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The 2018 Parliament of the World’s Religions

BY DAVID J. FEKETE

ver the dates November 1-7,
I had the privilege of attend-
ing the 2018 Parliament of

the World’s Religions in Toronto, “The
Promise of Inclusion, the Power of
Love: Pursuing Global Understanding,
Reconciliation, and Change.”

y experiences there were ex-

traordinary. I am not the same
Swedenborgian I was before the Par-
liament. I understand my own tradi-
tion differently, understand religion
differently, understand more fully all
the richness that God’s world has. I
learned in general that encountering
other religions is much more than in-
tellectually inquiring about beliefs. I
learned much about many traditions
and perspectives. But it would be a
mistake to think that one now un-
derstands a tradition into which oth-
ers have spent their lives growing. The
Parliament of the World’s Religions is
a taste, not a meal.

Attending the Parliament of the
World’s Religions was spiritually trans-
forming for me. Such a compressed, in-
tense exposure to leaders of other faith
traditions must have a powerful impact
on a seeker with an open mind. Nev-
ertheless, reflecting on my experienc-
es, | realize that however intense my
exposure was, my grounding is in my
own tradition. My own understanding
has been given a good jolt in a positive

direction. Areas of my own faith that
weren’t working for me, have been ad-
justed by techniques from other reli-
gions that do work. I am enjoying see-
ing the world differently than I saw it
before the Parliament. I am enjoying
the world more than I had before the

Parliament. I am enjoying my fellows
here on earth better than I did before
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The Sikh kiosk wrapped turbans on whoever
asked them: Rev. Fekete and Vanessa,
an interfaith friend from San Diego.

the Parliament. It will take some time
before I fully integrate my experiences
at the Parliament into my spiritual life.

I didn’t expect to be so moved by the
Parliament. I did expect to learn and
celebrate, but not to be transformed.
I will share meaningful experiences
from those remarkable seven days. It is
my story, but others may find meaning
in it and may find inspiration to fur-
ther investigate truths from the tradi-
tions I experienced by their own meth-
ods of spiritual questing.

Wth drum, song, and dance, rep-
resentatives of the First Nations
welcomed the 6,500 participants.

I attended the opening plenary ses-
sion, presented by Indigenous Peo-
ples. The MC exclaimed, “We made it
through the night! It’s a new day! Give
thanks to the Creator for this day!”
Then, in an offering that touched ev-
erybody deeply, two young Indigenous
children recited a long prayer from
the beliefs of their Nation, in the lan-
guage of their own Nation. They recit-
ed prayers about creation, the plants,
the stars, Grandmother Moon, Grand-
father Sun, humans, animals—Ilisting
one by one what the Creator made.
Not only were we attendees moved by
these children, several of the Chiefs re-
marked on the potential for the sur-
vival of their nation that was embod-
ied in these young children speaking
their ancestral language, a language
that was once against federal law to
speak—even in the living memory of
some of the Indigenous speakers.

Of the adults speaking, it was aged
Chief Jim Dumont, Onaubinisay
(Walks Above the Ground), who cap-
tured and held for forty-five minutes
the hearts and rapt attention of the
whole assembly. He said, “Everyone
has the right to feel good about who
they are.” And, “It’s been a long time
that we haven’t felt that way.” Creation
happened because the Creator want-
ed a place to send his thoughts to. The
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The Editor’s De

Love and Faith

A theme of sorts
emerges from this
month’s Messenger.

Examining our own
thoughts and actions
in a quest to be better Christians, lov-
ing God and loving the neighbor in
thought and action, opening our minds
to a better understanding of other peo-
ple and their religious beliefs—these
themes emerge from Rev. Jane Siebert’s
“Letter from the President,” Rev. Da-
vid Fekete’s “The Parliament of the
World’s Religions,” Rev. Jenny Caugh-
man’s “The Value of Our Theology,”
Rev. Amanda Riley’s “Pastoring in the
Garden,” and Rev. Jonathan Mitchell’s
“The Posada Without Borders.”

Rev. Siebert looks forward to the
new year, reflecting on what in her
Swedenborgian faith she is most grate-
ful for. She writes about her personal
relationship with God, open-minded-
ness, and the polestar of loving God
and the neighbor and invites us to em-
bark on the same task.

Rev. Fekete takes us into the realm
of (many) other religions of the world
and discovers there tremendous insight
into what his religion means to him
and how the experience has changed
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him. He confirms what Swedenborg
tells us is the essence of Christiani-
ty, that loving God and the neighbor
should be our highest priority, by ob-
serving how that essence is revealed
and practiced in other religious tradi-
tions and how he might better practice
it in his own life.

Rev. Caughman stresses the impor-
tance of acting out our love and wis-
dom, being careful not to cloud it with
a purely intellectual understanding of
our theology. She concludes that the
best way that we, as individuals, can
act in love and wisdom is through our
personal relationships, pursuing good
and truth even in the face of tremen-
dous resistance in the world around us.

Rev. Riley is a Presbyterian minis-
ter serving the Garden Church in San
Pedro, a Swedenborgian mission. Her
willingness to serve in a Swedenborgian
mission and the Swedenborgian
Church’s willingness to have her serve
demonstrate what it means to put lov-
ing God and the neighbor above the
divisions of doctrine. In her article, she
delineates the ways in which her faith,
through a Presbyterian lens, comports
with essential Swedenborgian tenants.

Rev. Mitchell reminds us that we
cannot separate our religious life from
our civic life. There is a crisis at the
southern border of the United States
with Mexico, although there is much
disagreement and dissension about
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what the crisis is. Mexicans and Amer-
icans meet every year at a border fence
between California and Mexico at the
Pacific Ocean to sing together as part
of the Posada, a Christmas tradition.
The ugly politics surrounding the bor-
der have interfered with that tradi-
tion, but love of the neighbor shines
through.

Navigating the thicket of conflict in
the world and conflict within ourselves
is difficult. The only way through the
thicket is to focus on the guiding prin-
ciple of love, which transcends the di-
vision and hatred in the world.

—Herb Ziegler
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Letter
from the
President

The Year of the Lord: 2018-19
—The Primacy of Spirit

Dear friends and members of the Swedenborgian

Church,

May 2019 bring blessings, hope, courage, and

regeneration into your life and our world.

As I reflect on the year ahead, I would like to
pause and share with you what I am most grate-
ful for as a Swedenborgian. Traveling around the
US and Canada, I have many opportunities to re-
spond to the question, “What is unique about the
Swedenborgian Church?” I often share what is in
my heart right then, so the answers vary.

This letter to you relates to where I am today in
my spiritual journey and looking forward to 2019.
I encourage you to pause and reflect on the things
within our Swedenborgian tradition that are im-
portant to you and help in your life. Tomorrow,
next week, month, or year, the answer might vary,
because we do not have a static religion. We have
a religion that relates to life and our life is ever
changing.

That is the first tenet for which I am grateful.
Swedenborg’s writings can speak to me uniquely,

depending on my life at the current moment,
opening the spiritual within the natural, con-
necting with the Divine everywhere and anytime,
offering help for my daily life within the Word.
There is always more to learn when I approach
the writings with an open mind and heart. And
these gifts are open to all of us. We do not need
“experts” to explain things to us, although many
times it helps.

I have this quote above my computer: “When
the Word of the Lord is being read by a [person]
who loves the Word, and lives in charity, or by a
[person] who in simplicity of heart believes what
is written . . . it is presented by the Lord . . . with
inexpressible variety in accordance with all their
state at the time, that every particular is per-
ceived as if it had life . . . “ Secrets of Heaven §1767
(Emanuel Swedenborg).

This leads right into the second blessing I find
in my Swedenborgian regeneration journey. Ques-
tions are always welcome. Growing up in a tradi-
tional protestant religion, I was chastised for my
many questions. I was told to just have “faith,”
the faith of a small child. When I was introduced
to the Swedenborgian tradition I was full of ques-
tions and still am. Often, fellow Swedenborgians
will offer their answers with the premise, “This is
how I understand it.” I am left in freedom to al-
low the answers to evolve along with my evolving
spiritual journey; the guidance is to continue to
search for truth and try to live by it.

We are left in freedom: “The Lord never com-
pels anyone, for he who is compelled to think what

is true and to do what is good is not reformed” Se-
crets of Heaven §1947 (Emanuel Swedenborg).

Continues on page 14
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The Value of our Theology

JENNY MARTIN
CAUGHMAN

n her report to the

Board of Direc-

tors of the Cen-
ter for Swedenborgian
Studies, denomination-
al president Rev. Jane
Siebert wrote of a stu-
dent’s story being “a tes-
tament to the value of our theology in
people’s lives.” As I reflected on this I
realized that I believe that this has al-
ways been one of the main challeng-
es for Swedenborgians (if not all peo-
ple of faith): How do we put faith or
theory into practice? How do we trans-
late our theology into accessible, use-
ful, relevant language? Yes, we believe
Swedenborg’s teachings are brilliant,
yet we also believe that they are under-
utilized, under-understood.

Swedenborg teaches that the under-
standing can be raised up into heav-
en, beyond where the will or the whole
person is. In this way the understand-
ing can serve as a beacon, leading the
way. That being said, it is the will
which calls the shots—which influ-
ences just what the understanding per-
ceives and understands.

I wonder if perhaps we have been
overly focused on the understanding,
exploring and explaining our theolo-
gy in an intellectual manner. Sweden-
borg’s writings lend themselves to be-
ing described and discussed theoreti-
cally, rationally. But what does this
same theology teach us is the path
of regeneration? True transformation
lies not in our understanding, but in
our will. It is what we want, our rul-
ing love, which defines us. And as
much as we like to pretend otherwise,
our will is characteristically not gov-
erned by our rationality, but instead by
our emotions. And very often by the

emotion of fear and therefore
self-protection.

So what do we do? How can
we work with this and help lead
people to the heavenly, which is
grounded in, and an expression
of, divine love and wisdom?

I believe we need to strive
to act heavenly; we need to be
grounded in love and wisdom
ourselves, or else we are simply
not credible ambassadors for our the-
ology. What does this mean? It means
behaving in ways very different from
what we are seeing in Washington
and in our culture: being more open
to (i.e., loving) the truth than to prov-
ing our point or protecting our camp
or perspective. It means caring about
others even when they do not appear
to care about us. It means being open
to the truth about ourselves, what we
truly believe and want (our internals)
and not simply what we want to believe
about ourselves or think we should
want, or wish that we wanted. (This
may mean daring to ask and admit to
ourselves what the vulnerable, wound-
ed, self-protecting aspect of ourselves is
wanting, which is not easy to do.)

We, in our communities (our
churches, families, places of employ-
ment) need to work to create atmo-
spheres grounded in compassion and
understanding rather than judgment,
of help rather than persecution, of
hope instead of despair. And we, as
Swedenborgians, need to show how
our Swedenborgian faith helps us to
do this.

We need to tell stories—stories
which demonstrate the power and rel-
evance of our Swedenborgian faith, on
ourselves and others. We need to tell
stories which clearly show how we are
better people—kinder, more generous,
more compassionate, wiser—Dbecause
of our understanding of, and living
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of, Swedenborg’s teachings. We need
to show how we have been impacted
by the reality of the spiritual realm, by
the presence of God in our lives—how
the reality of divine love, the accessi-
bility of divine wisdom, have moved us
to a better place: a place of greater joy,
not just momentary happiness; a place
of greater meaning, not simply super-
ficial distractions; a place of integrity,
not duplicity; a place of greater peace
and joy.

The primary classroom and labora-
tory for this, I believe, is our relation-
ships. If our relationships are grounded
in love (genuine concern for the oth-
er) and truth (genuine desire to see and
understand things as they are, not as
we would wish them to be), if we are
aware of our genuine intentions, then I
believe these relationships will be more
fulfilling.

How can we do this? How can we
implement such attitudes?

Swedenborg tells us that in the
heavens, angels are always facing the
sun, they are always turned toward the
Lord. If we want to grow in faith, if we
desire to embody divine love and wis-
dom more fully, we too must face the
sun, face the Lord. We must choose,
each in our own unique way, to be re-
ceptive to divine love and wisdom.

What does this look like in our day-
to-day lives? It is, like Swedenborgian
theology, both complicated and yet,
at the same time, very simple. When,
as Jesus taught, we love God with all
our hearts, minds, and strength, when
we love our neighbors as ourselves, we
open our hearts to both goodness and
truth and we commit to embody these.
We strive to put goodness and truth to
use, to express them, to live them, even
when, especially when, this is uncom-
fortable. When we seek to do good, to
be open to and express truth, in a spirit

Continues on page 5
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Continued from page 4

of humility and compassion, then we
are true ambassadors for our faith.
Then we are turned toward the Lord.
Then we are living, in accommodated
form, as angels do.

What the Swedenborgian faith has
to offer the world is a deep understand-
ing of divine love and wisdom. For ex-
ample, that we are not to do that which
simply looks good, we are to do that
which actually is good, even when it is
not popular or culturally accepted (i.e.,
we must focus on the spiritual not the
worldly), even when it may appear to
not be in our interests (i.e., we must
put love of God and neighbor first and
foremost). What helps us to do this

is remembering that, from a spiritual
perspective, the truth is always in our
best interest. To believe this is an ex-
pression of deep faith and great trust
in God.

So we strive to do what is good,
keeping in mind the big picture, that
which is good for our neighbors as well
as ourselves. We endeavor to be open to
both hearing and speaking, with hu-
mility and without blame or judgment,
the truth. For in so doing we grow into
the image and likeness of God, we
grow into angelhood. In this we, and
the world, are truly blessed.

Rev. Jenny Martin Caughman is a trustee

of the Center for Swedenborgian Studies.
She is a Swedenborgian minister serving on
the pastoral team at First United Methodist
Church in Oak Ridge, Tennessee.
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Church Bookkeeping
Services Available

Rev. Susannah Currie, who holds a
B.A. in Accounting from the Universi-
ty of Southern Maine, announces her
availability as “virtual bookkeeper” for
churches that seek to have their book-
keeping automated on QuickBooks
accounting software. Churches need
only email scans of their transactions
monthly, and she will provide bank
reconciliations, financial statements,
annual donation reports for parishio-
ners, W-2 and 1099 reporting, and as-
sistance with budgeting for a nominal
fee. The new year is the best time to
start. References are available upon re-
quest. Contact revscurrie@gmail.com.

Teen Retreat in England—Summer 2019

Seven years ago, a five day International Camp for New Church teenagers was held at Purley Chase, England;
for those who came along, amazing memories were made and lasting friendships were formed.

We feel it is time to do it again and want to invite you!

Where? The camp will be held at Purley Chase Centre which is deep
in the middle of the English countryside, a couple of hours North of London.

Who? Anyone aged 13-20 is invited.
When? The Camp will run from Sunday, July 28th-Saturday, August 3rd, 2019

What? The Camp will be led by youth leaders and ministers from England and the USA, and our overall
theme will be the book of Revelation and its relevance in our lives. We will have a huge variety of
activities, such as day trips and walks in the local area, camp fires, table tennis, games evenings,

“Olympic” sports on the lawn, and a talent show, to name a few.

Cost? Purley Chase charges just £40 (about $55) for accommodation and food.
Donations are welcomed by those who are able to pay more.

Why should | come? You will have the opportunity to make friends from around the world,
relax in beautiful surroundings, take part in new and fun activities, and renew your
excitement in being part of an incredible faith and church organization.

For more information, contact Kurt Fekete, Swedenborgian Church youth director: kfekete@hotmail.com
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Pastoring in the Garden

BY AMANDA ADAMS RILEY

y introduction to the The
Garden Church and the
Swedenborgian denomina-

tion came in October of 2014 by Rev.
Anna Woofenden. She and I met for
tea one afternoon in downtown San
Pedro. At the time, we were both in

is now a church, which I have the hon-
or of co-pastoring for this time.

As you have likely gathered by now,
I am not a Swedenborgian, I am a cra-
dle Presbyterian. The Presbyterian
roots in my family pre-date our immi-
gration to America (eight generations
ago), and date back to the sixteenth

the process of planting a church.
She was working on San Pedro,
and I was working in Playa Vis-
ta, a new community in West
Los Angeles.

In the years that followed, the
mission and vision of the Gar-
den Church took root, and it
has begun to flourish. It is tru-
ly a unique community. When
it came time for Rev. Anna to
move out of her role as founding
pastor of The Garden Church, I
ended up being one of the cler-
gy she trained in her last months with
the church.

Beginning in January, 2018, Rev.
Jonathan Mitchell and T became
the acting co-pastors of The Garden
Church, and it has been a blessing to
be part of a new, vital, and thriving
ministry.

There is nothing quite like the Gar-
den Church that I have experienced
before. We are unashamedly a Jesus-
following church—the word church
is in our name. Every time the gates
are open, there is a pastor in a cleri-
cal collar present. We are a progressive
justice-seeking congregation working
day in and day out to live the gospel
by feeding everyone who is hungry in
body, mind, and Spirit. We are tru-
ly doing the work of Christ, and it is
well received in the community. I am
grateful daily for the hours, dollars,
and fervent prayers that Rev. Anna, the
Swedenborgian denomination, and so
many others put into this ministry that

century. My great-great-great-great un-
cle founded a church, became a mili-
tary chaplain, and fought in the revo-
lutionary war. The church he founded
in Statesville, North Carolina, was the
church I was baptized in and in which
my father was raised.

I grew up in Washington DC and
Northern Virginia, received a B.A. in
Religion and Political Science from
James Madison University in Harri-
sonburg, Virginia, and an M.Div. from
Princeton Theological Seminary. I was
ordained in 2005. I completed a Doc-
torate of Divinity with a focus in New
Church Development at McCormick
Theological Seminary in Chicago, in
2014.

My first call was to First Presbyte-
rian Church in Ann Arbor, Michigan,
where I was part of a two-year program
for newly ordained clergy with the aim
of giving us a good start in ministry.
After my two years there, I served as as-
sociate pastor at the First Presbyterian
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Church in Fenton, Michigan. There,
I worked closely with the youth, chil-
dren’s ministry, and mission.

In 2010 my husband took a dream
job in the aerospace industry in Los
Angeles. Our move allowed me time
to finish a co-authored book titled 7he
Girlfriend’s Clergy Companion: Surviv-
ing and Thriving in Ministry. We
also began our family in our first
years in Los Angeles. We have
two active boys who are now
ages four and seven. Here in Los
Angeles, I served as a parish as-
sociate at Brentwood Presbyte-
rian Church in West Los Ange-
les before responding to a call to
begin a new worshiping commu-
nity in Playa Vista. In 2013, my
colleague and I made the difh-
cult choice to disband the new
worshiping community once
she decided that she needed to
return to Texas to care for aging par-
ents. I then became parish associate at
Covenant Presbyterian Church, a role
I maintain alongside my role as acting
co-pastor of the Garden Church.

While I am not a Swedenborgian,
I have found myself at home in as-
pects of Swedenborgian Theology. In
particular, at the Garden Church each
week as part of our liturgy, we open
the Word of God and place it in the
worship space, showing the central-
ity of scripture. The Word of God is
also central in Presbyterian theology.
In addition, we talk about the Tree of
Life in the book of Revelation and the
call to work for more heaven here on
earth. This concept resonates with me
because we have something in the Pres-
byterian Church called the “Six Great
Ends of the Church,” or the purpos-
es or goals of being church, and the
sixth and final “end” is “The exhibi-
tion of the Kingdom of Heaven to the

Continues on page 7
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Continued from page 6

world.” The idea that both the Presby-
terian (USA) Church and the Church
of the New Jerusalem have similar fun-
damental beliefs, in God’s word and in
comparable goals in the desire to bring
or show heaven to our world, gives me
great confidence.

Also, in the Presbyterian Church we
have a dossier, which includes writing
prompts, one of which says “Describe
the ministry setting to which you be-
lieve God is calling you.” While re-
viewing the dossier, which we are asked
to do periodically, I was surprised how
well the call I'd articulated more than

a year ago matched the work of the
Garden Church. I wrote,

In the next church I serve, I hope
to be part of a community that is
committed to Christ, and to con-
tinually following God’s will. I am
looking for a community where all
people are valued as beloved chil-
dren of God and where the mem-
bership seeks to know and grow as
disciples of Christ. I am looking for
a community which seeks to teach
and nourish its members as well as
reach out to those in need around
them. I am praying for a call which
will allow me to fully use the many
and varied gifts God has given me,
in conjunction with a congregation
that is passionate about living out
their faith in a diverse world.

The Garden Church is doing all of
that and more; it is a bright spot in the
middle of the block on 6™ street and
it is a beacon of hope to all who en-
ter the gates, whether they come for
a warm meal or simply out of curios-
ity. It is impossible to enter the gates
without knowing deeply that some-
thing profound is happening here. It
is more than an urban farm, it is more
than a community garden, it is more
than a place the hungry come to eat,
i’s more than a place kids like to play

Continues on page 15
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The Posada Without Borders

n December 15, I traveled
South from Los Angeles to
take part in the “Posada with-

out Borders,” right at the spot where
the border fence between San Diego
and Tijuana enters the Pacific Ocean.
For those for whom the posada tra-
dition is new, posada is a Spanish word
meaning lodging. In Mexico and other
Latin American countries, for the nine
days leading up to Christmas Eve, peo-

by the border patrol to approach the
fence. Often, as it was for us this year,
you can access Friendship Park only by
walking nearly two miles from Border-
fields State Park.

In effect, the posada was reduced to
two parallel events on either side of the
double fence. You could just barely see
that there were people on the Tijuana
side—you could see them waving. You
could just barely hear them singing.

ple reenact the story
of Mary and Joseph
as they seck lodging.
After being turned
away from several
houses, and after a
back and forth at the
final door, they are
let in for a great cel-
ebration. A posada
can also be done as
one-time event. My
first posada took place at a church-run
daycare center in San Diego. The chil-
dren loved it.

This tradition of the Posada at the
Border is twenty-five years old, and I
got to talk to those who remember the
early years of the event. I heard sto-
ries of people singing together on both
sides of the fence while passing candy
and tamales back and forth through
the link—an expression of friendship
between two peoples.

The 2018 Posada at the Border was
very different. There are now two fenc-
es, the original one that runs along the
international border line, and a newer
one several yards into California. The
strip in between is heavily patrolled.
There is a small park, Friendship Park,
right at the fence. Lately, it has been
open for only a few hours on Satur-
days and Sundays but now it has been
closed altogether until further notice.
We were there at a previously negoti-
ated special event and were forbidden

¢ B

Mexicans on the left and Americans, held back by a temporary fence,
gather for posada at the fence between San Diego and Tijuana

Some of the American organizers had
crossed the border to participate from
the Tijuana side. On their cell phones
they tried to keep us coordinated. But
it was never clear how coordinated we
actually were.

From either side, we sang in Span-
ish alternate verses of the traditional
posada song. From the Mexican side
came Joseph’s pleas for lodging. From
the American side came the reply, “No,
we have no room for you, go away.”
During the final blessing we reached
out our hands toward the border. I
wanted to cry.

How powerful the forces that would
separate us have become! How impor-
tant that we continue to reach out in
friendship to the people who live to our
South!

—Praying for a better day,

Rev. Dr. Jonathan Mitchell,
Co-pastor of the Garden Church in
San Pedro, California
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stars are where his thoughts landed in
the primordial darkness. Then there
was Earth. The birds took seeds and
scattered them all over the Earth. They
bloomed into plants and trees and
flowers. When the Creator saw this
beautiful mother, what his thoughts
looked like, adorned in water, plants,
flowers, and animals, the mother was
so beautiful, the Creator cried. Hu-
manity wasn’t created until the Creator
imaged how beautiful humans would
look. Then the Creator mixed earth
from Turtle Island (North America)
and formed humanity as a vessel. Then
he filled the vessel with his thoughts.
Then he made our heart beat in time
with the heartbeat of the Creator. And
humanity was born. When we were
created, the Grandfather said, “I have
given you everything you need.”

As is always the case at these kinds
of gatherings, you can’t do every-
thing—there are multiple seminars go-
ing on at the same time. And it most
certainly isn’t possible to write every-
thing about seven full days of reli-
gious experiences in a Messenger arti-
cle. (Extended essays can be found on
the Our Daily Bread Facebook page:
https://tinyurl.com/ourdailybread FB.

The seminars were divided into ten
categories: 1) Justice, 2) Women’s Dig-
nity, 3) Global Ethic, 4) Next Gener-
ation, 5) Countering Hate and Vio-
lence, 6) Sacred Space, 7) Indigenous
Peoples’ Program, 8) Climate Action,
9) Interfaith Understanding, 10) Sci-
ence and Religion.

Kyrah Malika Daniels, a Haitian
Vodou priestess, holding a Ph.D. from
Harvard and teaching at Boston Col-
lege, led a talk about art and sacred
knowledge from the Haitian Vodou
perspective. She began by dispelling
the belief that Vodou is about blood,

sacrifice, orgies, witchcraft, zombies,
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and other disparaging
ideas. Vodou is about the
interconnectedness and
harmony of all things—
spirits, plants, and hu-
man community. They
derive energy from com-
munity. “We are, there-
fore I am.” Much of the
knowledge is “secret”—
which means disguised
from imposed colonial
Catholicism. Vodou was
brought to Haiti by Af-
rican slaves. Catholic co-
lonialists imposed their
religion on the inhabit-
ants, but Vodou appro-
priated Catholic saints
and understood them
to be Vodou spirits. So,
when a Haitian turned
to a saint for aid or pro-
tection, it was really to a
Vodou spirit they were praying. Even
Virgin Mary has an equivalent Vodou
goddess to whom she

Kyrah Malika Daniels, Harvard
Ph.D., professor at Boston
College, Vodou priestess

to him. It felt nice. Isaac
told his grandfather,
“It’s nice here, I'd like
to stay.” But his grand-
father said that Isaac
wasn’t ready—he had
lots to learn, lots to do.
Isaac Day has prayed at
the White House, the
UN, and here with us.
His voice felt full of the
love he had experienced
in the spirit world, and
he brought it to us.

I closed out my first
intense day by attending
an Indic ritual dance.
In my saturated state of
mind, I thought it would
not be taxing to watch
a dance. Dr. Padmaja
Venkatesh (professor
and dancer and Tantric
master) opened by stat-
ing she received the gift of dance from
a previous life; she was dancing at age
seven. She prefaced her

corresponds.

I was moved by Isaac
Day, Thunder Bird, who
spoke about the mean-
ing of a sweat lodge.
His “sweat” was con-
structed about an expe-
rience he had. Isaac told
us that there is life after
death. “You can believe
me!” he said, “I’ve been
there!” He has traveled
to the spirit world sev-
eral times. On one vis-
it, he saw a brook. He

dance with an explana-
tion of the significance
of dance from the Hin-
du tradition.

Her theatrical voice
rose and fell as her eyes
flashed or became mea-
sured while she ex-
plained both 7antra—
the union of the Hindu
god and goddess Shiva
and Shakti—and dance
as an emblem for life’s
transient nature, we saw
different characters en-

told us that the love he
felt from the brook was
overwhelming; all the people in the
room times 100 still wouldn’t be like
the love he felt from the brook. He
looked at the brook and said, “You’re
nice.” And the brook said back, “You're
nice, too.” Isaac then saw his grandfa-
ther, who had raised him, sitting next

Dr. Padmaja Venkatesh
lectured and danced

acted and vanish in the
dance, and we were re-
minded that all the roles we play here
are transient—how we all come forth
from the primordial sound (the Hindu
sacred texts were heard and written as
poetry), the Word, how through medi-
tation, dance and yoga we find the true
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life force that is transcendent—Ilines
between self and other and dancer dis-
solve, and we are united in the joy and
bliss of the dance. The God Shiva is de-
picted in the form of a dancer; dance
is the highest form of worship in that
it unites the physical, emotional, psy-
chical, and metaphysical. The danc-
er performs the highest sacrifice when
she yields totally to the dance and sac-
rifices the ego—all this will be in the
dance we are about to witness. I was
exhausted before the dance began.

She performed two dances of about
ten minutes each. As she danced, she
dramatized a narrative, shown in fa-
cial expressions, poses, and actions. We
live through these characters in life as
we experience the many roles we live
through, which are transient. We are
only actors, we are not to get attached
to our roles, even as the dancer moves
from role to role on stage.

A small group of us went to din-

ner. Along the way, I was intro-
duced to the traveling companion of
my friend from San Diego. Her friend
was a delightful and witty woman
who had heard of Swedenborg—her
church brought in speakers to talk
about Swedenborg, as the next life is
central in her faith tradition. I asked
her what tradition she comes from
and she replied that she is of the Uni-
fication Church, which is commonly
known as “Moonies.” She locked eyes
with me and joked she could give me
the “thousand-mile stare” and brain-
wash me. We have many preconcep-
tions, indeed prejudices, about other
religions until we meet actual people
who espouse them. That is often the
case when others meet Swedenborgians
for the first time, too.
Earlier that day, a youth came up
to me with a flyer announcing a per-
formance they were putting on with a
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“Faith in Us” Youths began with
their backs turned to us

group called, “Faith In Us.” They said
that through art they were trying to in-
terest their fellow young people in in-
terfaith, which we all know is lacking. I
had to see it. Six teens with their backs
turned to the audience spoke in the first
person, telling stories about young peo-
ple killed by terrorist attacks—deeply
moving stories— stories from all over
the world and many different faith tra-
ditions. They then turned to face the
audience and, still speaking in the first
person, told us who they are and what
they are doing. They performed a mu-
sical number called, “Sands of Time,”
with powerful poetic words about in-
terfaith. Then, passing the microphone
back and forth, one by one, they recit-
ed prayers representative of the three
Abrahamic faiths they belonged to,
“Judaism, Christianity, and Islam.
When they concluded with songs from
their traditions, ending by performing
together John Lennon’s “Imagine,”—
“And the world would be one.” —there
wasn't a dry eye in the audience.

he Parliament of the World’s Re-

ligions isn’t just seminars. There
are crafts, schools, art, and other rep-
resentations from the many cultures
and religions at the Parliament. I went
to the exhibit hall to look at crafts,
books, jewelry, shawls, clothing, and
many kinds of merchandise from the
220 distinguishably different faiths at
the conference. The exhibits room was
vast, and a friend from home and I me-
andered around for a couple hours.

We came upon what was an impos-
ing portable Hindu temple with gold-
en statues and pillars, where Balasons,
young girls who were brought up in
a temple, were saying prayers of heal-
ing. They were dressed in orange; I
suppose technically it is saffron. You
could get “scanned” by the third eye
of the Balasons, who would diagnose
you and heal you. The whole thing was
frightening to me. How does one ap-
proach the Balasons? What do you do
when you get up there? What was all
this? What could a teen know about
me or the world? I was really skepti-
cal. Furthermore, you were supposed
to kneel in front of the Balasons, and I
don’t kneel in front of anyone.

Next day, I returned to the Nithya

Nithya Balason healers

Spiritual Healing Shrine, as I discov-
ered it was called. Not without a fair
amount of skepticism but balanced
with an open mind, I asked one of
the attendants about the Balasons and
what their religious training was and
who they were. She told me that the
healing was called Nithya. A male in
white Indian clothes came up and,
when I told him I was going to write
an article about this, gave me lots of
information. This sect are worshippers
of ParamaShiva (Lord Shiva). Their
Guru is His Holiness Paramahamsa
Nithyananda. The Balasons have had
their third eye opened by the Guru.
They would scan you, find any illnesses,
and heal you while sitting cross-legged.

Continues on page 10
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I decided to take the plunge.

After filling out a medical waiv-
er, I stood in line to be healed by the
Balasons. Today, people were sitting in
front of the Balasons instead of kneel-
ing. That, I could do. My turn came.

The young Balason carried herself
with authority and confidence. She
told me about a significant psycho-spir-
itual issue that had been dominating
my life. And then told me about a sec-
ond one. She was dead-on. She closed
her eyes and prayed a short while and
said, “The healing is done.” She was
right. Right about everything about
me—a stranger—and about the heal-
ing. What she said to me was not the
kind of general thing that would apply
to anybody. She spoke of important is-
sues I had, that I needed to hear articu-
lated to make me understand their im-
portance and to feel the release when
they were articulated. “Of course,” |
thought. She saw me with her third
eye—me, a skeptic.

This is not my religious tradi-
tion. I don’t know anything about
the Balasons’ training, about Guru
Paramahamsa Nithyananda, about the
whole nature of Gurus and their fol-
lowers, or even what the third eye is.
But I do know myself. And I know
what the Balason said about me. I feel
like the Samaritan woman who said to
her villagers about Jesus, “the woman
went back to the town and said to the
people, ‘Come, see a man who told me
everything I ever did™” (John 4:28-29).
I am not commending nor denouncing
this sect to anyone. All I know is what
it did for me. From a profound skepti-
cism, I left a believer.

While I was listening and watching,
I was learning that approaching world
religions is not only a matter of think-
ing about doctrines. It is also a matter
of participation. As a Swedenborgian,
I thought at one time that learning

about other religions was learning their
doctrines. And that approach is com-
mon to many Protestant religions. The
Parliament showed me otherwise.

began another day with a high-

ly cognitive lecture on the idea of
harmony in Chinese Taoist, Confu-
cian, and Buddhist schools. They share
a general approach to harmony. The
image of soup opened the discussion.
The contrasting elements of soup—
fire and water, sweet and salt, vegeta-
ble and meat—symbolize their con-
ception of harmony. A quotation cap-
tures the essence of this metaphor. “If
water be used to help out water, who
could eat it? Sameness is of no practical
use.” Harmony brings new things into
existence and is constructive. Sameness
does not and is destructive. I thought
of Swedenborg’s Divine Providence $4,
“A form makes a unity more perfectly
as its constituents are distinguishably
different, and yet united.”

The Chinese world view consists of
a balance between heaven and earth,
individual and society, and among dif-
fering psychological tendencies such
that one kind of emotion doesn’t be-
come too strong. In their system, all
happiness takes place in a context and
is relational. Happiness is always with
others, with the earth and Nature, and
with heaven. Without others, without
the earth, and without heaven there
can be no happiness. With these ideas
of harmony, it would seem an easy
move for the Chinese to adopt an eco-
logical world view. “Survival of the
harmonious versus survival of the fit-
test.” And in fact, the term “Ecological
Civilization” (not “Industrial Civiliza-
tion”) has been put into the very Chi-
nese Constitution.

After this exhilarating cognitive ad-
venture, I next entered the experiential
world of Hindu Vedanta (Upanishadic)
meditation. We all lay on the floor
with our eyes shut for an hour and a

half and first were led through bodily
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relaxation. We were asked to feel our
heels touching the floor, our hips
touching the floor, our shoulder blades
touching the floor, our heads touching
the floor—and even sinking into the
floor with their weight. Then we con-
centrated on the space between where

our heels, hips, shoulder blades, heads

Swami Yatidharmananda led us
through a Vedanta meditation

touched the floor—not body, not floor,
but between. At this point I began to
feel very light, almost weightless. Then,
we were led to concentrate on infinity
in the image of the ocean and being
surrounded on all sides by the ocean.
This yielded to universal conscious-
ness—not body, not mind, but con-
sciousness. And then universal peace,
which filled every cell in our bodies.
We are universal consciousness, a re-
flection of universal consciousness; we
are universal peace, a reflection of uni-
versal peace, “That Thou Art!”

Back on earth and in my body, I
entered a lecture hall to hear the
Star Teachings from an elder of the
Mi’kmoq Nation. When I went to the
seminar, I thought I was going to hear
some ancient First Nations lore and sto-
ries. I was waiting the whole time for
the Star Teachings. Instead, Elder Da-
vid Sanipass’s wife opened the seminar
by telling a story. She said that David

Continues on page 11
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had encouraged her to go to the bank
with a twenty-dollar bill and change
it into single dollars. Then she was to
start giving away the dollar bills. She
went to a grocery store and tried to give
the cashier a dollar. But the cashier ex-
claimed, “I can’t take that! I'd get fired!
But you could go to the next cash reg-
ister and give it to the woman in line
there.” So she did. Then she went
around the store giving out the dollars.
In the long run, giving these dollars
out got people talking about why she
was doing it. It transformed the whole
atmosphere of the store. While she was
telling her story, I was waiting for the
Elder to start talking. And I was wait-
ing for the Star Teachings.
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the primordial Great Bird. But when
a woodpecker pecks a tree, he makes
holes in it, like the holes in a flute.
Young David missed the song.

David told two more stories. When
he was young, David had been autho-
rized to give the Catholic last rites.
Once, there was a woman pinned
in a car that had overturned. Da-
vid climbed into the car and gave the
woman last rites. All the while, gaso-
line was dripping onto his shirt, and
the first responders tried to get him to
leave the overturned car before it ex-
ploded. “No,” David said. He stayed
with the woman until she went into in-
finity, back to the stars.

His last story was the longest. It
was about a bear hunt. Feeling exclud-
ed from the other elders at a story-tell-
ing gathering, because he didn’t have

The Elder did speak.
He opened with a
24,000-year-old story
about Creation. There
was a great bird who
had the most wonder-
ful song. Since humans
couldn’t speak, the bird
was going to give them
the gift of his song.
But the bird’s grandfa-
ther came to earth in
the form of an old man
and coaxed the humans
into talking. The bird
got mad, thinking him-
self duped, and decided
to hide his song in a ce-
dar tree at the centre of
a swamp. He returned
to the swamp later, but couldn’t find
his song.

David, the Mi’kmoq elder, asked
his father if that was a true story or
just a legend. His father told him to
go to the swamp and listen to a tree.
He did, but a woodpecker kept peck-
ing at the tree. This bothered young
David because it was interfering with
the song he was trying to hear from

Elder David Sanipass
and the Star Teachings

white hair, David went
to an elder for advice.
“Go on a bear hunt,”
the elder said. David
decided he would shoot
the bear with a cam-
era. Trying to photo-
graph a bear, despite
the dangers, occasioned
many hilarious adven-
tures. The story ends
with David running
from the bear which
he awoke with the flash
from his camera, run-
ning through the forest
and getting bent double
by running into a fallen
tree and then climbing
another tree to escape
the bear. But the bear sniffed and fol-
lowed him through the field, climbed
up the tree and stared him face to face.
The bear talked, “You lost your cam-
era when you ran into the tree in the
forest, I came to return it to you.” So
saying the bear climbed down the tree
and walked into the forest. Shaking
with fear, David discovered that the
film had all fallen out of the camera.

When he got home, David looked in
a mirror and saw that he had white
hair! He held the whole lecture hall in
rapt attention. In the telling of his sto-
ry, David had carried us all into a spe-
cial collective experience of love and
interconnectedness.

By the time the bear hunt story was
over, we'd run out of time. David said
he would now give us the Star Teach-
ing. All he said was, “Don’t let the
moment end now. Bring this message
out into the world.” I was left to won-
der what the Star Teaching is. What I
came up with, and I'm not sure I got
it right, was that David’s wife’s story
about giving away dollar bills, and the
story about staying with the woman in
the overturned car, and the story about
the bear hunt were all the Star Teach-
ings. It is a teaching about love. It is a
teaching about going out of our way
to bring love into the moment, onto
earth. It was about the power we have
to make the world a more loving place,
the power we have to transform every
encounter, every moment, into a mo-
ment of love.

was personally and professional-

ly transformed by my experiences
at the Parliament of the World’s Reli-
gions. And I had many more experi-
ences. After the intense seminars, the
guided Vedanta meditations, the In-
digenous Peoples’ stories, the Nithya
healing I underwent, I came away a
different person. It will take some time
to integrate everything I learned with
my own Swedenborgian faith tradi-
tion. For learning something new, even
personal transformation, doesn’t mean
abandoning what we know about reli-
gion. Rather, it means accommodating
and integrating it.

I’ve been practicing my understand-
ing of the Star Teachings lately. I've
been buying food for homeless men,
confronted convenience store clerks
who didn’t understand why I was doing

Continues on page 12
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it, meeting the barista at my local cof-
fee shop, trying to make all my rela-
tions a real human interaction, spread-
ing the message of love, the Star Teach-
ings as I understand them.

I knew these teachings from my
Christian background. But for some
reason, they never spoke to me the way
they did when David Sanipass spoke.
Hadn’t Jesus said, “Give to everyone
who asks you, and if anyone takes what
belongs to you, do not demand it back.
. . . But love your enemies, do good
to them, and lend to them without ex-
pecting to get anything back. Then
your reward will be great, and you will
be children of the Most High” (Luke
6:30—35). For some reason, it took Da-
vid’s stories to energize me to act.

The Parliament of the World’s Re-
ligions isn’t only about different reli-
gions. There are also practical issues
such as the Parliament itself and how
to strategize about making it relevant.

Tuesday began with a real issue of
relevance. I attended a workshop
on intergenerational communication.
We broke into small groups and paired
older people with younger people. We
were given discussion questions. One
young man made a point I think we all
know, but haven’t explicitly articulat-
ed—young people have a different per-
spective on the world than do old peo-
ple. For this reason alone, their voice
matters, their wisdom is important.
When we asked what strengths young
people bring to the table, almost with
one voice came the response, “Tech-
nology.” I told a story about the teens
at Paulhaven summer camp getting me
onto Snapchat as an example of posi-
tive interactions between the genera-
tions. A young man at my table who is
majoring in religion and digital media
asked me what I post. I asked him if
he meant what I post personally to the

teens? He replied, “No; what does your
church post.” “Nothing.” (Ler one who
has ears hear.)

A fascinating contradiction sur-
prised me. The young people at my ta-
ble agreed that atheism is chic today
and informed me that students in their
religion departments and world reli-
gions classes are ninety percent athe-
ists. Thinking about engaging young
people in religions and interfaith ini-
tiatives, we all came to the conclu-
sion that social action, such as feeding
homeless and climate initiatives, brings
young and old together—persons of
different faiths, and atheists too. Con-
versing about doctrines and interfaith
beliefs does not inspire, does not bring
people together.

It was lunch time—what better
time to partake in the Sikh Langar?
Langar is a free ritual meal Sikhs of-
fer at their temples or at any Sikh
function. There is a theology behind
the free meals. In India, there was
(is?) the caste system. The caste sys-
tem is a hierarchy with Brahmans at
the top and untouchables at the bot-
tom. Members of higher castes are not
allowed to eat with members of low-
er castes. To undo the effects of caste,
Sikhs offer a common meal for every-
body: untouchables, Brahmans, doc-
tors, lawyers, carpenters, garbage men
... Swedenborgians. With everybody
sharing a common meal, artificial so-
cial distinctions are eroded.

As I was eating the rice, soup, dal
(a curried yellow lentil puree), and pita
bread, a younger man from New Mex-
ico struck up a conversation with me.
He was originally a Lutheran, now
searching for a new spiritual tradition.
He is learning from an Indigenous
healer in Mexico. We talked about the
difficulties that can arise when white
people want to be let into the world of
First Nations’ spirituality. He said that
he had been cultivating this relation-
ship over a five-year period. He encour-
aged me to continue in my own efforts,
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holding out the possibility of rejection.
I recalled a comment that the Vodou
priestess had made, “Why do we imag-
ine that we have the right to another’s
religious system?”

receding the formal opening, I had

delightful conversations with a few
people in the convention centre lobby
while we were looking over the 380-
page program guide. A couple from
Washington told me that they were
from the Unity tradition, among oth-
er interfaith groups. I asked them how
their church was doing. “If by ‘church’
you mean what is tied to a building,
that might be questionable; but if you
mean ‘church’ as a movement, I'd say
it’s doing wonderfully well.” Already,
I’d learned something. From my own
tradition, I thought about what the
New Church really is.

A person in one of the impromp-
tu groups that had gathered noticed
that I had “Rev.” on my name tag. She
asked me what faith tradition I came
from. This afforded me the opportu-
nity to once again, as with so many
other religion conferences, introduce
Swedenborg to people who hadn’t
heard of him.

On another occasion, I had a de-
lightful conversation with the for-
mer Episcopalian Bishop of Califor-
nia. His title, which I noticed from the
business card he handed me, is “Right
Reverend.” He began our chat with
the words, “I used to be important!”
We then launched into a side-splitting
conversation about ecclesiastical titles.
I mentioned that I had attended a ser-
vice at Westminster Abbey which was
led by a “Very Reverend.” The Right
Reverend said that meant he was dean
of the cathedral. We talked about how
one addresses personages like the Very
Reverend. One calls them titles like,
Excellency, Your Grace, or in the Or-
thodox Tradition, Metropolitan.

The conversation drifted to “high

Continues on page 13
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church” and “low church.” One Angli-
can church was using candles inappro-
priately. They were directed to stop us-
ing candles because they were not high
church. I asked, “You mean that the
Church tells you whether you are high
church or low church?!” The Right
Reverend said, “It isn’t mentioned. It’s
something you just know without be-
ing told.”

He got back to the subject of titles.
He said that he was in Istanbul meet-
ing high churchmen of the Orthodox
tradition. Someone was whispering in
his ear, telling him how to address the
distinguished priests he was meeting.
One was, “Your excellency.” Anoth-
er was, “Metropolitan.” Then a priest
with a beard and mustache came up
and The Right Reverend was told he
was to be addressed as “Bad Attitude.”
I laughed, but not sufficiently, so the
Right Reverend had to explain, “He
meant, ‘Beatitude, not Bad Attitude.”
Now I really laughed. The Right Rev-
erend went on, “I couldn’t even look
at him with a straight face after that.”
I asked, “You mean that really hap-
pened!? It wasn’t just a joke?” “Yes, it
really happened.”

The Right Reverend said he was
good friends with the Archbishop of
Canterbury. The very Archbishop who
had performed the wedding of Prince
Charles and Lady Dianna Spencer. Lat-
er, on a visit to the US, the Archbishop
wanted to see the Liberty Bell. Dressed
in a suit and tie, not in his clerics, the
Archbishop was waiting in line to see
the Liberty Bell, and an American
struck up a conversation with him. “I
can tell y’all are from England. Great
country. I watched the royal wedding
on TV. I had a great view with the
cameras and all. Did you get a good
look at them?” The Right Reverend re-
plied, “It was as if I was standing right
in front of them.”
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Asked what denomination I was
with, I said Swedenborgian. The Right
Reverend told me that he lived in Pacif-
ic Heights, just a few blocks from the
Swedenborgian Church in San Fran-
cisco. I didn’t lose a minute before I in-
formed the Right Reverend that Rob-
ert Frost had been baptized in the San
Francisco Swedenborgian church. No
one at the table had any idea.

I couldn’t believe that I was having
this conversation about titles in such a
light, funny way with one who actual-
ly held one of them. I think of Episco-
palians as being staid and formal, and
I think of Episcopalian bishops as be-
ing even more so. I had no idea I would
meet such a hilarious, personable guy
as I found the Right Reverend to be.

Meeting people can be better than
reading books, if one has an interest in
different religions. Experiences like the
above only happen at interfaith gath-
ering such as the Parliament of the
World’s Religions, or another orga-
nization I like to attend called North
American Interfaith Network. Reflect-
ing back, just meeting so many inter-
esting, inspiring, delightful people in
seminars or informally in hallways
or exhibit spaces is something spe-
cial about interfaith events. The Par-
liament is not only seminars, lectures,
and guided meditations. It’s engag-
ing personal encounters, too, like the
Right Reverend or my acquaintances
from Washington, to mention just a
few of many.

Back home, at a casino of all places,
I was wearing the Tibetan prayer beads
I bought in the exhibit hall where I met
the Right Reverend. A casino employ-
ee we had gotten to know over time
asked my girlfriend about the necklace,
since she hadn’t seen me wear them be-
fore (and they are unusual and strik-
ing). This afforded me the opportunity
to talk about the Parliament. When I
mentioned guided meditation, which I
experienced there, our friend said that
she would be interested in that. She

added some remarks about a drum-
ming circle she goes to, led by an In-
digenous woman I hadn’t met, nor was
even aware of. There are also courses
by donation in Indigenous Medicine
offered by a Shaman, and guided jour-
neys (which I took to be what I un-
derstand the Vision Quest to be), our
friend added.

I had been trying to learn about
Indigenous spirituality, and meeting
with only moderate success. Was this
Shaman a way in? In any event, a new
experience opened up to me, in the
drumming circle and Shaman course
here in my own town! This, just by
meeting and talking at a public ven-
ue about the Parliament of the World’s
Religions. One just never knows about
people, does one?

hat ended the Parliament of the

World’s Religions for me. I learned
much about many traditions, rituals,
experiences, and perspectives. But it
would be a mistake to think that one
now understands a tradition that oth-
ers have spent their lives growing into.
Equally true, it is a mistake to replace
one’s own tradition, which one has
practiced all one’s life, for the sample of
another tradition. The Parliament of
the World’s Religions is a taste, not a
meal. Nevertheless, it can be trans-for-
mative. [ the
Swedenborgian that I was before the
Parliament. I understand my own tra-
dition differently, understand religion
differently, understand more fully all
the richness that of God’s world.
Rev. David J. Fekete, Ph.D.,, is pastor of the
Church of the Open Word in Edmonton,
Alberta. He represents the Swedenborgian
Church the National Council of Christian
Churches. His participation at the Parliament

of World’s Religions was funded in part by the
Swedenborgian Church..

am not same

The first Parliament of World Religions, which
took place in Chicago in 1893, was organized
by Daniel Burnham, a Swedenborgian.
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General Council Fall Meeting

BY KAREN CONGER

he weekend of November 9-10,

2018, the General Council of

the Swedenborgian Church
(General Convention of the New Jeru-
salem) met for their fall meeting at the
Cenacle Retreat Center in Chicago, Il-
linois. President Rev. Jane Siebert pre-
sided. Treasurer Jennifer Lindsay pre-
sented the proposed FY 2019 Budget
for discussion. She informed the Coun-
cil that the budget is balanced and that
both restricted and unrestricted funds
from FY 2018 show a surplus.

At business sessions at the annual
convention in San Jose this past sum-
mer, a new committee structure was
adopted, with standing committees
taking the place of support units. The

The Council is instituting a new
practice: every church and ministry
within the General Convention will
have a liaison from General Coun-
cil assigned to it. Liaisons will contact
their respective churches and minis-
tries in the fall and spring of each year
to keep them appraised of General
Convention information and activities
and will be a “listening ear” for their
concerns and ideas.

Annual Convention 2019 will be
held at Valparaiso University, in Val-
paraiso, Indiana, a beautiful campus
with lovely worship spaces. The Coun-
cil of Ministers will meet from Wednes-
day, June 26, through Friday, June 28,
and the convention will open on Satur-
day, June 29, closing Wednesday, July
3. The Annual Convention Planning

(L to R) Carl Helm, Rev. Jenny Caughman, Jennifer Lindsay, Rev. Gard Perry. Stan Conger, Karen Conger,
Rev. Jane Siebert, Debbie Dolley, Rev. Thom Muller, Barb Halle, Tom Neuenfeldt, Rev. Betsy Coffman

Council broke into ad hoc committees
to discuss the focus and expectations of
the Standing Committee for Financial
Accountability, the Standing Commit-
tee for Communication and Informa-
tion, and the Standing Committee for
Education and Resources for Spiritual
Community.

Committee is excited about the way
things are developing and, in particu-
lar, to announce that the keynote
speaker will be noted theologian Rev.
Matthew Fox. Look for further details
as next summer approaches. €8

Karen Conger is the recording secretary of
General Council.
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Letter from the President

Continued from page 3

There are so many reasons I cher-
ish being Swedenborgian, but for this
letter I am holding to three. And the
third relates to the importance of our
idea of God and how this affects our
life and interaction with our “neigh-
bors.” Many Christian writers today
seem to be trying to undo some of the
teachings of the past, like the idea of
God as a judge or puppeteer, causing
harm to people or condemning them
to hell because they didn’t believe the
“right way.” This has turned many peo-
ple away from Christian churches and,
sadly, away from a life of continuing
to search for a higher power. It just
doesn’t make sense, nor does it por-
tray a divine being in which one would
want to believe.

In our tradition of Christianity,
based on the Word and informed by
the writings of Emanuel Swedenborg,
the Divine is always love, always want-
ing what is best for us, leading with
love and not with condemnation, al-
lowing us to find our way to God.
Swedenborg explained the deeper sense
of the words of Jesus in the Gospels so
that we can intimately connect with
this loving incarnation of God. Jesus
the Divine Human is not merely one
of the three personhoods of God, but
rather fully God.

My choice as a Christian is to try
to live like Jesus. Because we have the
Gospel stories of how Jesus lived and
what he taught, and the inner sense as
opened by Swedenborg, we have the
guidance to try to follow the greatest
commandment Jesus gave us: to love
the Lord my God with all my heart,
and with all my soul, and with all my
mind and to love the neighbor as my-
self. We don’t have to complicate it
with atonement theories, blood of the
lamb—what you have to believe or say

to be ‘saved’.
Continues on page 15
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Deaths
Bobby L. Buchanan passed away at
the age of 87 on Dec. 8, 2018.

Bobby received a BS from West-
ern Kentucky State College, attended
Harvard Grad-
uate School, re-
ceived a Masters
in Mathematics
and Physics from
Northeastern
University, and
became a Regis-
tered Profession-
al Engineer. He joined the Air Force in
1953 and was honorably discharged as
a Captain in 1962. He worked as a the-
oretical physicist and, in 1992, found-
ed Technology Expectations, where he
served as president until his retirement
in 2006. Bobby published over forty
scientific papers and held three patents.

Bobby married the love of his life,

Letter from the President

Continued from page 14

For me, Swedenborg ties Jesus’
teachings with the Old Testament
words of Micah, when the proph-
et simply explained what the Lord re-
quires of us: “To act justly and to love
mercy and to walk humbly with your
God.” This leaves us open to find God
in the way that resounds with who we
are and the unique way God created
us. What beauty, what freedom, what
blessed assurance. There is no one way
to walk with my God.

My thanks to the Lord, to
Swedenborg, and my personal spiritu-
al journey that has led me to this point.
May you find blessings as you reflect
on the treasures that your faith tradi-
tion has opened for you and may you
continue to find more,

—Rev. Jane Siebert

January 2019 e

Joan L. Huntley. Residents of Catlisle,
Massachusetts, for sixty-one years, they
raised five children. He had a passion
for antiques, chess, basketball, scrab-
ble, and vodka martinis. He found en-
tertainment challenging his grandchil-
dren with complex math formulas and
riddles. A self-declared “provocateur,”
he enjoyed asking questions no one else
dared to—this was always done with
his never-forgotten southern charm
and infectious smile. Bobby was pre-
ceded in death by his beloved daugh-
ter Brenda.

Bobby was a member of the Bos-
ton Swedenborgian Church until it re-
signed from the General Convention.
He held many leadership positions in
the church and in the Massachusetts
New Church Union. He was a trustee
of the Gray Fund until his death.

He is survived by his wife, Joan;
children Buck, Beth, Belinda, and
Bonny; sister Shirley; brothers Gale
and Ricky; ten grandchildren; seven
great-grandchildren; and many cous-
ins, nieces, and nephews.

Pastoring in the Garden

Continued from page 7

or an outdoor classroom for the neigh-
boring high school; it is more than a
church; it is more than a place to get
local sustainably grown produce; it
is more than a community gathering
place; it is more than a model for sus-
tainable farming practices. It is all of
these things but, most of all, it is where
people from all walks of life come to-
gether to feed and be fed in body,
mind, and spirit and to live the experi-
ence of church together.

For my part, I am thrilled to walk
with this faith community as we all go
about the important work of feeding

and being fed. €&

Rev. Dr. Amanda Adams Riley is acting co-
pastor of The Garden Church in San Pedro,
California, alongside Rev. Jonathan Mitchell..

Rev. David Rienstra entered the full-

ness of the spiritual world on Novem-
ber 10, 2018. He had retired in 2001
after a quarter-century in ministry
with the Swedenborgian Church of
North America. :

Ordained in
1978 at the an-
nual convention
in Kitchener,
Ontario, he gave
his ordination
address, “Heed-
ing the Call,” to
commemorate
the occasion. He
had already been leading the Fryeburg
church as a student pastor for a year
while concluding the last of his studies
at a distance, and upon ordination he
began ordained ministry there where
he served another ten years.

Along with his then wife, Carole,
and daughter, Katie, he moved to the
St. Louis area in 1987 to take up the
ministry at Church of the Open Word,
which had adopted the tag “Garden
Church” due to its Wayfarers Cha-
pel-inspired glass chancel, which gives
a view of a walled garden. The cha-
pel was already popular for weddings
when David and Carole spearheaded a

multi-year project renovating a large-
scale outdoor garden surrounding the
church to enhance the garden theme
and beautify the neighborhood.

In addition to his congregational
leadership ministries, David served
General Convention in many capaci-
ties. In 1993, he was chosen to be one
of three theme speakers on the future
of the church, giving an address enti-
tled, “Who Are We and Where Are We
Going?” He also answered the call to
serve as Chair of the Council of Min-
isters and on General Council, the
Sunday School Association, the Minis-
terial Placement Committee, the
Growth and Outreach Committee,
and as an officer for both the Maine
and Illinois Associations. &
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About the
Swedenborgian Church

Emanuel Swedenborg was
born January 29, 1688, in
Stockholm, Sweden. Although
he never intended a church
denomination to be founded or
named after him, a society was
formed in London fifteen years
after his death. American groups
eventually founded the General
Convention of Swedenborgian
Churches.

As a result of Swedenborg’s
spiritual questioning and
insights, we as a church exist
to encourage that same spirit
of inquiry and personal growth,
to respect differences in views,
and to accept others who may
have different traditions.

In his theological writings,
Swedenborg shared a view of
God as infinitely loving and at
the very center of our beings, a
view of life as a spiritual birthing
as we participate in our own
creation, and a view of scripture
as a story of inner life stages as
we learn and grow. Swedenborg
said, “All religion relates to life,
and the life of religion is to do
good.” He also felt that the
sincerest form of worship is a
useful life.
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Swedenborgian Online Community

he Swedenborgian Online Com-
munity is a vibrant space for
worship, exploration, learning,

discussion, conversation, and commu-
nity. It serves spiritual seekers of online
worship, spiritual wisdom or inspiration,
knowledge of Emanuel Swedenborg or
Swedenborgianism, or online com-
munity. It serves both those new to
Emanuel Swedenborg’s writings and
the Swedenborgian Church and those
who are part of the Church but live
too far from a congregation to partici-
pate in weekly services and communi-
ty. It offers a panoply of exploration and
participation.

Following is a sample of the many av-
enues for exploration and participation
at SwedenborgianCommunity.org.

* Book Club is reading and discuss-
ing Emanuel Swedenborg’s popular
work, Heaven ¢ Hell, his fullest re-
port of his experiences in the other
world. In it he describes heaven, hell,
and the world of spirits that lies be-
tween them and how these should in-
form our living.

* Multimedia worship services (text
sermon, scripture, and music videos)
stream live on Sundays at 9 PM EST.

* Interviews with both Swedenborgian
and non-Swedenborgian ministers
and others

How You Can Help

This year we continue our journey
with each other, striving to connect
Swedenborgians and others across the
world with a shared vision of love, di-
versity, and affirmation. Help us to con-
tinue this mission with your much need-
ed generosity and support!

Our yearly budget includes these
needs: part-time minister’s salary, tech
support, and more.

You can serve so much by giving a lit-
tle, helping us continue to make inroads
into hearts and minds. With enough
giving, who knows? We may be able to
expand our ministry, uplifting and con-
necting more of you in deeper ways!

You can donate at hteps://tinyurl.
com/SC-onlineDonate.

—Rev. Cory Bradford-Watts

* Discussions of current and histori-
cal topics of interest to the commu-
nity
You can watch and participate in all

of these activities live on Thursdays at

9 PM EST. View the schedule at htep:/

swedenborgiancommunity.org. You

can join live discussions at http://
swedenborgiancommunity.org/
worship or watch previous sessions on
our worship page or on YouTube at
heeps://tinyurl.com/SweboComFB.
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