily with discovering the truth that 
is essential for his own regeneration, should feel it as a matter of 
conscience that he should study the philosophical works. But I 
do believe that the study of these works among the scholars of the 
Church must increase and deepen with every generation. I believe 
that the philosophical works are essential to the application of the 
teaching of the Writings to many planes of thought, to many lines 
of human endeavor. And above all I believe that they are of 
tremendous import in the matter of developing New Church educa
tion. As a matter of fact, from the very beginning of the Academy 
the work on Rational Psychology has had a tremendous influence 
upon the thought of the educators of the New Church, and it has 
performed a tremendous use in the matter of clarifying the applica
tion of the teaching of the Writings to the practical understanding 
of the operations of the human mind. Now because of that— al
though laymen should not feel it as a matter of conscience that they 
themselves must become scholars in this field of philosophy— still 
whether they like it or not, their minds already have been consider
ably influenced by the teaching of the Rational Psychology. And I 
believe that that influence is going to increase just in the degree 
that New Church education grows. For mark you, the develop
ment of New Church education is going to be the development of a 
philosophy of every phase of human knowledge, every branch of 
human learning, and because of that, as that education grows, the 
effect of the Rational Psychology on the mode of thinking, the at
titude of mind, the approach to questions of intellectual understand
ing that are studied by New Churchmen, is going to increase with 
every generation. That, I believe, is the fundamental effect and 
value of the work o f the Rational Psychology on the New Church. 
Thank you.
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