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these gifts and endowments of mine as your own and you will be puri-
fied.” And so on. 

The need for the outer self to be cleansed, but to be cleansed through
the inner self, is something that the Lord teaches in Matthew chapter 23
from beginning to end. 

332To these points I will add four memorable occurrences. 
The first memorable occurrence. On one occasion I heard sounds of

shouting that seemed as if they were bubbling up through water from
below. One shout was to the left: “They are so just!” A second shout was
to the right: “They are so learned!” A third shout was at the back: “They
are so wise!” Because I was struck by the thought that there might be just,
learned, and wise people in hell as well, I had a desire to see whether
there were in fact people like that down there. From heaven I was told,
“You will see and hear.” 

I left home in the spirit and saw an opening in front of me. I went
over to it and looked down. There was a ladder! I climbed down it.
When I was below, I saw plains that were covered in shrubs, with thorn
bushes and stinging-nettles here and there. I asked whether it was hell.
The people said that it was the lower earth, which is the next level up
from hell. I tracked down the uproars one at a time. 

I went toward the first shout: “They are so just!” I saw a group of peo-
ple who in the world had been judges who took bribes and showed
favoritism. Then I went toward the second shout: “They are so learned!” I
saw a group of people who had been debaters in the world. I went toward
the third shout: “They are so wise!” I saw a group of people who in the
world had been providers of arguments. I turned away from this last
group and headed back toward the first group, where there were judges
who took bribes, showed favoritism, and were proclaimed just. 

To one side I saw a kind of amphitheater made of bricks with a black-
tiled roof. I was told that this was their courtroom. There were three
doorways into it on the north side and three on the west side. There were
no doorways on the south side or the east side. This was an indication
that their judgments were arbitrary and had nothing to do with justice. 

[2] In the middle of the amphitheater there was a fireplace. The keep-
ers of the fire were throwing pitch-pine logs full of tar and sulfur into it.
The light that these logs cast onto the plaster walls created colorful images
of birds that come out only in the evening or the night. The fireplace and
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the light cast from it that took the shape of these images were in fact sym-
bolic of these people’s judgments—they reflected the ability these people
had to color the issues in any case and make the issues look a certain way,
depending on the favor the judges would receive. 

[3] After half an hour, I saw elders and youths coming in wearing
robes and gowns. They took their hats off and sat down on chairs behind
tables to hear cases. 

I heard and sensed how, by way of looking out for their friends, the
judges skillfully and ingeniously bent and inverted their decisions into
something that seemed just. They were so effective that they themselves
were not able to see their injustice as anything but just, and justice as
unjust. Their conviction of this was apparent in their faces and audible in
the sound of their voices. 

At that point enlightenment from heaven was granted to me, which
enabled me to perceive whether individual points were lawful or not. I
saw how energetically these judges covered up injustice and overlaid it
with an appearance of justice. Out of all laws they would pick one that
was supportive and bend the central issue of the case in its direction,
using skillful argumentation to set other laws aside. 

After they arrived at their judgments, they handed down sentences
in favor of their clients, friends, and supporters. To pay back the favor
the judges had done them, the clients, friends, and supporters went all
the way down a long road shouting, “They are so just! They are so just!”

[4] After that I talked to angels of heaven about these judges, recount-
ing some of the things I had seen and heard. The angels said, “Judges like
that seem to others as if they have the sharpest intellects, when in fact
they do not see what is just and fair at all. If favoritism is not involved,
they sit like statues during the trials and say only, ‘I accede,’ and ‘I am
willing to go along with this person or that person.’ The reason is that all
their judgments are prejudiced; prejudice and favoritism dog their cases
from beginning to end. They see nothing but what would benefit their
friends. They avoid looking directly at anything that would argue against
their friends; they only glance at it out of the corner of their eyes. If they
have to address it, they wrap it up in argumentation and devour it the
way a spider wraps its prey in silken threads. 

“Therefore if they are not following the web of their prejudice they
see no law. In fact, they have been assessed to find out whether they could
see the law; the finding was that they could not. The people who live in
your world will find this incredible; but tell them that this is a truth
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discovered by angels of heaven. Because these judges do not see justice at
all, we in heaven view them not as human beings but as monstrous
human images: their heads are made of friendship, their chests are made
of injustice, their arms and legs are made of supporting arguments, and
the soles of their feet are made of justice. If a particular form of justice
doesn’t favor their friend, they remove it and trample it. [5] You are about
to find out what they are truly like inside. Their end has come.” 

Then suddenly the ground split open. Tables crashed into tables.
Along with the whole amphitheater, the people were swallowed up. They
were thrown into caves and imprisoned. 

Then I was asked, “Do you want to see them there?” 
To my amazement I saw that their faces were like polished steel; from

their necks to their groins their bodies were like statues clothed in leop-
ard skins, and their legs were like snakes. I saw that the law books that
they had set on their tables had turned into playing cards. Now instead
of being judges, they were given the task of turning vermilion into
makeup and applying it to the faces of promiscuous women to make
them beautiful. 

After seeing this I wanted to go to the other two groups, the one that
consisted entirely of debaters and the other that consisted entirely of
providers of arguments, but I was told, “Rest for a little while. You will
be given angels from the community directly above those groups to
accompany you. The Lord is going to give you light through these
angels, and you are going to see amazing things.” 

333The second memorable occurrence. After a time I heard again the voices
from the lower earth that I had heard before: “They are so learned! They
are so learned!”

I looked around to see who was beside me, and to my surprise there
were angels from the heaven that was directly above the people who were
shouting, “They are so learned.”

I talked to the angels about the shouting. They said, “These are the
type of scholars who argue only about whether something exists or not.
They rarely think, it does exist. Therefore they are like the wind that blows
and goes on by; they are like bark around a tree with nothing inside it;
they are like almond shells without almonds; they are like skins empty of
fruit. Their minds lack inner judgment and are connected only to their
bodily senses. If their senses cannot discern something, they are unable to
come to a conclusion about it. They are exclusively oriented to their
senses. We call them debaters because they never come to a conclusion.
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Whatever they hear about, they take up for discussion and dispute
whether it exists. They always take a contrary position. The thing they
love the most is to attack things that are true and tear those things apart
by making them the subject of debate. These are people who believe they
are more learned than anyone else in the world.” 

[2] Once I had heard that, I asked the angels to take me to them.
The angels brought me to a little valley that had steps going down
toward the lower earth. We went down the steps and followed the voices
that were shouting, “They are so learned.”

We came upon several hundred people standing in one spot treading
the ground. Amazed by this I asked, “Why are they standing and tread-
ing the ground with their feet like this?” I added, “If they keep it up they
could dig a hole in the ground with their feet.” 

The angels smiled at this and said, “They seem to be standing in one
place like this, because they never think that anything exists; they think
only about whether it exists, and argue over it. Since their thinking never
advances beyond this stage, they look as if they are treading and wearing
down one patch of ground without moving forward.”

The angels also said, “When people arrive in this world from the
physical one and hear that they are in another world, they gather
together in many places to form groups. They ask where heaven and hell
are, and also where God is. After they have been taught, they start argu-
ing, disputing, and fighting about whether God exists. This is a result of
the great number of materialists in the physical world today. When the
topic of religion comes up, materialists start to debate about it with one
another and with other groups. The ensuing proposition and debate
rarely results in an affirmation of the faith that God exists. Materialists
associate more and more with the evil, because only from God can one
do something good with a love for what is good.”

[3] Then I was taken down into their gathering. To my surprise they
looked to me like people with pleasant faces and good-looking clothes.
“They look this way in their own light,” the angels said, “but if light
from heaven flows in, their faces and clothes change.” 

Then that happened. They looked as if they had dark faces and
clothes made out of black sacks. Then the light from heaven was taken
away and they looked the way they had before. 

Soon I started speaking with some people from the group. I said, “I
heard shouting from the crowd around you—‘They are so learned!’ Might
I be allowed, therefore, to enter a discussion with you on points that are
of the utmost scholarly importance?” 
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“Say whatever you wish,” they replied, “and we will give it adequate
attention.” 

I asked, “What does a religion need to be like in order to save people?” 
They said, “We are going to divide this question into a number of

subquestions. Before we have come to conclusions on these we will not
be able to give a reply to your question. The points for discussion will be
the following. (1) Is religion anything? (2) Does salvation exist or not?
(3) Is one religion more effective than another? (4) Do heaven and hell
exist? (5) Does everlasting life after death exist? And more as well.”

I asked for the first question: “Is religion anything?” They began dis-
cussing this with a host of arguments. I asked them to refer the question
to the audience. They did so. The general response was that this question
needed so much investigation that there was no way it could be finished
by the end of the evening. 

“Could you finish within a year?” I asked.
Someone answered that it could not be finished within a hundred years. 
I said, “Meanwhile you have no religion; and because salvation depends

on religion, you have no concept of, faith in, or hope of salvation.” 
The person replied, “Won’t someone have to show first whether reli-

gion exists, then what it is, and if it is anything? If it is something, it
must exist for the wise; if it is not, then it exists only for the general
public. As we know, religion is called a restraint, but there is the ques-
tion of whom it restrains. If it is only a restraint for the general public,
then it is not really anything. But if it is also a restraint for the wise, then
it is something.”

[4] On hearing that I said, “You are all anything but learned, because
you are incapable of any other thought except whether something exists,
and you deflect this question into subquestions. Can anyone be learned
without knowing something for certain? Only when something is estab-
lished can we move forward with it, just as people walk, putting one foot
in front of the other; then we advance gradually into wisdom. Otherwise,
rather than touching truths with even the tip of your finger, you move
them farther and farther out of sight. Reasoning solely about whether
something exists is reasoning about a hat that you never put on, or about
a shoe that you never wear. What comes of it except not knowing
whether anything exists or is anything other than an idea? What comes
of it but not knowing whether salvation exists, or whether there is eternal
life after death, or whether one religion is better than another, or whether
there is a heaven or a hell? You are incapable of having any thought on
these issues as long as you are stuck on the first step, treading the sand
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there, rather than lifting one foot after another and moving forward.
While your minds are standing out in the open like this away from the
shelter of a decision, watch out that your minds don’t harden inside and
become statues of salt.”

After I said this I left. They were considerably irritated and threw
stones at me. At that point they looked to me like statues that had no
human reason inside. I asked the angels about the final outcome of their
lives. The angels said, “The lowest of them are sent down deep to a desert
and are forced to carry loads. Because they cannot offer anything on the
basis of reason, they blather and speak nonsense. From far away they
look like donkeys carrying burdens.” 

334 The third memorable occurrence. Afterward one of the angels said,
“Follow me to the place where people are shouting, ‘They are so wise!’” He
added, “The people you are going to see are bizarre. You will see faces
and bodies that make them look human, though they are not.” 

I said, “They are animals, then?” 
He answered, “They are not true animals; they are human animals.

They are completely unable to see whether a truth is true or not, yet they
can take anything they want and make it appear to be true. We call them
providers of arguments.”

We followed the sound of shouting and came to the place. There we
found a group of men. The group was surrounded by a crowd of peo-
ple, some of whom were of noble lineage. When the nobles heard that
the men in the group were providing arguments to support everything
the nobles had said and were favoring them with such obvious agree-
ment, the nobles turned to one another and said, “They are so wise!”

[2] The angel said to me, “We should not go up to them; instead we
should call one of them away from the group.” 

We called one away and left with him. We said various things and he
provided arguments to support all the details to the point where what we
had said seemed absolutely true. Then we asked him whether he could
provide arguments to support points that were opposite to these. He
said, “Just as well as I could for the first points.” 

Then openly and from the heart he said, “What is truth? Does any
truth exist in the nature of things beyond what people make out to be
true? Say whatever you like and I will make out that it is true.” 

I said, “Make this true, that faith is the most important thing in
the church.”

He did this with such skill and ability that scholars who were nearby
were amazed and burst into applause. Then I asked him to make it true
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that goodwill was the most important thing in the church. He did it.
Then I asked him to make it true that goodwill has nothing to do with the
church. In both cases he fleshed out and adorned his argument with seem-
ingly good material to the point where others present looked at each other
and said, “He is wise, isn’t he!” 

I said to him, “Don’t you know that goodwill is living a good life and
having faith is believing the right things? Isn’t it true that people who live
a good life have a good faith? Therefore having faith is part of goodwill,
and goodwill is part of having faith. Don’t you see that this is the truth?”

“I will make it true and then see,” he replied. He did so and said,
“Now I see it.” Yet he soon made its opposite true and said, “I also see
that this is true.” 

We laughed and said, “Aren’t they opposites? How can you see two
opposite things as both being true?” 

Annoyed, he answered, “You’re mistaken. They are in fact both true,
since nothing is true except what people make out to be true.”

[3] Standing near him there was someone who had been a high-
ranking ambassador in the world. He was astounded at this and said to
the provider of arguments, “I will admit that something similar goes on
in the world, but you are nevertheless insane. If you can, make it true
that light is darkness and darkness is light.” 

The provider of arguments replied, “I’ll do it with ease! What is light
and darkness other than a state of our eye? Doesn’t light change into
shadow when our eye comes out of the bright sun and also when we stare
intently straight at the sun? We all know that the state of our eye then
changes so that light looks like a shadow. And the reverse: when the state
of our eye stabilizes, the shadow looks like light. Night birds see the dark-
ness of night as the light of day and the light of day as the darkness of
night, and the sun itself looks to them like nothing but a dark and dusky
ball. If we had eyes like a night bird, which would we call light and which
would we call darkness? What then is light but a state of our eye, and if it
is only a state of our eye, isn’t light darkness and darkness light? There-
fore the first point is true and the second point is true.” 

[4] Because this argumentation was actually convincing to some
people, I said, “I notice that the provider of arguments doesn’t know
there is such a thing as true light and deceptive light. Both of these
types of light appear to be light, but faint, deceptive light is not a true
light. Relative to true light it is darkness. Night birds function in faint,
deceptive light. Inside their eyes there is an obsession to hunt and
devour birds. This light enables their eyes to see at night. Similarly, cats’
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eyes in basements look like candles because of the faint, deceptive light
inside their eyes from their obsession to hunt and devour rats and mice.
Clearly then, the light of the sun is true light; the light of obsession is
faint, deceptive light.”

[5] After that the ambassador asked the provider of arguments to
make it true that crows are white, not black. He responded, “This too I
will do with ease.”

“Take a needle or a razor,” he said, “and cut open the feathers of a
crow. Then pluck the feathers out and look at the crow’s skin. Aren’t they
both white? What is the surrounding blackness then except a shadow
that shouldn’t be used as a basis for judging the color of the crow? Black-
ness is only a shadow, as people skilled in the science of optics will tell
you. Or grind a black stone or a black piece of glass to a fine powder and
you’ll see that the powder is white.”

The ambassador replied, “But in fact the crow looks black to our eyes.” 
The provider of arguments rejoined, “Are you, a human being, really

sure you want to think about something on the basis of appearances? On
that basis it is indeed acceptable to speak of crows as being black, but you
cannot think it. For another example, on the basis of appearance it is fine
to say that the sun rises and sets, but because you are human you cannot
think that, because the sun stands still while the earth moves around it. It
is the same with the crow. Appearance is appearance. Say whatever you
want—crows are completely and utterly white. In fact, they become
white as they age. I’ve seen it myself.” 

The people nearby turned to look at me, so I said, “It is true that the
shafts of crows’ feathers are whitish, as is their skin. This is true, however,
not only of crows but also of all the birds in the universe; and we all distin-
guish birds on the appearance of their color. If this were not the case, we
would say that every bird is white, which would be pointless and absurd.”

[6] Then the ambassador asked him, “Can you make it true that you
yourself are insane?” 

The provider of arguments said, “I could, but I don’t want to. Who
isn’t insane?” 

Then people asked the provider of arguments to say from the heart
whether he was joking or whether he really believed that there is no truth
except what people make out to be true. He replied, “That is what I
believe, I swear.” 

Afterward this provider of arguments that support all points of view
was sent to angels who had the ability to assess his nature. After the
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assessment they said, “He does not possess even a speck of understanding.
In his case, everything above his rational faculty is closed off; only what is
below it is opened up. Above people’s rational faculty there is spiritual
light; below it there is earthly light. The nature of earthly light with peo-
ple is that it can provide arguments to support whatever they want; but if
no spiritual light flows into the earthly light, people cannot see whether
anything true is true or not. They also cannot see whether anything false
is false or not. Spiritual light flowing into earthly light is what allows us
to see truth and falsity. Spiritual light comes from the God of heaven,
who is the Lord. Therefore this provider of arguments to support all
points of view is not a human being or an animal: he is a human animal.” 

[7] I asked the angels what happens in the long run to people like this:
“Can they keep company with the living, given that human life comes from
spiritual light and that it is spiritual light that gives us understanding?” 

The angels said, “When they are alone, people like this cannot think
or say anything. They stand like silent robots, as if they were utterly
unconscious. They wake up as soon as their ears catch any sound.” 

“It is people who are inwardly evil who become like this,” the angels
added. “Spiritual light cannot flow into them from above; they merely
bring something spiritual from the world that gives them the ability to
come up with supporting arguments.”

[8] After that I heard the voice of one of the angels who had assessed
the provider of arguments saying to me, “Draw a universal conclusion
from what you have heard.” 

The conclusion I drew was the following: Being able to provide argu-
ments to support whatever you want is not intelligence; intelligence is being
able to see that what is true is true and what is false is false and to provide
arguments to support that.

Afterward I looked over at the group where the providers of argu-
ments were standing. The crowd around them was shouting, “They are so
wise!” To my surprise, a dark cloud encompassed them. There were bats
and screech owls flying around in the cloud. 

I was told, “The bats and screech owls flying in the cloud are corre-
spondences and manifestations of the thinking of the providers of argu-
ments. In this world those who provide arguments to support falsities
until they look like truths are represented in the form of night birds. The
eyes of night birds are lit from inside by a faint, deceptive light that
allows them to see objects in the dark as if they were in the light. People
who provide arguments to support falsities until they look like truths and
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then believe they are true have a similar but spiritual form of faint,
deceptive light. All of them have lower vision; none has higher sight.”

335 The fourth memorable occurrence. Once when I woke up in the early
light before dawn, I saw ghostly shapes of various kinds before my eyes.
Later on, when it was morning, I saw a faint, deceptive light taking vari-
ous forms [in the sky]. Some of the forms were like sheets of parchment
covered in writing that kept folding in on themselves until they looked
like shooting stars falling through the air and disappearing. Others were
like open books, some of which shone like little moons, while others
burned like candles. Some of the books went higher and higher until
they passed out of sight, while others fell down to the earth and smashed
into powder. On the basis of these visions, I conjectured that there were
people standing below these aerial phenomena and that the people were
having a dispute over things that were figments of their imagination, but
that they nevertheless thought were very important. In the spiritual
world, phenomena like this appear in the atmospheres because of the
false reasoning of the people standing below them. 

Soon the sight of my spirit was opened and I noticed a number of
spirits whose heads were ringed with laurel leaves and who were wearing
togas with a floral pattern—signs that they were spirits who had been
famous scholars in our world. Because I was in the spirit, I went over
and mingled with the group. I could hear then that they were having a
sharp and ardent dispute about innate ideas. At issue was whether people
are born with innate ideas the way animals are. The spirits who thought
that people are not born with innate ideas were turning away from the
spirits who thought that people are. Eventually the two groups were
squared off against each other like the ranks of two armies about to bat-
tle with swords, except that since they had no swords they were battling
with sharply pointed words. 

[2] At that point an angelic spirit suddenly stood among them and
spoke out in a loud voice, saying, “From not too far away I could hear that
you are having a blazing dispute with one another about innate ideas and
whether people have them the way animals do; but I say to you, People
have no innate ideas, and animals have no ideas at all. This means that what
you are fighting about is actually nothing or, as the saying goes, goat’s
wool or beards in a clean-shaven age.” 

When the spirits heard this, they were all outraged and shouted,
“Throw him out! What he is saying goes against common sense.”

When they tried to throw the angelic spirit out, however, they saw
him surrounded with a heavenly light. Because he was an angelic spirit,
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Biographical Note

EMANUEL SWEDENBORG (1688–1772) was born Emanuel Swedberg (or
Svedberg) in Stockholm, Sweden, on January 29, 1688 (Julian calendar). He

was the third of the nine children of Jesper Swedberg (1653–1735) and Sara Behm
(1666–1696). At the age of eight he lost his mother. After the death of his only older
brother ten days later, he became the oldest living son. In 1697 his father married
Sara Bergia (1666–1720), who developed great affection for Emanuel and left him a
significant inheritance. His father, a Lutheran clergyman, later became a celebrated
and controversial bishop, whose diocese included the Swedish churches in Pennsyl-
vania and in London, England.

After studying at the University of Uppsala (1699–1709), Emanuel journeyed
to England, Holland, France, and Germany (1710–1715) to study and work with
leading scientists in western Europe. Upon his return he apprenticed as an engineer
under the brilliant Swedish inventor Christopher Polhem (1661–1751). He gained
favor with Sweden’s King Charles XII (1682–1718), who gave him a salaried position
as an overseer of Sweden’s mining industry (1716–1747). Although he was engaged,
he never married.

After the death of Charles XII, Emanuel was ennobled by Queen Ulrika Eleonora
(1688–1741), and his last name was changed to Swedenborg (or Svedenborg). This
change in status gave him a seat in the Swedish House of Nobles, where he
remained an active participant in the Swedish government throughout his life.

A member of the Swedish Royal Academy of Sciences, he devoted himself to
scientific studies and philosophical reflections that culminated in a number of pub-
lications, most notably a comprehensive three- volume work on mineralogy (1734)
that brought him recognition across Europe as a scientist and philosopher. After
1734 he redirected his research and publishing to a study of anatomy in search of
the interface between the soul and body, making several significant discoveries in
physiology.

From 1743 to 1745 he entered a transitional phase that resulted in a shift of his
main focus from science and philosophy to theology. Throughout the rest of his life
he maintained that this shift was brought about by Jesus Christ, who appeared to
him, called him to a new mission, and opened his perception to a permanent dual
consciousness of this life and the life after death.

He devoted the last decades of his life to studying Scripture and publishing
eighteen theological titles that draw on the Bible, reasoning, and his own spiritual
experiences. These works present a Christian theology with unique perspectives on
the nature of God, the spiritual world, the Bible, the human mind, and the path
to salvation.

Swedenborg died in London on March 29, 1772, at the age of eighty-four. 
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