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Children’s Talk: Good People Admit  
When They’ve Done Something Wrong 

- We’re getting close to the 250th birthday of the New Church. 
- The New Church started on the 19th of June 1770. 
- And so the 19th of June 2020 will be the 250th anniversary of that beginning. 

- Today, and in the weeks coming, we’re going to be talking about what we’re celebrating that 
happened 250 years ago. 

- But what we’re going to focus on today is what had to happen a few years before 1770 so that 
the New Church could start in 1770. 

- The teachings of the New Church say that there was what’s called “the Last Judgment”. 
- When a person dies they experience their own last judgment—their life is judged 

by the Lord and they make their way towards heaven or towards hell, depending 
on whether they are someone who loves the Lord and other people or someone 
who loves just themselves and wants to hurt and use other people. 

- That happens with each person but there also have been times when the 
whole human race has needed to be judged or sorted out as to where they 
belong. 

- The Lord says very close to the end of the book of Revelation, “And behold, I am coming 
quickly, and My reward is with Me, to give to every one according to his work” (Revelation 
22:12). 

- It’s good to ask ourselves, “Am I a good person? Whenever I die, will I be judged to be a 
person who belongs in heaven or will I be judged to be a selfish person who will belong in 
hell?” 

- I find that those are scary questions to ask because, what if I’m a selfish person who will end 
up in hell? 

- We all do selfish things some times. 
- Because it’s scary to think about being a selfish person or a bad person we can really not like 

to think that way. 
- And when someone says that we did something wrong we can really not like that idea 

and want to fight against it with all that we’ve got. 
- But, if we really want to be good people, then we need to learn to admit it when we’ve done 

something wrong. 
- Good people are willing to see when they’ve done something wrong. 
- Angels in heaven are willing to see when they’ve done something wrong. 

- There’s a Psalm that I find really helpful. 
- It talks about how the Lord in His Word can help us to be genuinely good people. 

- Psalm 19:7-14 (Kempton Project Translation, modified) 
7 The law of Jehovah is perfect, restoring the soul; 
The testimony of Jehovah is faithful, making wise the simple; 
8 The statutes of Jehovah are upright, making glad the heart; 
The commandment of Jehovah is pure, enlightening the eyes; 
9 The fear of Jehovah is clean, standing forever; 
The judgments of Jehovah are truth, they are altogether just. 
10 More to be desired are they than gold, and more than much fine gold; 
And sweeter than honey and the dropping of honeycombs. 
11 Also by them Your servant is warned; 
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In keeping them there is much reward. 
12 Who can understand errors? 
From secret faults, hold me innocent. 
13 Also keep back Your servant from presumptuous sins; 
Let them not rule over me. 
Then I shall be perfect, 
And I shall be innocent from much transgression. 
14 Let the words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart 
Be acceptable in Your sight, 
O Jehovah, my Rock and my Redeemer. 

- This whole part of this Psalm is a prayer from the person who wrote it to the Lord, asking the 
Lord to help them be a good person. 

- They want to be changed by the Lord in His Word—restored, made wise, made glad, 
enlightened, warned, kept safe from doing presumptuous and arrogant things. 

- The person is bringing their actions and words and even the meditations of their heart 
before the Lord, and asking the Lord to help them with them. 

- Good people are willing to see when they’ve done something wrong. 
- In order to be changed and made better by the Lord, we need to be willing to see that we 

need help and we need to change. 
- So try to be willing to see when you’ve messed up. 

- It can be so hard! 
- It can be especially hard to admit it to other people. 

- That’s part of why it’s so hard to say sorry to someone else—it’s admitting that 
we’ve done something wrong. 

- So, if it’s feeling really hard to say sorry to someone or to acknowledge that you might 
have done something wrong, try talking to the Lord first. 

- You can talk to Him in private, with nobody else listening. 
- And He can hear you and help you sort out if you’ve done something wrong or if 

you actually did the right thing. 
- And remember that He’s on Your side. 

- He loves you so much! 
- And He totally understands why you did what you did. 
- And He can help you to admit if you did something wrong and figure out how 

to make it better. 

- It’s really hard work but, when you can do that hard work of seeing when you’ve done 
something wrong, then you can be open to being led by the Lord to gradually become a better 
person. 

- And you will be doing the work that allows the Lord to gradually make you into a new person 
which is what the New Church is all about. 

- And there’s no better way to celebrate the 250th anniversary of the birthday of the New 
Church. 

- Amen. 
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Living in a Post-Apocalyptic World, Part 1:  
The Larger Narrative 

A Sermon by Pastor Malcolm G. Smith 
7 June 2020 

Intro 
- There’s a lot going on in the world at the moment. 

- Perhaps at the top of most of the people watching this service, there’s the world-wide 
coronavirus pandemic and the resultant damage to economies worldwide, and more 
recently the murdering of George Floyd in the United States and the large response that 
that generated. 

- And that’s by no means all that is going on in the world at the moment. 
- There are active conflicts in Libya, the DRC, Mali, and Hong Kong—to name a few. 
- Two large cyclones have hit India and some of the surrounding countries in the last 

two weeks. 
- And, of course, there are many, many other things going on in the world too. 

- There’s a meme going around at the moment with a person squinting and the caption is 
“Me looking outside to see what chapter of Revelation we’re doing today.” 

- Things are feeling a bit apocalyptic at the moment, aren’t they? 

- It makes it all the more intriguing to know that the teachings of the New Church say that, 
actually, the apocalypse has already taken place—over 250 years ago, in fact—in the lead up 
to the beginning of the New Church in 1770. 

- Today and for the next two weeks, we’re going to be trying to understand what happened all 
that time ago and what the significance is for us today of what happened back then. 

- What does it mean to be living in a post-apocalyptic world? 

A Larger Narrative 
- Part of the value of looking at the teachings about this topic is that it can give us a bigger 

picture or larger narrative within which we can, perhaps, better understand what’s going on in 
the world at the moment. 

- So that’s the overall goal of this series. 
- But the particular focus of the sermon for today is really a word of caution to people who 

identify themselves as part of the New Church. 

- I’ve recently been reading a really useful thread of emails among New Church ministers, 
discussing and debating how best to respond to the protests and riots that are going on in the 
States right now. 

- It has been a nuanced and really useful discussion. 
- Because I was working on this sermon, one of the minister’s comments really struck me 

because he was talking about this exact topic of the bigger narrative within which we see 
what’s going on in the world. 

- Here’s part of what he wrote: 
- One of the things that the General Church did better in the past than it seems to do 

today was to pretty consistently frame what is happening in the world in terms of a 
narrative described in the [teachings of the New Church]. The old church has come 
to an end, terrible things going on in the world—from civil unrest, to racism, to 
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injustice, to immorality—are all evidence of this, and the solution is the New 
Church. I don't think that we do that as consistently as in the past—or that it would 
be accepted if we did. As a consequence the narratives in the minds of our 
members are the ones formed by the media, which are polarizing at best. 

- There’s a lot to unpack in what he said. 
- The General Church is the denomination that New Church Westville is part of and this 

minister is saying that the old school version of the bigger narrative was that all the bad stuff 
happening in the world could be seen as evidence of the “old church”. 

- The “old church” is a term to mean the corrupt, problematic, and harmful forms of 
Christianity that were judged over 250 years ago and that the teachings of the New 
Church critique in great detail. 

- So what do you think? 
- Is immorality the result of the “old church”? 
- Is injustice? 
- Is racism? 

- And is the New Church the solution to those rather intractable seeming problems? 
- My answer to all of those questions about the problem and the solution is yes, but a 

qualified yes. 
- It depends on what we’re thinking of when we say “the old church” and “the New 

Church”. 
- A big problem with that narrative is that it is very tempting to use it to say, 

“Everything bad these days is because of the old church. Shame on them. Good 
thing we’re not them; we’re the New Church. Rah, rah for us.” 

- And in doing that we simultaneously remove ourselves from any blame or 
responsibility for those problems and working to address them and make 
ourselves feel better by comparison. 

- And the terrible irony of that is that, in so thinking, we would be falling 
into one of the major traps of the old church. 

- So let’s not do that. 

The “Old Church” vs. The “New Church” 
- What is meant by “the old church”? 
- Church, in the teachings of the New Church, church is used to mean more than just a church 

building or even a community of people. 
- First, here’s a general definition: 

- New Jerusalem and Its Heavenly Doctrine §241 
- What makes heaven in the case of a person, also makes the church. For as 

love and faith make heaven, so too love and faith make the church. 

- And now, here’s some more detail about what makes the church with a person. 
- New Jerusalem and Its Heavenly Doctrine §243 

- For a church to exist, there must be teaching [or doctrine] from the Word, 
since the Word is not intelligible without teaching. But it is not teaching alone 
that makes the church in the case of a person, but living in accordance with 
that teaching. From this it follows that it is not faith alone which makes the 
church, but the life of faith, which is charity.  
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- So a person has the church in them if they have faith and love—they understand what the 
Lord teaches and they live according to it in a life of service and love to other people and the 
Lord. 

- That’s what a church is meant to be in an individual and a good church in a broader 
sense is all the good people who have love and faith from the Lord. 

- The “old church” is a phrase used for when the church in a person or in a group of people 
declines away from faith and love into falsity and love of self and the world. 

- And when that happens, the Lord works to establish a new church—a new way to reach 
people again with faith and love to lead them to heaven, despite their selfish inclinations. 

- At one point the Christian Church was the new church that the Lord built to replace the 
corrupt Jewish Church. 

- But then, over time, the Christian Church became corrupt and yet another new church 
was needed. 

- This is one of the things written in the teachings of the New Church about the state 
of the Christian Church in the mid-1700s. 

- Secrets of Heaven 2243:7 
- …[The Lord] established a new Church, called the Christian Church, in 

which, to begin with, good that is the fruit of faith was present, and 
people lived together in charity as brothers. But with the passage of time 
it departed in different directions, and today has become such that 
people do not even know that faith is grounded in love to the Lord and 
charity towards the neighbour. 

- People turned away from the Lord. 
- They stopped caring about other people. 
- They started using religion to dominate and use other people. 
- They started teaching all sorts of terrible, false things. 

- Like the idea that you can pay to earn salvation. 
- Like the idea that God predestines some people to hell. 
- That it didn’t matter how you live your life or how you treat other people, as long as 

you say you have faith in Jesus Christ. 
- That God was a Trinity of three separate persons. 
- And on and on. 

- People lost their love for the Lord and their love for their neighbour and so also lost all sight of 
truth. 

- And so the Lord came in the teachings of the New Church to provide a fair and just Last 
Judgment on the corrupted Christian church and to build yet another New Church. 

- That was the apocalypse—which means the revelation—the uncovering and unveiling of 
everything that needs to be seen. 

- With new explanations of important teachings, to address the false and corrupt ideas of 
the old church and, more importantly, to free people to see and live by truths like that 
love of the Lord and the neighbour are crucially important and that we need to repent of 
the sinful and harmful desires to control, use, and mistreat other people and instead try 
to live lives of service to the people around us. 

- So that’s very good. 
- Hooray for the Lord God Jesus Christ who came to redeem and save the human 

race—again! 
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- And maybe now you can see why people would see what’s going on in the world in terms of 
this larger narrative. 

- And why they would see the problems in the world as effects of everything that’s 
wrapped up in the corrupt old church. 

- And why they would see the solution to those problems as represented in the promise of 
the new church. 

- But here’s the problem. 
- Having access to the teachings of the New Church does not make us immune to being 

terrible. 
- I wish it did. 
- I really wish it did. 

- But we need to see how we, who might call ourselves part of the New Church, can so 
very easily be part of the problem not the solution. 

- To illustrate this we’re going to spend a while exploring the history of the response 
to slavery by people who read and believed in the teachings of the New Church. 

The History of the New Church Response to Slavery 
- You may have heard the idea that New Church people were instrumental and influential in 

furthering the cause of the abolition of slavery in England and in the United States. 
- This idea has been promoted by New Church people for a while. 

- And there was a Swedish man named Carl Wadström who was “a central figure in the 
British abolition movement” and a biography of his says that the anti-slavery 
programmes pursued by societies that he established were “partly predicated on central 
tenets in the writings of the Swedish mystic and seer Emanuel Swedenborg” (Rix, 
Robert William. “Carl Bernhard Wadström (1746-1799)” - https://brycchancarey.com/
abolition/wadstrom.htm) 

- Another figure that people like to point to is Colonel Robert Carter who, in 1791, a year 
after beginning to read the teachings of the New Church, “took the legal steps to 
emancipate all of his slaves, the largest manumission by a single individual in the history 
of United States slavery before the Civil War” (Lawrence, James F. “Slavery in the 
American Context: Wadström, Swedenborgians, and an Abolitionist Myth” - https://bit.ly/
2Uha0Im. p.6) 

- That’s impressive but more recent scholarship demonstrates that it’s hard to prove 
that he made that decision based on the teachings of the New Church (Ibid.).  

- Apart from those two examples, a recent article argues, “American Swedenborgians were not 
conspicuous anti-slavery voices or workers in [Civil War] America. In fact,… a close reading of 
Swedenborgian… sermons, pamphlets, articles, and personal correspondence up through the 
end of the American Civil War in 1865 reveals a church movement that was a little behind the 
curve” (Lawrence, James F. “Scholars on Swedenborg – Swedenborgians and the Original 
Black Lives Matter Movement: How the First George Bush Confronted Racial Justice 
Passivity in the Churches” - https://swedenborg.com/scholars-swedenborgians-black-lives-
matter-movement-george-bush/) 

- So that’s not what we want to hear. 
- That doesn’t fit the narrative of good New Church people leading the way that we like to 

hear. 
- But we need to understand the truth and it even will be valuable to take a closer look at some 

of what New Church people were writing about slavery back in those times. 
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- And for exposure to this I am indebted to the Rev. Christopher Barber who wrote a really 
insightful article exploring New Church perspectives on slavery (Barber, Christopher A. 
“200 Years and 100 Miles: Doctrine’s Failure to Settle the Slavery Debate in the New 
Church” New Church Life. 2019. - https://bit.ly/2MCup68 - p. 416ff). 

- Barber writes that he thinks that the racist and proslavery heresies that were concocted 
by readers of the teachings of the New Church “ought to be taught as a matter of course 
in New Church theological schools and remembered by all priests and readers as a 
warning that our innovative minds can make mountains out of molehills and can blot out 
the sun” (Ibid. p.439). 

- I agree and so I’m going to give you a little taste and I highly recommend that you 
read the full article. 

- One particularly prolific pro-slavery writer was a man named Dr. William Henry Holcombe. 
- As a medical doctor he attempted to make his case in favour of slavery and the supremacy of 

white people using scientific sounding language. 
- He talks of a negro being “a strong animal machine” well-suited to labor “under the 

supervision and by the impulsion of a superior type of man” (quoted in Barber p.429) 
- He says that negroes have a “feebleness of will and childish inferiority of intellect” (Ibid.) 
- Holcombe also says that “Laziness is… a prime feature in negro character and lies at 

the bottom of the necessity for slavery” (Ibid.) 
- As Barber writes, “It is shocking to read and it is hard to believe that this was penned by one 

who took the doctrines of the New Jerusalem to heart” (pp.429-430). 
- But, even worse than that, he also even used the teachings of the New Church to justify white 

supremacy and slavery. 
- Several different readers of the teachings of the New Church made various arguments in 

favour of the institution of African slavery in America being the work of Divine Providence 
but Holcombe took it even one step further. 

- In one of his pamphlets, after making a series of arguments drawing on a variety of 
New Church teachings, Holcombe concludes by saying “Now we affirm, without 
fear of contradiction from any intelligent New Churchman, that African slavery is an 
institution which is to play an important part in the reconstruction of society upon 
true and heavenly principles” (Ibid. p. 434) 

- He’s saying that enslaving Africans is part of bringing heaven on earth. 

- If this makes you very uncomfortable and somewhat sick to you stomach, that’s good. 
- It should. 
- Barber points out that it’s easy now to look back on the debate about slavery within the 

New Church and see that slavery and anything arguing in favour of it is reprehensible. 
- But, he writes, 

- At the time, [heresies designed to uphold the institution of slavery and doctrines to 
bring it to an end] both seemed compelling. Both made use of doctrine, logic, 
history and “common sense.” Both came from learned doctrinal scholars and 
trusted friends of the New Church. Both claimed to keep the Lord and His will in 
mind. But they couldn’t both be correct. (p. 441) 

- Many of you probably know that the same was true during apartheid. 
- Now, it’s easy to see that it was terrible. 
- But, at the time, there were New Church people who were in favour of it and even 

justified their arguments using New Church teachings. 
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- How can people get so far off track? 
- The teachings of the New Church explain how we start believing our own selfish 

persuasions—or things we have persuaded ourselves are true. 
- Secrets of Heaven §794 

- Persuasions immensely increase when men mingle truths with cupidities, or 
make them favour the loves of self and of the world; for then in a thousand 
ways they pervert them and force them into agreement. For who that has 
imbibed or framed for himself a false principle does not confirm it by much 
that he has learned; and even from the Word? Is there any heresy that does 
not thus lay hold of things to confirm it? and even force, and in diverse ways 
explain and distort, things that are not in agreement, so that they may not 
disagree? 

- We all have the capacity to do this—to be so focussed on the things that we want for 
ourselves that we use our minds to justify whatever selfish things we feel like doing. 

- We’re unfortunately very good at it. 
- We all have very strong pulls to the love of self and the love of the world. 

- We all have tendencies towards wanting to dominate other people and get them to 
do what we want. 

- We all have the tendency to want to feel superior to other people. 
- We all have the tendency to view other people as means to our ends. 

- Or, our love of self keeps us so focussed on what we want that we don’t even realise 
that we are harming people around us. 

- These tendencies don’t just come out around race. 
- Maybe you can see racist tendencies in yourself, maybe you can’t. 
- Maybe you have a bigger problem with other forms of prejudice. 

- Maybe instead you have tendencies towards sexism and looking down on the 
opposite gender or seeing them as worth less than you. 

- Or maybe it’s poor people or people with little education that you tend to look down 
on, ignore, or mistreat. 

- Or it could be people who hold less progressive political views than you. 
- Or maybe it’s people of your same skin colour and even same family that you look down 

on or try to control. 
- In any and all of those circumstances the underlying, root problem is the same: love of the 

world and love of self. 
- The very problems that corrupted all the churches before the New Church. 

- So how do we avoid getting off track or how do we wake up when we’re off track and get back 
on the right track? 

How Do We Get Back on the Right Track? 
- First, let’s talk about what doesn’t work. 
- It’s not enough to just feel sad and talk a good game. 
- In explaining what genuine repentance is, the teachings of the New Church point out that 

contrition, or feeling overwhelmed with shame and bad feelings about being sinful, does not 
actually really accomplish anything, unless it leads us to change our behaviour (True 
Christianity §§512-515). 

9



- And they also say that just confessing lots of sins is also not actually repentance (True 
Christianity §§516-520). 

- The problem with this is because people are just saying it because they know they’re 
supposed to. 

- They haven’t actually done the work to examine themselves and identify specific things 
that they themselves are doing wrong. 

- Instead they are just saying things they’ve heard other people say about how sinful 
they are and they figure that that will be enough. 

- But, in their heart of hearts, they don’t actually believe that they’ve done anything 
wrong. 

- What do we need to do to get back on track? Actual repentance. 
- We need to have the humility and courage to look at ourselves honestly and then take 

action, with the Lord’s help, to actually live differently. 

Conclusion 
- In conclusion, it seems necessary to say that I might like to think that I would have been 

willing to publicly speak out against slavery back in the day but it seems more likely that I 
wouldn’t have, even if I were an otherwise a good New Church minister. 

- Likewise, it seems unlikely to me that I would have advocated against apartheid.  
- I might like to think that I would have but it seems unlikely. 

- Those moments are past but what moments are in front of me and in front of each of us? 

- Our larger narrative about what’s going on in the world should include ideas about the old 
church and the new church but it also crucially must include the understanding that just 
because the New Church is great doesn’t make people associated with the New Church 
great. 

- The same problem that corrupted the Christian Church and necessitated the Last 
Judgment and the institution of the New Church in the 1700s is the same problem that 
caused New Church people to advocate for slavery in the 1800s and New Church 
people to advocate for apartheid in the 1900s. 

- So thank the Lord for the apocalypse—the revealing of what needs to be seen. 
- And thank the Lord for judgment days! 
- We need judgment days—times when evils are exposed and false and harmful ideas are 

seen for what they are—“that the thoughts of many hearts may be revealed” (Luke 2:35). 
- It is really heavy and exhausting sometimes to look squarely at all the terrible things 

going on in the world and all the terrible things going on in our own hearts sometimes. 
- It is disappointing and sobering that the history of New Church people is not as exemplary as 

we would want it to be. 
- It might seem like the wrong tone for a time leading up to the 250th anniversary of the 

beginning of the New Church. 
- But there would have been no New Church without the Last Judgment. 
- So in some sense there is no better way to celebrate the founding of the New Church 

than to do the scary hard work to look at ourselves and our lives and our impact on 
others and humbly beg the Lord to help us see what we need to see so that we can do 
what we need to do to be part of the new church that the Lord is busy building.  

- Amen.
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