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HAVING A LOVED ONE  
“ON THE OTHER SIDE” 

Rev. Grant H. Odhner 

Introduction 
Among the prayers and yearnings of married partners, ... is a wish to know the 
state of married partners after death.  For men who have loved their wives 
wish to know if their wives have died whether it is well with them.  So, too, 
wives who have loved their husbands.  And they want to know whether they 
will meet again. ... Because these are some of the things people would like 
answers to, they will be made known.  1

 One of the reasons the Lord called Emanuel Swedenborg to experience the spiritual world 
and to write about it was to restore the faith of human beings in life after death, and to teach us 
more.  At His first coming the Lord said, “I still have many things to say to you, but you 2

cannot bear them now.  However, when He, the Spirit of truth, has come, He will guide you 
into all truth; …He will tell you things to come.”   These words have been fulfilled.  The Lord 3

has come again, not in person, but as the “Spirit of truth.”  He filled Swedenborg with His 
spirit and inspired the writing of his books.  He was led to call the teaching revealed to him 
“The Heavenly Doctrine.”  What he received was the doctrine of heaven, the truth as 
understood in heaven.  The books which house this teaching (“the Writings”) clearly set forth 
many clear ideas about the Lord—explaining in more universal terms than ever before who He 
is, why He came, what is the nature of His leading, how we can follow Him. But of all the 
wonderful things the Lord revealed, none seems more wonderful at times than the hope they 
give about eternal life.    

 The purpose of this brief book is to set forth these new teachings about eternal life and 
about the spiritual world where that life unfolds. More specifically, my effort is to help readers 
have a fuller and more living sense of their loved ones who are “on the other side.” What are 
they doing? What is their life like?  What is our connection with them?   

 There are many things that Swedenborg was not given to reveal. Many questions remain 
unanswered. Sometimes we might wish for more details or clarifications. Some of the things 
he tells us may even seem strange to us. Nevertheless what he’s given us enables us to 
understand the most important things about the spiritual world—its basic purpose and 
structure and how things work. He has told us what we need to know in order to believe in 
eternal life and to prepare for it during our life here.     

The purpose of Life: heaven 

  Married Love  n. 451

  Heaven and Hell n. 12

  John 16.12-133
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A human being is in this world in order to be initiated by his activities here into the things 
which are of heaven.  And his life in this world is hardly a moment in comparison with his 
life after death, for that is eternal.  4

The Lord created us for heaven.  This is His entire purpose.  He longs to be in relationship 
with others whom He can love and bless.  But this goal would be meaningless unless we were 
free to love Him in return, or not. So He created the natural world in which we have our start. 
Here consciousness dawns on us gradually.  We learn gradually. He teaches us about Himself and 
lets us experience many good things. He allows us to experience what it is like to live selfishly. 
We choose whether to believe in Him or not. We choose whether we are going to receive His life 
in the way that He intends, or not.  

The Lord never takes eternal life away from any human being. He loves us even when we 
turn away and deny Him. Yet only those who choose to live unselfishly come to know Him and 
are able to receive the full joys of His life. This is heaven. This is the “everlasting life” promised 
in the Word.   

Heaven is a state of mind. But it is also a place. Once we have made our choice the Lord 
provides that we leave the natural world and enter a spiritual world. In this world His goal can be 
fulfilled more completely. He can bring us more perfectly into a heavenly state of mind. He 
removes our natural bodies and the limitations of fixed time and space. He lulls our natural 
memories (though we still remember all that is vital to what we love). He quiets our outer 
passions, concerns, cares.  And when He has brought about this more perfect state of mind, He 
brings us into a heavenly “place”—an actual community, where we find like-minded people who 
share a common love for life, a common way of worshiping and serving. In this place we 
continue to grow in our relationships, in wisdom and in our appreciation of life, to all eternity. 

The spiritual world  
To understand what follows it is vital to have a general picture of the spiritual world.  

The spiritual world is a world of the human spirit. It is a very real world. It is more real 
than the natural world, because in it lies the purpose and cause of the natural world. 
Everything here has its origin there, and that world lies intimately within this one. The 
spiritual world does not consist of material substances governed by natural laws. It consists of 
spiritual substances governed by spiritual laws.   

Our minds are actually in the spiritual world, even though our attentions are focused on 
this world while we live here. After we lay aside our natural body, we find ourselves in an 
environment just as tangible as this one. But there our bodies are more perfect tools of our 
spirit, sensing things exquisitely, and effortlessly expressing what we love and think. Fixed 
time and space no longer limit us there. We spontaneously find ourselves with people and 
things that we love—and separated from what we do not love. Our environment also reflects 
our states of mind.   

The spiritual world consists of three distinct places: heaven, the world of spirits, and hell.   5

These places, though they are sometimes described and appear in spatial relationship, are not 
defined by spatial location, but by states of mind.   

We should note here that as to our spirits we have a connection with all three places while 
we are in this world. That is why we experience both heavenly and hellish states of mind.  

Heaven is state of mind characterized by a settled commitment to be governed in our 
actions by love for God and for our neighbor. There are three distinct levels of this 

  Arcana Coelestia n. 5006.44

  Heaven and Hell nos. 421f; Divine Love and Wisdom n. 140  5
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commitment and thus of heaven. The residents there are called “angels” in Swedenborg’s 
writings.   

Hell is that state of mind characterized by a settled choice to be governed in our actions by 
a love of our self and of “the world” (i.e. of the “things” that serve the self). There are three 
distinct levels of this choice and thus of hell. The residents there are usually called “evil 
spirits” in Swedenborg’s writings.    6

The world of spirits is a state of mind that is between heaven and hell.  It is that state in 
which we experience both heaven and hell, but before we have fully committed our self to 
them. As long as we are in the world, our conscious thought is held in the world of spirits. We 
notice both good thoughts and motives working in us, and bad. The Lord holds us in this state 
so that we can be in equilibrium between good and evil, and exercise free choice in our 
response to Him. However, on a deeper level of our spirits, as we make determined choices 
and commit our hearts, our spirits become linked more and more with communities of either 
heaven or hell. And, more and more, we draw our mental life from that source.   

As we will see, the world of spirits is also that world into which most people come directly 
after death.  People who are in transition to either heaven or hell dwell in the world of spirits and 
are generally called “spirits.”   7

Death, a transition 
 On this point let me simply quote some of Swedenborg’s testimony: 

When the body is no longer able to perform the bodily functions in the natural world that 
correspond to the spirit’s thoughts and affections..., the person is said to die.  This takes place 
when the respiration of the lungs and the beatings of the heart cease. But the person does not 
die.  He is merely separated from the bodily part that was of use to him in the world, while 
the person himself continues to live—since a human being is not a human being because of 
his body, but because of his spirit.  For it is the spirit that thinks in a person, and thought 
along with affection is what makes a human being.  Evidently then, the death of a person is 
merely his passing from one world into another.    8

I can asseverate that as soon as a person dies he is in the other life, and lives as a spirit 
among spirits, and that he then appears to himself and to others in that life in all respects 
like a person in the world, endowed with every sense internal and external.  Consequently 
that the death of the body is only the casting off of such things as had served for use and 
service in the world.  And moreover that death itself is a continuation of life, but in another 
world, which is invisible to the eyes of the earthly body, yet is there seen in a light 
exceeding a thousand times the midday light of the world. 
As I know this from the living experience of so many years, which is still continued, I 
solemnly declare it.  I still speak, and I have spoken, with almost all whom I had known in 
the world and who are dead, with some after two or three days from their decease.  Very 
many of them were exceedingly indignant that they had not believed at all in a life which 
was to continue after death.  I have spoken with them not merely for a day, but for months 
and years; and it has also been given me to see their states of life in succession, or in 
progress, either to hell or to heaven.   
Therefore let him who wishes to be eternally happy know and believe that he will live 
after death.  Let him think of this and keep it in mind, for it is the truth. Let him also know 

  other names:  “devils,” “satans,” and “genii” (pronounced “jeany-eye”).6

  Spirits who have just arrived from the world are sometimes called “novitiate spirits,” those who are firmly 7

on their way to heaven “good or angelic spirits,” and those on their way to hell “evil spirits.”

  Heaven and Hell no. 4458
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and believe that the Word is the only doctrine which teaches how a man must live in the 
world in order to be happy to eternity.     9

Resuscitation  
 People who have had Near Death Experiences testify to how quickly any hint of pain and 
suffering passes once they leave their bodies. In a twinkling of an eye their whole perspective 
changes! Swedenborg confirms this. People who have just died are held in a state of peace. 
They are far removed from any anxiety of leaving loved ones, far from any distress regarding 
their final sickness, far from any unpleasant circumstances that may have surrounded their 
death. In fact, they are in the presence of the Lord and His closest angels.   

 Our awakening into the spiritual world happens soon after our death, through the presence 
of a series of angels. Swedenborg was allowed to experience this process of “resuscitation.” 
He describes it numerous times.   We’re not going to go into it in detail here.  In general, he 10 11

tells us, people are attended to by the highest angels first. (There are three levels of angels, 
called celestial, spiritual, and natural angels.) The best of angels who are initially with us 
protect us from any disturbing influences while we are still unconscious. They make sure that 
our transition is completely peaceful. Unless we are in spirit an angel like them, and ready to 
awaken and dwell among them, they gradually give way to spiritual angels. These next-best 
angels then bring us into a greater state of consciousness. We open our eyes. They tell us we 
are a spirit. We rise from our bed. They introduce us to the spiritual world—taking us around, 
giving us information, answering questions, extending every kindness to us. If we are angels 
like them, and are prepared to join them, we simply remain with them, following them to a 
society where we find our niche. If not, we move into association with natural angels. The 
same sort of thing happens with these angels.  

If we are not ready to enter heaven right away, or if we are not bound for heaven, we move 
on to the world of spirits.   We enter into some community of spirits like ourselves, who are 12

not yet prepared to enter heaven or hell. Though some people apparently do pass right into 
heaven or hell during the resuscitation process,  it seems clear that most people at this day 13

spend time in the world of spirits.  14

 We might note here that people who move on to a longer stay in the world of spirits are 
not necessarily people who are less good. Rather they are people who are not fully prepared 
for their eternal home. Though all who die have made a fundamental choice in the world, 
many have not been able to clearly see what they have loved. The Lord wants us to discover 
that choice for ourselves, in freedom. But we will discuss this in more detail later.   

 So, for people who need to go to the world of spirits, these first states become, at least for 
a time, like a dream. They seem to “fall back asleep” and reawaken.  They may not even 15

remember that they have died!  They find themselves in a life much like the one in which they 

  Arcana Coelestia no. 89399

  Heaven and Hell nos. 445ff; Arcana Coelestia nos. 168ff; Spiritual Experiences nos. 1092ff10

  For a more detailed treatment of the process of resuscitation, the first states, and other subjects that 11

follow, see The Spiritual World, by H. Lj. Odhner (Academy of the New Church Publication Committee, 
1968).

 cf. Heaven and Hell n. 421, 426, 45712

 Heaven and Hell n. 491; Arcana Coelestia n. 5175f13

  ibid.; Heaven and Hell n. 426; Apocalypse Revealed n. 866.2; cf. Arcana Coelestia n. 8029 14

 True Christian Religion n. 160.7, n. 79715
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had been in this world.   From this awakening they begin the transition from the world to 16

their final home. (When the Writings refer to our waking up in the spiritual world on the “third 
day” or “after two days,” they are referring to this second awakening. )  From this second 17

awakening people’s transition unfolds in such a way that they experience a greater sense of 
autonomy.  

These people pass through two phases in the world of spirits—and a third phase if they are 
heaven-bound. 

The first state in the world of spirits 
 The purpose of this “first state” in the world of spirits is for people to make a good 
transition to life in the spiritual world—this time on their own. Part of this transition is 
emotional. How would you feel if you suddenly found yourself in a new home, a new town, 
among different people? If you had to find a new life and livelihood, a new sense of direction, 
establish new routines and new relationships, etc.? This could be downright terrifying! How 
difficult this transition can be at first is suggested in a story Swedenborg relates. He met a 
spirit who had recently died. When this spirit 

became conscious that he was in the next life and that he no longer had any material 
possessions, such as a home, wealth, and the like, but was in another realm in which he 
had been divested of all he possessed in the world, he was greatly distressed, not knowing 
which way he was to go or where he was going to live.  18

 But he was helped by angels who were very kind to him. And we may be confident that no 
one is allowed to remain in distress for long (unless this is somehow going to help that 
individual in the long run). The transition is eased by kind and knowledgeable people. And, of 
course, in many cases these people are known to the newcomer—spouses, friends, or family 
members who had preceded them to the spiritual world. This must go a long way to making 
the transition less frightening. 

 Another aspect of the transition has to do with the fact that the spiritual world is very 
different in many respects. People must be introduced to an awareness of these differences 
gradually, otherwise they would be terribly disoriented or frightened, or even lose a sense of 
who they are. To this end, we read: 

A person’s first state [in the world of spirits] ... resembles his state in the world. For he is 
then likewise in externals, having a like face, like speech, and a like disposition, thus a like 
moral and civil life. And as a result, he is made aware that he is not still in the world only 
by giving attention to what he encounters, and from his having been told by angels when 
he was first resuscitated that he had become a spirit.  19

 People’s first state is similar to life in this world only in some respects. In reality it’s quite 
different. They have different people around them (though they may assume some of the 
people are the same). Events unfold in a different way. People and objects come and go 

  ibid.; Heaven and Hell n. 450e; Arcana Coelestia nos. 2119, 320; 5 Memorable Relations nos. 4-7; 16

Spiritual Experiences n. 885; e.g. n. 1289, 1337. 

 Swedenborg often mentions the third day as the time when people are resurrected and enter the spiritual 17

world (Spiritual Experiences n. 5492; Heaven and Hell n. 452; Apocalypse Revealed n. 153= True 
Christian Religion n. 281; 5 Memorabilia n. 4; True Christian Religion n. 138). Sometimes he says “after 
two days” (Divine Love & Wisdom n. 390; Divine Wisdom n. 7.4).  This, of course, follows the Lord’s 
resurrection on the third day (and Hosea 6.2). 

  Arcana Coelestia n. 318; from Spiritual Experiences, n. 2030-203818

  Heaven and Hell n. 493, emphasis added.19
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“miraculously.”  They are no longer in a world with set hours, set days and nights, set spatial 20

distance, set direction. There is a much stronger link between their mental life and what is 
happening around them. A joyful thought may cause flowers beside the path that they’re 
walking on to bloom. A mental struggle may find them in a dense thicket or make the day 
seem overcast. The kind of people around them reflect their state. Their bodies are younger 
(with people who had died past their prime) and they are free from disease. Their bodily 
processes spring from a different source. For example, hunger may seem the same, but it stems 
from a purely mental need, and is satisfied when that need is met.  

 Amazingly, even though that world is so different, spirits automatically “fall into sync” 
with its laws; they do not reflect on the differences.   For example, a man may follow a 21

passion without restraint, in a way that is wholly out of character with the way he behaved in 
the world, or a woman may pass directly through a wall as her thoughts and her feet turn 
strongly toward some person or destination, yet they think nothing of it. Newly arrived spirits 
could readily notice some of these differences, if they only “gave attention” to what they 
encountered.  But this “giving attention” is closely monitored by the Lord.  The first state is 22

different from the second state chiefly in this respect: the Lord is holding them in an external 
mindset in which they see themselves and others as they were in the natural world, and are 
able to associate with certain others based on worldly memories and connections. Yet the Lord 
is withholding them from reflecting on all of the differences. By monitoring their awareness 
the Lord provides that people are eased into a realization of their new life in a way that is 
appropriate to them. 

 The spiritual world is very different in still other respects. Here we are accustomed to 
being able to hide our thoughts and control our speech and gestures. We are constrained to use 
natural tools of communication. Here we face limitations of space and time, opportunity and 
money. We also face limitations imposed by the society we happen to live in. Our race, 
language, class, height, looks, age, level of education and socioeconomic status, our culture’s 
accepted ideas and practices, all impact the way we see ourselves and behave.   

 In the spiritual world most of these outer constraints change. And if the transition were not 
somewhat gradual, many people would not retain a sense of their own personal history and 
their own identity. So, in the first state in the world of spirits people begin in an external 
condition similar to the one they knew in the world, and they change from there. The transition 
happens fairly quickly: 

The first state of a person after death continues with some for days, with some for 
months, and with some for a year; but seldom with any one beyond a year.  23

The second state in the world of spirits 
  
 During the second state people come into their real self. Their behavior and outer 
appearance begins to accurately reflect their character. Their exteriors come into 
“correspondence” with their interiors.  

 In this second phase those who are inwardly good face a task: they must come to see, 
acknowledge, and give up any outer aspects of their character which are in conflict with their 
essential self. Even people who are basically good often have unanalyzed prejudices that are 
not heavenly. They may have characteristic responses when people or events “go against 
them” that are negative (anger, swearing, withdrawal, pouting). Or consider the selfish 

  Spiritual Experiences n. 473120

  Cf. Spiritual Experiences nos. 4716, 4731, 517721

  cf. Arcana Coelestia, nos. 320f; Spiritual Experiences, nos. 1903f, 1939, 2031f, 210722

  Heaven and Hell n. 49823
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feelings or delights that people habitually escape to and indulge during their “down times.” 
These attitudes, responses and habits can be very strong in us, yet not be part of the inner 
character that we have let the Lord build in us. Yet we can’t bring these things into heaven!   

 At the root of these outer foibles there lies loves—evil loves—which we must see and give 
up our attachment to. At the same time we must also give up what Swedenborg calls 
“falsities,” that is, the false notions and false thinking that we have used to excuse, defend and 
favor our evils and to hide them. These evils and falsities are all external to our true self, yet 
with some people they have become quite ingrained. As spirits become willing (often through 
hard experiences) to let go of these external evils and falsities, their outer person comes into 
fuller harmony with their inner person. When this process is complete they are ready for 
heaven. 

 With those who are inwardly evil, the task is different: they must see and acknowledge 
that they have in fact chosen to live a selfish life, a life of hell. In addition, they must give up 
all outer pretense to being good. They must stop using true speech and behavior for selfish 
ends. As they do this, their “outer person” comes into fuller harmony with their “inner 
person,” and they are made ready to enter hell. 

 This process of being stripped of the outer things that do not correspond to our inner 
characters is called “vastation” or “stripping.”   24

 How long do people remain in this second state?  As we saw before, the first phase in 
the world of spirits is quite short—days, a few months, rarely more than a year. The tasks of 
the third state are accomplished “in a short time.”   We are not given a direct statement about 25

the second state, but judging from the total duration, it would seem that the second state is the 
longest period for most people. About the total duration: 

The time of [spirits’] stay there is not fixed. Some merely enter it, and are soon 
either taken into heaven or are cast down into hell. Some remain only a few weeks, 
some several years, but not more than thirty.  26

 Apocalypse Revealed adds, “at this day no longer than twenty.”  Of course, all references 27

to time in the spiritual world (where there is no fixed time) are offered to give us some idea of 
the range of states that we might go through in such a period of earthly time. We’ll speak more 
of the duration of time spirits spent in the world of spirits.  

The third state in the world of spirits 
 Only people bound for heaven enter this brief stage. But not all need to. It is for those who 
require further preparation for heaven. In this phase they receive final instruction and 
orientation to their future life, especially to the useful services they will perform in heaven. 
They are taught in a way that is especially suited to their disposition, by angels who share 
similar loves and are from a similar religious background. They learn eagerly, being 
“constantly animated by an affection for truth that looks to the uses of life,” from a love that is 
“exalted by the hope of becoming an angel.”   When this preparation is complete, we are told, 28

the spirits are 

 The Latin word, vastatio, is also translated “devastation,” “laying waste” or “stripping.”  24

 Heaven and Hell n. 519  25

 Heaven and Hell n. 42626

 Apocalypse Revealed n. 866; cf. Spiritual Experiences no. 5361 (10-20 years) 27

 Heaven and Hell n. 51728
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brought to the road that leads upwards towards heaven, and are delivered there to angel 
guards, and afterwards are received by other angels and introduced into societies and into 
many blessed experiences there. After this each one is led by the Lord into his own 
society, which is also brought about by various roads, sometimes by winding paths. The 
ways by which they are led are not known to any angel, but are known to the Lord alone. 
When they come to their own society their interiors are opened. And as these are in 
conformity with the interiors of the angels who are in that society they are immediately 
recognized and received with joy.   29

For more on this phase see the chapter on it in Heaven and Hell.   30

The world of spirits and its communities  
 Since many people after death spend a lot of time in the world of spirits, let’s look more 
closely at what that world is like. 

 It is important to realize that the world of spirits is a real world. It looks very much like 
this world. There are rivers, trees, fields, hills, valleys, houses, roads.   There are “vast 31

numbers” of people there.   They live in “innumerable” communities.   Some dwell in cities 32 33

and some in less populous localities. We can picture webs of friendship and association, jobs 
and services, church groups…       

 As with communities in heaven and hell, communities in the world of spirits are arranged 
according to all the differences of love.   Readers familiar with the Writings are aware that 34

Swedenborg frequently refers to heaven as a “Greatest Human Being.” This image stems from 
the interconnectedness of all the people who dwell there. People are separate as individuals 
and communities, yet they are joined in relationship by the Lord’s spirit. This is like all the 
parts in the human form which are united by the soul (an idea that Paul applies to the 
church ). Less familiar to readers is the idea that all the people and communities in the world 35

of spirits, taken together, may also be viewed as a “Greater Human.”  It is a complete world.  36

(But more on this later.) 

At first people associate with others there based on similarity of outer loves and not inner 
loves. They find themselves among spirits who fit in with their accustomed life in the world. 
These communities are based on earthly experience, on common knowledge, culture, time 
period, on shared relationships and forms of religion.  For example, people who are from our 37

planet, who are British, find themselves among the British, in cities that appear like London. 
People who were raised in Islam, find themselves among Islamic people. And so forth. But as 
spirits’ internal characters begin to “surface” they begin to gravitate toward places where they 
find others who share deeper similarities, that are more timeless and less confined to “place-
of-origin.”  

 Heaven and Hell n. 51929

  nos. 512ff30

 Last Judgement Posthumous nos. 12, 314-323.31

 Heaven and Hell n. 42632

 Last Judgement Continued n. 5733

 Divine Love & Wisdom n. 140; Last Judgement Continued, n. 57; Apocalypse Revealed n. 153.234

 1 Corinthians 1235

 Spiritual Experiences n. 1619, 363936

 Married Love n. 273; Spiritual Experiences n. 2771; e.g. Arcana Coelestia n. 997237
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People continue to have similar human needs after death. They don’t have material needs. 
Food, clothing and housing come to them without reflection (unless they want to reflect on 
them). These things appear similar to what we have in this world, but they come from a 
spiritual origin.  Spirits simply follow their loves and these outer things are given them in a 
way that corresponds. In reality it is love in us that engages with our environment, and that 
engagement results in daily experiences. These experiences enter our minds as knowledge. 
Spirits’ activities and mental engagement, from their love, bring “knowledge” into their minds 
(also intelligence and wisdom, depending on the degree of their love). This know-how delights 
them and enables them to continue their activities, to develop them, and to be useful. Thus 
knowledge is given tangible expression in the food that delights and sustains them.  Their 38

clothing is also given spontaneously, as a correspondence with their mental states.   Housing 39

too.   40

So spirits don’t have to worry about outer needs. However, good spirits do want 
meaningful connections with other people. They want to use their talents. They want to be 
valued and to give value to others. For these reasons they seek out employments and useful 
activities just as they did in this world. Evil spirits also want opportunities to interact with 
people for their own ends.  This leads some into employments during this phase—though they 
ultimately run into trouble, since they can’t hide their goals!   (Interestingly, though food, 41

clothing, and habitation come to good spirits without concern, evil spirits actually do need to 
submit to some kind of useful activity in order to be fed.  Their entire life comes from 42

gaining, and then abusing, the true life that comes from the Lord in “use.”)  

Spirits don’t just seek out work but also recreational activities. They look for buddies to 
golf with, or join a bowling league, or find others who like to quilt.  

Spirits’ new life unfolds as gradually as is useful for them. They need to make a good 
transition from entering the world of spirits to resuming an active life. But it’s only a matter of 
time before these human realities bring us into a new state of “normalcy” in that world.   

Sojourning 
 Communities in the world of spirits are different from those in heaven and hell in this 
respect: the people in heaven and hell are basically permanent residents of one community; in 
the world of spirits people are moving from place to place. At a given point, their links with 
the community where they are residing may be based on apparent similarities, or partial 
similarities, or approximate similarities. But spirits are being led from community to 
community, “through a wide circle,” in a meaningful progression that prepares them for their 
final community.  They travel, which in the Spiritual world is always symbolic.  Spirits travel 43

 Arcana Coelestia nos. 5293, 5147.3; Apocalypse Revealed n. 153.7-10; Heaven and Hell nos. 340n., 38

356.11

  Heaven and Hell nos. 177ff, 181; Last Judgement Posthumous n. 323; Spiritual Experiences nos. 39

5601, 5660-5664; cf. 4716

 Heaven and Hell nos. 181, 186, 190, 266e, 393e, 585f; Last Judgement Posthumous n. 331; Charity n. 40

137; Canons 7.12 (marginal note); cf. Married Love n. 268.2, 521

 Apocalypse Revealed n. 153.6ff41

  Apocalypse Revealed n. 153.9f42

  Heaven and Hell n. 511; Spiritual Experiences nos. 5108, 5998, 4180; Apocalypse Revealed n. 549; 43

Apocalypse Explained n. 940; Last Judgment Posthumous n. 231 (NBR)
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when they are undergoing general changes of mental state.  And the directions and the roads 44

they choose reflect what is going on with them spiritually.  45

 To say that spirits are led from place to place is not to say that they don’t choose to move. 
Spirits exercise prudence in making decisions about when and where to go. They have reasons 
for doing what they do. In reality, though, they are led by their loves. As with us, this leading 
takes place by means of unseen “associates”—in their case, associates directly from heaven 
and hell.  In this way, just like us, spirits are led by providence. The Lord leads them from 46

community to community, in a wide circuit, according to their affections. He leads them so 
that they deal with outer issues and progress to the deeper ones.  He alone knows the route 47

through which they can be prepared for their final home.   

 Though it probably varies a great deal, it seems likely that many spirits move gradually. 
While in a given town, among a given group, they become a part of its life. They take jobs, 
form relationships, set up homes, find churches or groups to belong to. (Curiously, a few 
passages seem to suggest that spirits’ names change as they go from place to place, since their 
names are symbolic of their state of mind.  Their looks and their health change as well, since 48

they are coming into greater correspondence with their inner spirit. )  It is by entering into 49

different communities and relationships that they learn about themselves and make progress.   50

Through conversations and mutual activities, through experiencing conflicting beliefs and 
goals and efforts, judgments arise. They discover who they can and cannot live and work with. 
They discover who they are, what they really love and believe, what they need to do in order 
to move on to a place more suited to themselves.  51

 Of course, this is what happens with us through our lives here. That is why it’s entirely 
possible for us to move right to heaven or hell after we die.  The difference is that in the 52

world of spirits people can learn much more quickly and surely. Their basic ruling loves have 
been established already. As they enter more and more into the state of their inner person, they 
become freed from many external pressures that they felt in the world. Their external needs (as 
we’ve mentioned—food, clothing, habitation, money) no longer concern them. Family ties and 
old friendships no longer restrain them, unless they want them to. They no longer worry about 
the law or social customs or what others might think, unless they choose to be constrained by 
them from inner conviction. And when this is the case, they want to feel those constraints. 
They love them!  

  Spiritual Experiences n. 5646f44

  Heaven and Hell n. 49645

  See Arcana Coelestia n. 1399; Divine Love & Wisdom n. 140; Heaven & Hell nos. 294, 427; True 46

Christian Religion n. 477.   
I say “unseen associates,” but one of the benefits of the world of spirits is that angels are able to be present 
and lead “in person” more often, because people’s eternal choice has already been established.  Still, the 
moment to moment mental life inflows “unseen.”

  Arcana Coelestia n. 779547

  Apocalypse Explained n. 676.2; Divine Providence n. 23048

  Cf. Heaven and Hell n. 457; Last Judgment Post. n. 241; Spiritual Experiences n. 507149

 Spiritual Experiences n. 69650

 A few fictional books based on Swedenborgs’ teachings really bring to life these truths about the transition 51

to heaven and hell: The Arrivals, The Wanderers, and The Searchers by Naomi Gladish (Chrysalis Books, 
2004), and older books by Louis Pendleton, The Invisible Police and The Wedding Garment.  

  Arcana Coelestia n. 698; Heaven and Hell n. 51352
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Coming into our own 
 As spirits enter the state of their “inner person” dramatic changes happen. They lose many 
of their fears. They are bolder at being their real selves. In fact, they can’t help it! There is a 
new delight and freedom in this. 

This is a wonderful thing, especially for those who want to be governed by good 
intentions!  They are more spontaneous than ever before. They do what they want to do, and 53

the results bring them closer to others who share their good will! They see right to the heart of 
issues. They are more perceptive, sensing the real character of others and sensing how to help 
them. They are not as likely to be “taken in” by an evil person or feel pressured by lower 
motivations. They “smell evil coming.” And when they do something wrong or take a bad 
direction, they are apt to find out more quickly.  

Remember too, that any physical condition that people had suffered in the natural world is 
gone! They look younger, have full possession of their eyesight and memories, no dietary 
problems, no pills to take; they have energy! They no longer struggle with material needs and 
limitations. They can communicate with everyone (no language barriers, since all speak a 
universal language of ideas ). They are truly free to pursue what they love.  54

 Evil spirits have a hard time in this sojourn. Like good spirits they have moments of 
exhilaration when they are acting out their inner selves. But they also have to deal with the 
consequences. Those who had “good jobs” in the world seek out similar roles. But 
increasingly they are unable to behave in a dignified, honorable way. They can no longer 
appear to care about the unselfish aspects of the work they are involved in, or the people. After 
a few selfish outbursts (in which they appear foolish and even insane) they are dismissed. This 
happens again and again, as they move from community to community, until all pretenses to 
goodness are completely stripped away (i.e. “vastated”).  55

 Imagine being in a room of people who are all this clear about who they are.  You would 
discover pretty quickly whom you could work with and whom you could not! The law of 
cause and effect would be greatly heightened: when someone spoke, others would let them 
know right away how they felt about it—either by confrontation or (literally) by 
disappearing!  This would certainly facilitate judgments! And when things worked well 56

between people, how productive and satisfying it would be! 

 So life in the world of spirits is a continuation of life here. Yet it’s a more essential world: 
natural circumstances do not hide the real spirit within people or get in the way of its 
expressing itself. 

Pivotal people  
 There is something else going on with people in the world of spirits that we ought to 
reflect on. 

 We sometimes view the purpose of life in the natural world as being that we may make 
significant life-choices and be prepared here for the life of our choosing in heaven or hell. But 

  Heaven and Hell n. 50653

  Arcana Coelestia n. 2472, 247654

  The evil are alternately allowed to reenter their outer person, so that they can acknowledge what 55

happened when they were allowed to be their real self.  Heaven and Hell n. 506.3; Last Judgment Post. n. 
238; Apocalypse Revealed n. 153  (This last passage is the Writings’ most complete single description of 
how evil people find their homes in hell.)

 Heaven and Hell nos. 194, 479.4; Spiritual Experiences n. 5177cf. Apocalypse Explained n. 426.456
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there are other purposes too. We are here to serve in the development and blessing of those 
around us. We touch others in so many ways, directly and indirectly. And, though it is beyond 
our consciousness, we are here to serve as specific “foundations” for people in the world of 
spirits, heaven, and hell, who depend on certain mental links with us here.  57

 Similarly we can view the main purpose of people’s stay in the world of spirits as being 
their personal preparation for heaven or hell. But they are also there to serve “uses” for others, 
both for those around them, and for those in heaven, hell, and in the natural world. Recall the 
following teaching that gives the reasons why people die when they do: 

The life of every person is foreseen by the Lord, as to how long he will live, and in 
what manner.  Therefore he is directed from earliest infancy with regard to a life to 
eternity.  So the Lord’s providence begins from earliest infancy.             
                                         

The reasons why some die children, some youths, some adults, some old people, 
are [the following]: 1st.  On account of usefulness to people in the world.  2nd.  On 
account of usefulness, while he is [living] in the world, to spirits and angels; for a 
person is with spirits as to his interiors; and he is there as long as he is in the 
world, in which all things in the spiritual world terminate.  3rd.  On account of the 
usefulness to himself [of his being] in the world, either that he may be regenerated, 
or that he may be let into his evils lest they lie dormant and afterwards break out, 
which would result in his eternal ruin.  4th.  Therefore, on account of usefulness 
afterwards in the other life, after death, to eternity.  For everyone who will be in 
heaven has his place in the Greatest Human, or, on the other hand, he has his place 
in hell—wherever forces fail they are balanced, and, of the Lord’s providence, 
people are brought to that place.  In this way also, the Lord’s kingdom is cared for, 
whose welfare is the universal [concern of] providence.                                        58

 This teaching clearly shows that we do not exist for ourselves alone. Others’ needs are a 
factor in when and where we live. People in the world of spirits are not just there for their own 
good; they are there also to serve as “associate spirits” to people in the world and as 
“foundations” for people in heaven and hell.  59

The world of spirits, a link between heaven and the world 
 The “uses” that individuals in the world of spirits serve reflect the greater uses served by 
that world.   

 We in the natural world depend on the world of spirits.  It provides a vital link between 60

this world, on the one hand, and heaven and hell, on the other. Our mental life comes through 
the world of spirits. It’s adapted to us through the minds of the spirits there who are associated 
with us.   

 We often think of our spiritual associates as angels and devils. This is an age-old idea. 
Actually, beings from heaven and hell are with us only indirectly. In Heaven and Hell we read: 

In order that a person may be in freedom, to the end that he may be reformed, he is 
conjoined in respect to his spirit both with heaven and with hell.  For with every person 
there are spirits from hell and angels from heaven. ...  It must be understood that the 
conjunction of a person with heaven and with hell is not a direct conjunction with them, 

  Last Judgement n. 9; Spiritual Experiences nos. 5608-561757

  Spiritual Experiences n. 5002-500358

  Divine Love and Wisdom n. 140; Apocalypse Explained n. 537.2; Heaven and Hell n. 600; Arcana 59

Coelestia n. 1399

  Arcana Coelestia n. 2026.260
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but a mediate conjunction by means of spirits who are in the world of spirits.  These 
spirits, and none from hell itself or from heaven itself, are with a person.  By means of evil 
spirits in the world of spirits a human being in the world is conjoined with hell, and by 
means of good spirits there he is conjoined with heaven.  Because of this the world of 
spirits is intermediate between heaven and hell, and in that world is equilibrium itself.  61

 Angels are indeed with us, but they are not normally aware of our conscious mental states 
(the level at which we experience our affections, thoughts and decisions). Angels are with our 
deeper, subconscious states. We will speak more of this later.  62

 Just as we depend on spirits in the world of spirits, so do those in heaven and hell. Every 
one of their affections and thoughts, must find closure in natural things (in human words and 
actions, and in the physical things that we see, use, and invest meaning in). This closure into 
natural things takes place through our mental states. So angels and spirits from hell must be 
linked with us through the world of spirits. Thus the world of spirits—with all its various 
mental states of reception, ranging from the highest states of good to the lowest states of evil
—forms a kind of body in which the life of heaven and hell both terminate.  And through the 63

world of spirits both find final termination in our minds in the natural world.   

The “Greater Human” of the world of spirits 
 In order for the world of spirits to serve this go-between function it must be a complete 
world, a world that adequately “corresponds” to what exists in heaven and hell. In fact, this is 
the case.   

 As we noted above, the world of spirits consists of innumerable communities, arranged 
according to all the varieties of loves. As unique groupings of people who are moved by 
specific loves, these communities serve specific useful functions. These useful functions, taken 
together, relate to one another like the various parts within the human form—optical nerve to 
retina, liver to kidney, etc. In other words, the good communities of the world of spirits form a 
“Greater Human Being” that corresponds to the “Greatest Human Being” of heaven.  (Its evil 64

communities, taken together, form a “Greater Monster” that corresponds to hell.) 

 The world of spirits also corresponds to what is in the natural world. It can do this more 
closely than heaven or hell can for this reason: with people in the world of spirits there is still 
a mixture of good and evil. In a given community the spirits are either good or evil “on the 
inside.” They are inwardly joined to some society of heaven or hell, because they have made 
their fundamental choice in the natural world. Nevertheless, they have not yet let go of 
“outside” traits that contradict their choice. A good spirit, for example, has inner ties with 
heaven. At the same time, he has outer ties with hell. Spirits share this similarity of state with 
us. This intermediate position makes them especially suited to linking us with heaven and hell. 

What it is like being an associate spirit 

   Heaven and Hell nos. 599-600; cf. n. 246.2, 292; Apocalypse Revealed n. 552e; Spiritual Experiences 61

n. 3525

  Note, a particular angel can be more directly associated with our conscious states by entering the world of 62

spirits, when the Lord wishes.  Evil spirits can also be brought up from hell in order to serve special uses 
(Arcana Coelestia n. 5852; Spiritual Experiences n. 5529).  In these cases their mental states are reduced 
to the level of those in that world (cf. Heaven and Hell nos. 35, 208, 246).

  Arcana Coelestia n. 5852; Spiritual Experiences nos. 4285e (a general receiving vessel), 3224 63

  Spiritual Experiences nos. 3639, 161964
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 Right now, as you are reading this, you have no other sense than that you are doing what 
you wish and thinking what you wish. A fuller truth is that you chose to do what you are doing 
along with many others. The feelings that prompted you were shared. And as you have sat 
here, you have been sharing your every thought and response with others. At the same time, 
without being aware of it, you have been serving many spirits as a link with the ultimate 
world. 

 With people who are serving in the world of spirits as associate spirits to us it is often no 
different. They are generally no more conscious of their role than we are of ours.  As they go 65

through their life of conflicts and judgments, as they move from society to society, from one 
mental state to the next, they are unwittingly a part of the inner drama of their associates’ 
choices. They are linked with people on earth who are undergoing similar transitions, but in 
the context of a different world. 

 A good associate spirit is actually a representative of many angels and even communities 
of angels.   An evil associate is a representative of many devils and communities of them. 66

(The Writings sometimes refer to spirits who are serving as associates as “subject spirits” or 
sometimes “emissaries.”) For the most part spirits who are serving have no awareness of the 
angels or devils they are representing. However, Swedenborg relates many experiences which 
suggest that spirits in the world of spirits can become conscious of their roles as “subjects,” 
especially in relation to those “above” them, who are flowing into them, and they can 
sometimes resist this influx or refuse to be used. In that world people can be much more aware 
of spiritual processes. There is a whole new dimension to life there: the dimension of 
conscious psychic interaction! In this respect the life of spirits as associates can be quite 
different than our life. 

Summing up and looking ahead 
 So in addition to offering a home for the personal development of spirits, there are some 
larger purposes to the world of spirits. That world and the life of individuals there serve as a 
vital life-link for people on the natural plane of existence, and for people in their final homes 
in heaven and hell. Now let’s turn to considering how individual spirits experience life in the 
world of spirits. Specifically, let’s look at issues that affect how long a person stays there. 

How long people stay in the world of spirits  
 As we read earlier, people can spend a significant amount of time in the world of spirits—
up to twenty or thirty years!  As we noted, there is no set time in the spiritual world. But one 67

thing does follow another and things do progress, in a way that appears just like time.  The 68

difference is that this progression takes place according to people’s states of mind. Time there 
is not based on the movement of physical objects (e.g. planets) through a fixed universe.   

On the other hand, it’s useful to reflect that no human states of mind are isolated. “No man 
is an island.” Our mental states are shared, more and less directly, with all others. We can think 
of the Lord as coordinating us all, in order that we might all have our individual life within the 
common pool.  So even spiritual time is not arbitrary. It is bounded by the reality of our links 69

with others, and the reality of how finite human states freely progress in their response to the 

  Arcana Coelestia  nos. 5853-5864, 6198; Heaven and Hell n. 29265

   Arcana Coelestia nos. 5856, 5983ff66

 Heaven and Hell n. 426; cf. Apocalypse Revealed n. 866; Spiritual Experiences no. 536167

  Heaven and Hell  n. 162f; True Christian Religion  n. 29.168

 Spiritual Experiences nos.  4046, 3114; Divine Providence nos. 64, 67, 201-202, 124.1-2; Apocalypse 69

Explained no. 1133.5-7
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Divine. Those in the world of spirits are closely associated with people in the natural world 
who are in fixed time and space. And even angels are associated with people here—albeit with 
the more timeless aspects of our characters (our deeper “ends-in view” ).   70

 Undoubtedly there is also a symbolic meaning to “twenty” and “thirty years.” “Thirty” 
means a full state of progression and thus preparation before a new phase of life.  “Twenty” 71

has a similar meaning, with an emphasis on marriage in the mind between what we love and 
what we commit to with our understanding (symbolized by “two”).  But I believe we are also 72

given these figures so that we can get some grasp of the span of states that one can go through 
in that world. What kind of mental changes and growth take place with an adult in ten years?  
twenty years?  thirty years?   

 Some people spend little or no time in the world of spirits.  This is the case with infants.  73 74

It is also the case with those who can be adequately prepared for heaven or hell in the world.   75

From these teachings we could conclude that the time people spend in the world of spirits 
has to do with how good (or bad) they are. But this is not necessarily the case. Certainly 
someone might receive heaven more quickly because they are more innocent and willing to 
leave behind evil. But there are a number of factors. For example: 

*  How much access have they had to genuine truths? 
*  What conditions are people working from? 
*  There is the “variety factor” 
*  How does a person’s spiritual path fit in with others’? 

 We’ll consider these one by one.   

Factor 1: How much access have they had to genuine truths? 
 People who have had access to true information about spiritual matters are in a better 
position to be prepared for heaven or hell during their life on earth.  

Nevertheless, the choices which these people make aren’t necessarily going to be better 
choices than those with poor or little information. People who have access to the teachings of 
the New Church have wonderful tools for spiritual growth, but they may not choose to become 
one of the highest angels (“celestial” angels). By contrast, people with far less truth may make 
that choice, even though it may take a longer stay in the world of spirits to inform that choice 
and enter into it in a full way.   

Factor 2: What conditions are people working from? 
People are more and less burdened by ignorance, or by misleading or false ideas about 

spiritual life. People are also more and less burdened by the dispositions and inclinations that 

 Arcana Coelestia nos. 5854, 619370

  Arcana Coelestia  n. 5335; cf. nos. 7984.2, 885171

  Arcana Coelestia  n. 9641, cf. 8423. Hence “20” is the age of entering adult accountability (n. 10225). 72

  Arcana Coelestia nos. 317ff73

  Heaven and Hell n. 332; —though when people who have entered the other world as children grow older 74

they do apparently spend time in the world of spirits being instructed and facing their selfish human 
tendencies: Heaven and Hell n. 514; Married Love n. 261; Arcana Coelestia n. 2307; cf. Married Love 
n. 410; Heaven and Hell n.333

  Heaven and Hell nos. 491, 51375
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they inherit which predispose them to favor false ideas and indulge in spiritually destructive 
behaviors. These factors place some people in a better position to accept truth and be prepared 
for their eternal niche. Swedenborg noted that some gentiles—who have less access to genuine 
truths—are so innocent (willing to be led) and so receptive, that they’re quickly prepared for 
heaven.   76

 Again, it’s important to note that the spiritual path one travels to prepare for heaven or hell 
may be long or short, appearing difficult or easy given the starting conditions, but this does not 
necessarily indicate the quality of the choice one is making. We shouldn’t think of time spent 
in the world of spirits as a reflection of how good or how bad a spirit is. —No more than we 
should think of time spent in the natural world in this way. Rather, we might think in terms of 
the uses which that time is serving for them, given their starting conditions.  

Factor 3: The variety factor 
 People are prepared for heaven in different ways, on both sides of the grave. With some 
regeneration may happen relatively quickly, with others more gradually. With some it may 
involve long periods with little growth and then sudden, rapid realization and change. The 
process may be more subtle for some, requiring complex changes and alternations (“ups and 
downs”), or perhaps a broader exposure to many different states of life. Certainly, from what 
the Writings often observe, when it comes to individual human beings and human 
circumstances, variety is the rule.    77

Factor 4: How does a person’s spiritual path fit in with others’? 
 We’ve mentioned that people in the world of spirits serve as associates to people on 
earth.   This is another factor that affects how much time they spend there. The principles 78

noted in Spiritual Experiences nos. 5002f (quoted above) suggest that people may be called to 
the world of spirits “on account of their usefulness afterwards in the other life,” “on account of 
their usefulness to people in the world,” and to “balance forces.”  I think we can picture people 
living in that world for a long time (Spiritual Experiences n. 5361 mentions “10-20  years”), 
not merely because they are stubbornly holding onto their external evils, but because they are 
of special use there to the spirits around them, to spirits in hell, to angels, or to people here.  79

Loved ones meet 
 The Writings for the New Church assure us that loved ones do “indeed meet when they 
first come into the other life.”    80

[A]ll, as soon as they come into the other life, are recognized by their friends, their relatives, 
and those in any way known to them. And they talk with one another, and afterwards 
associate in accordance with their friendships in the world. I have often heard that those who 
have come from the world were overjoyed at seeing their friends again, and that their friends 
in turn were overjoyed that they had come. Very commonly husband and wife come together 

  cf. Arcana Coelestia n. 2595, 2598, 932, 419076

  True Christian Religion n. 580; cf. Arcana Coelestia n. 236477

  Spiritual Experiences nos. 5529, 5361; cf. Arcana Coelestia n. 6198e78

  I would guess that as long as they are in the world of spirits there is some regenerative work for them to 79

do there.  When spirits are completely “stripped” it is difficult for them to stay in that world. There are 
spiritual forces at work pulling them to their final home! This is certainly true of evil spirits (Apocalypse 
Explained n. 537.2; Spiritual Experiences nos. 5693f, 5529, 5361).

  Arcana Coelestia n. 381580
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and welcome each other, and continue together, and this for a longer or shorter time 
according to their delight in living together in the world.    81

Now something in each of us can find reasons to worry that this may not happen for us!  
This worry is sometimes stoked by the following teaching: 

Those who have passed from the world of spirits into heaven or hell, no longer see or 
know each other, unless they have a like disposition from a like love.                       82

A father does not recognize a son or a daughter, nor a brother a brother or sister, nor even a 
husband a wife, unless they have been in a similar good.  83

                            
 Once people leave behind the outer elements that are not consistent with their true 
character, their outer appearance may be quite changed. Nevertheless, angels and evil spirits 
can re-enter an external state, appearing more as they did in the world, in order to greet 
newcomers to the spiritual world.  (The reason why we can reenter an external state at any 84

time is that we do not lose our natural memory or our connection with our natural life when 
we pass on to heaven or hell. What the Lord has “put to sleep” can be taken on again in an 
instant at His bidding, when this is useful.) Presumably this also applies to spirits who have 
moved on to their second state.  

 Nothing should shake our confidence that “all who have been friends and acquaintances in 
the life of the body, especially wives and husbands, and also brothers and sisters, meet and 
converse together, whenever they so desire” in the world of spirits after death.   If we desire, 85

it will happen!   

 In fact, even if we don’t desire, it is still likely to happen! We will probably meet with 
everyone who has significantly impacted our lives. The fact is, we need to “come to grips” 
with our past notions of love and friendship, with our past attitudes and behavior, so far as 
these affect our present ability to experience our heaven (or hell). Our attitudes and concepts 
regarding love tend to be inseparably tied to the significant relationships that we’ve 
experienced, both the good and the bad. Given the profound impact that parents have on 
children, it’s likely that parents and children will meet.  For the same reason, “virtually 86

everyone” meets his or her spouse after death.    87

 The following headings from the chapter “The State of Married Partners After Death” in 
the book Married Love give us a summary of what typically happens with married partners: 

After death two married partners, for the most part, meet, recognize each other, 
associate together, and for some time live together.  This takes place in the first 
state, that is, while they are in externals as in the world.   
  

But then successively, as they put off their externals and come into their internals, they 
perceive the nature of the love and inclination which they had for each other, and hence 
whether they can live together or not.  

  Heaven and Hell n. 49481

  Heaven and Hell n. 42782

  Arcana Coelestia n. 381583

  See Arcana Coelestia n. 114; Spiritual Experiences n. 1331f; cf. Heaven and Hell n. 427; Arcana 84

Coelestia n. 1636.

  Heaven and Hell n. 427, emphasis added.85

  Married Love n. 40686

  De Conjugio n. 5087
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If they can live together, they remain married partners; but if they cannot, they separate, 
sometimes the man from the wife, sometimes the wife from the man, and sometimes each 
from the other. 
Then a suitable wife is given to the man, and likewise a suitable husband to the woman. 
This [i.e. entering a new marriage] is the case with those who go to heaven; not so with 
those who go to hell.  88

           
 Partners meet in the first state of the world of spirits, the state of externals. There are a 
number of reasons for this. In the first place, those who are spiritually incompatible would not 
recognize each other, if they were to meet in a state of their interiors. In the second place, 
husbands might find it difficult to recognize their wives. For even when they meet in the first 
state, we read, “husbands rarely know their wives, but wives readily know their husbands. The 
reason is that women have an interior perception of love, and men only an exterior 
perception.”  Further, in every greeting there is a progression from externals to internals. We 89

meet on the plane of “the weather” and “what we’ve been doing.” And gradually a context is 
formed in which we can move to deeper exchanges.  

Getting reacquainted 
 Without a doubt the first state in the world of spirits is full of delights. Not only are friends 
reunited, but there is the excitement of sharing on the part of the greeter and of discovery on 
the part of the newcomer. It sounds like a holiday! 

Their friends tell [newcomers] about the state of eternal life, and take them about 
to various places and into various companies, and sometimes into cities, and into 
gardens and parks. They take them mostly to magnificent places, since such places 
delight the external [states] in which they are.    90

 Once loved ones have met, they can begin to know each other in a clearer way than ever 
before. Their inner characters “emerge.” Their essential similarities or dissimilarities become 
apparent. Those who are compatible experience an indescribable new fullness and depth to 
their relationships, which promises eternal growth. 

 Married Love nos. 48a and 48b (quoted just above) say partners “associate together, and 
for some time live together.” Though it undoubtedly varies tremendously, the process of 
meeting, getting reacquainted, sorting through issues, and discovering the real nature of the 
loves that bind them together, must often take time. Partners perceive the nature of their love 
and inclination toward each other “successively, as they put off their externals and come into 
their internals.”   

 We should count on the fact that we’ll have enough time with our earthly partner to 
explore our love with a sense of freedom. And if we discover that a relationship is not an 
eternal one, we’ll leave it feeling satisfied that we have seen this for ourselves; we’ll feel a 
sense of closure.  

This will be the case, even if we have had several partners on earth; we’ll live with each in 
turn.  (If the reality of going from one to another relationship sounds distasteful, recall that 91

the Lord determines the order of these experiences. And, specifically, recall that He has a 

  Married Love nos. 48a, 48b, 49, 50, 5388

  Married Love n. 48a; cf. Spiritual Experiences n. 468889

  Heaven and Hell n. 49590

  Married Love n. 48a.91

Loved One on the Other Side  (2/6/21) -   18



wonderful way of selectively suppressing our awareness of things, by granting or withholding 
reflection. )  92

Parting 
 Partners, brothers and sisters, friends, who are not deeply compatible come to this 
realization gradually. They are able to sort through all the strands of interpersonal history, with 
its dense network of outer and inner loves and dependencies that were woven into their 
relationship. They are led to see clearly where their deeper loves and goals diverge. They can 
then “move on” of their own free wills, and see new possibilities for their lives. 

 Normally, as inner incompatibilities begin to show themselves strongly, people freely 
separate. However, in some cases inwardly good people let themselves become so tied to 
inwardly evil people that they have a difficult time letting go. This happens when they have 
blinded themselves to their friends’ real character, and have chosen to love them regardless of 
it. It may be a misguided sense of loyalty or family pride, sentimentality or addiction to the 
other’s powers of persuasion and charm. Ultimately it is something evil in those good people 
(evil that is external with them) that prevents them from letting go. But eventually, through 
hard experiences, they do realize why they cling to unworthy friends, and they let go. Then the 
Lord can lead them to heaven. This type of dysfunctional attraction is called “friendship of 
love,” because where there ought to be no more than friendship (an external relationship) there 
is love (an internal bond).    93

 Many separations that take place undoubtedly have an element of sadness to them. But 
they must also bring a tremendous sense of relief and hope too. Nor are they always 
unfriendly. Swedenborg tells of the following separation: 

On [one] occasion I listened to two partners who one moment entertained a thought of 
eternity in respect to their marriage, and the next moment a thought of it as something 
temporary. The reason was that an internal dissimilarity existed between them. As long as 
they had the thought of eternity, they were happy together; but when they began to think of 
their marriage as something temporary, they said it was no longer a marriage, the wife 
declaring that she was no longer a wife but a mistress, and the husband that he was no 
longer a husband but a lecher. When their internal dissimilarity was revealed to them, 
therefore, the man left the woman and the woman left the man. Afterwards, however, 
because they each had an idea of eternity in respect to marriage, they were matched with 
partners of a character similar to their own.                              94

 This couple must have had many good times together. The passage goes on to say that in 
the case of a couple like this who are living together, if what is eternal “slips from their 
thought, they are disunited as to married love though not at the same time as to friendship.” 
They had been friends! And remain friends in parting. 

 It must be remembered that marriages based on inner similarities are a rare thing in our 
world.  The Writings makes it clear that marriage is more than just a relationship of 95

friendship and respect. It is one in which there is a shared sense and vision—of the Lord, of 
the partners’ intertwined relationship to Him, of their united response to Him. This is 
something far deeper and more wonderful than friendship! In any case, the Lord prepares good 

  cf. Arcana Coelestia nos. 320f; Spiritual Experiences nos. 1903f, 1939, 2031f, 2107.92

  See True Christian Religion, nos. 446ff; Spiritual Experiences nos. 4524, 2774; cf. Married Love nos. 93

406f

  Married Love n. 216.394

  Married Love nos. 274, 32095
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people, often through lovely marriages in the world, for partners who will be especially suited 
to them. We must remember that for 

people who desire true married love, the Lord provides similar partners, and if they are not 
found on earth, He provides them in heaven. This results from the fact that all marriages of 
true married love are provided by the Lord.  They come from Him…. The Lord’s Divine 
providence is most specific and most universal in connection with marriages and in its 
operation in marriages, because all delights of heaven flow from the delights of married 
love, like sweet waters from a gushing spring.  96

… Marriages are “provided by the Lord.”  “They come from Him.”     

Permanent reunion 
 However rare true marriage love may be today, we know that the Lord is doing everything 
in His power to make it happen. “Rare” being a relative term, my guess is that the Lord is still 
able to bring many, many people together in eternal relationships. We have the beautiful 
promise that people who have lived in true marriage love are not separated by death but 
continue to dwell together in spirit. And when they meet again after both have died, they 
“reunite and love each other more tenderly than before.”    97

 I would also guess that many family members are reunited after death.  Swedenborg is 
once moved to write: 

What man who has loved his wife and his infants and children... does not say within 
himself when they are dying or have died that they are in God’s hand, and that he will see 
them again after his own death, and will again be joined with them in a life of love and 
joy?  98

 Here he appeals to a common perception that we have and affirms it. Why would he do 
this, unless the perception were true?! It sounds as though at one time in our earth’s history 
families stayed together as a general rule.  

I have heard from angels that people who used to live in very ancient times, today in 
heaven continue to live household by household, family by family, and nation by nation, 
similarly to the way they had lived on earth, and that scarcely anyone is missing from any 
household.  99

 While this has obviously not been as much the case in more recent ages, Swedenborg 
allows that family members at this day do dwell together in heaven “sometimes.”   Why not 100

assume that it will happen, provided the love that exists between us (parent-child) is a mutual 
and compatible love for the Lord and His way? Our similar heritage—both natural and 
spiritual—certainly tends us in this direction. 

In conclusion to this section 
 We can be sure that resolution is brought to all earthly relationships. No matter how long 
we have been separated, if we cherish strong feeling toward them, we can count on spending 

  Married Love nos. 229, cf. 316.396

  Married Love n. 32197

  Married Love  n. 28e98

  Married Love  n. 205; cf. SE 832-83499

  Arcana Coelestia  n. 2732100
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some time with them! And there’s no harm in trusting in our general perception that we’ll be 
with our loved ones forever. If the Lord in His providence has joined us with each other in this 
life, if we’ve learned and grown together in the soil and air of this world, like intertwined 
plants in a garden, if we’ve loved each other, aren’t chances good that we will not only meet 
after death but dwell together forever?   

Waiting in the world of spirits  
 We may wonder whether a spouse who has preceded us to the spiritual world will wait for 
us in the world of spirits or move on to heaven. One passage says that a partner who has died 
“waits for” the other.  But waits where? Does “waiting” suggest not moving on? Must 101

married partners who die wait for their spouses in the world of spirits, or can they progress to 
heaven and “wait” there?   

 People’s circumstances vary a great deal. For example, we know that married partners who 
are not united in a true marriage love are each freed by death to marry again. Spiritually there 
is nothing to stop them from moving on. On the other hand, intimate relationships do tend to 
leave “unfinished business.” People who have a strong bond of associations (good or bad) may 
need to spend some time together when both have arrived. People who have been married 
several times may have a lot to work through with the several spouses, depending on the 
nature of the relationships. Might some kinds of unresolved interpersonal issues prevent spirits 
from moving on to heaven? Perhaps they could. (On the other hand, as we’ve noted before, 
one who has moved on to heaven can return to the world of spirits, when that is useful.)  

 In the case of those who are in an eternal marriage relationship, there are some good 
reasons why the Lord might want one partner to wait for his or her spouse in the world of 
spirits. First, the world of spirits is a place in which much spiritual progress can occur. There 
are states of struggle and realization that people can undergo in that world, which they cannot 
undergo in this world. They can be taught much more fully than before. Spiritual influences 
can be seen more clearly. For example, spirits can be shown the source of their struggles more 
graphically, through the spirits with whom they live and move. These spirits, being linked 
based on shared mental states, mirror back to each other their own states. I suspect that, for the 
most part, they can experience quicker and surer response from the Lord, both to their 
backslidings and to their good efforts. In addition, the whole dimension of physical and 
worldly needs and cares is left behind. Life is lived more essentially, more spiritually. 

 Spiritual character-formation is an individual matter. Generally, friends, close relations, 
and married partners are a help to each other in this. These relationships can stimulate a lot of 
personal struggle and a lot of “overcoming.” But sometimes people can add to each other’s 
burdens or stand in each other’s way or “insulate” each other from necessary change. Or, it 
may not even be that they can benefit from the temporary separation even when they haven’t 
stood in each other’s way. Widows and widowers have sometimes mentioned to me that 
they’ve benefited from being in the position of considering what their spouses would have 
done or said, reflecting on their spirit, and being in a position to freely bring that into their 
own life. When we dwell with another “in person” our interactions can easily be distracted or 
overshadowed by our lower self and its issues (our petty moods, power-struggles, annoyances, 
dependencies and mutual cares). Separation by death can enable both partners to learn and 
make progress. As long as a person has made his or her essential choices in the natural world, 
a great deal of refinement can take place in the world of spirits. 

 Another good reason why one married partner may wait for his or her spouse in the world 
of spirits is so that they might progress together. People in the world of spirits are in a similar 
state to us. Their conscious minds are still between heaven and hell. They are still exercising a 
similar kind of choice. An important aspect to marriage is the fact that two people progress 

  De Conjugio n. 50101
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together. They develop mutually and are initiated together into new states of life.  Doesn’t it 102

make sense that they should enter heaven together, to experience its newness and joy, to begin 
a life there together? Add to this that entering heaven is symbolic of entering into the 
“heavenly marriage”—the fullest form of which is the marriage of husband and wife.  Their 
home in heaven is a symbol of their united souls, minds, and lives.  Certainly there must be 
power in a couple’s taking up a residence in heaven and a role in society there together. 

A provision for some 
 There is a teaching that often disturbs people, which nevertheless should be mentioned.  
We are taught: 

Virtually everyone who was married in the world either meets his wife after death, 
if she died first, or waits for her. ... Those who are unable to wait for their married 
partner, whether male or female, consort meanwhile with another similar to 
themselves. But then he is granted to perceive that it is the same married partner 
whom he had in the world. But this relationship is dissolved, since there had not 
been a betrothal or wedding, when the true married partner arrives. For then from 
living together in the world he has no difficulty in recognizing his partner, and he 
who wishes remains with his own partner, as was said before.                      103

 First, note the importance of the Lord’s granting the perception that the partner is their 
partner with whom they were married in the world.   

 Many of us do not like to think of the possibility that our spouse, whom we have loved 
deeply, is living with someone else. We may prefer to think that they are remembering us and 
waiting for us, as we are for them. It may be hard for us to imagine that our partner could live 
with someone else, even if they supposed it to be us. How could this not (we may wonder) 
cause some kind of mental rift or damage? 

 I think we must trust the Lord here! He knows what is necessary for each one of us. He 
knows what is necessary to protect our marriages and keep them alive and growing on the 
inside. There are many spiritual/psychological needs that are met only by living in a marriage 
relationship. The Lord has the wisdom to know when and how to provide these, while at the 
same time enabling partners to progress in their eternal relationships.  

 There may well be a similarity between remarriage in this world and this sort of provision 
in the world of spirits.  People here remarry for natural reasons such as loneliness, inability to 
cope on their own, the need for the order and stability that is fostered by being in a committed 
relationship…  Note that these may be natural reasons from the standpoint of a person’s love 
for a new married partner, but at least some of these reasons are spiritual from the standpoint 
of the person’s eternal health and wellbeing.  In any case, some of the same needs are 
undoubtedly behind partnerships in the world of spirits as are at work in remarriages in the 
world.  By allowing us to enter such relationships (in either world) the Lord may be able to 
secretly protect our inner inclination toward true marriage and our capacity for true marriage. 
This provision may prevent us from the greater harm that could come if we were not held in a 
constructive relationship. But the end in view is our marriage with our eternal partner. 

Think of the tremendous variety of human states with married partners. Some couples are 
married for a relatively short time in the world. The wait may be a long one. And much basic 
human development (especially regenerative development) may still lie ahead for them. This 
development can often take place with greater effectiveness in a relationship. Some couples 
have lived a longer life together and have reached a state of maturity and closeness that makes 

  cf. Married Love nos. 322, 323, cf 301102

  De Conjugio nos. 50, 52103
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waiting alone less problematic. The fact is, though, regardless of age and time together people 
are simply different. They require different things.  

 Chances are that you and your partner will not need this provision! But it is a testament to 
the Lord’s wise, long-sighted, merciful leading.  

Waiting in heaven   
 There are some good reasons why a person might wait for his or her spouse in the world of 
spirits. On the other hand, it seems entirely possible that the loved one who dies might move 
on to heaven and wait there. The married state is the norm in heaven. Husband and wife 
together make one complete human being, one “angel.”  But clearly some single people do 104

live in heaven—for example, people who have been raised in heaven, prior to marriage.  105

Why couldn’t other “single” women and men be useful in a community of heaven, as they 
wait for their partner to arrive? Wouldn’t they have a keen sense of the other’s presence? 
Wouldn’t they have a sense of acting with the other and from the other in spirit?  
  
 Some people are virtually ready for heaven when they leave the world. Surely mature 
partners who are well along in their own progress toward heaven when they part are already 
living in heaven as to their interiors.   

 Of course, a good reason why any spirit might move on to heaven is that he or she might 
be more useful in heaven than in the world of spirits—more useful to those there, or more 
useful to others in the world (including his or her spouse). As an associate to people on earth 
an angel resides with them not in their outer affections and thoughts but in their “ends,” in 
their deeper loves and purposes.  Though this position seems more removed in one sense, it 106

is more intimate and powerful in another. Angels allow the Lord to use them more fully as 
instruments to touch us. What a noble use to be called to! 

Will my partner “move beyond me?” 
 Quite a few people have expressed this concern to me over the years.  They worry that 
their partner is so much “better” than they are that if that partner were to die, they would never 
“catch up” with them.   

 Of course, no one can really know who his or her eternal partner is for sure. We may feel 
strongly that we are married to the “right one.” That’s fine! We may feel doubts or worries, at 
times. But our feeling so doesn’t make it so. The real nature of marriage love can lie deeply 
concealed.  All we can know for sure is that the Lord is leading each of us to the partner with 107

whom we will be best suited. He is taking care of us! We must have trust! 

 We would do well to remember that our partners cannot move beyond us there, any more 
than they can here. To “move” is to develop spiritually. Hopefully we are all progressing 
toward our eternal home, whether we are in the same world as our partner or in a different 
world. We “move” as we allow the Lord to regenerate us.   

  Married Love nos. 177, 192; Apocalypse Explained n. 984104

  We read in Married Love n. 411 that a young man goes to live in his new wife’s society or, if they live 105

in the same society, to her house.  This seems to imply that they had been living in some society as single 
people. (Cf. HH 514.)

  Arcana Coelestia nos. 5854, 6193106

  Married Love n. 531  This passage is speaking of the state of love in each individual, but surely the 107

same truth applies to the state of a couple’s mutual love as well.
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To summarize 
 So, we ask, Will my partner wait for me? Will he or she move beyond me? ... The answer: 
death cannot really move anyone away from us or beyond us spiritually. Our spirits are not 
limited by space and time. The spirits of loved ones, at least on the deepest level, remain 
together. They walk together, stand together, and sit down together, provided each does his or 
her part.   

Do our loved ones remember us and think about us? 
 When a loved one has left us, something we all want to know is: Do they remember us? 
Do they think about us? Do they long to see us again? Do they know what is happening with 
us?  We may wonder whether they can “read” our states of mind “from above” as is sometimes 
imagined. Or perhaps see us and comfort us?   

 Of course our loved ones remember us and think of us! Can there be any doubt of this? 
How can love forget? 

 There is a general teaching in the Writings that sometimes makes people wonder whether 
loved ones who have crossed over do remember us. We are told that the natural memory 
becomes inactive after death, as spirits leave their first state in the world of spirits. Then 
people no longer relate to others on the basis of external contact and association, but on the 
basis of their own inner loves and inner character. To be sure, “the things in the natural 
memory are all retained” and can be “reproduced when the Lord so wills.”  But generally 108

spirits work from a deeper level of memory, their memory of things that have become a part of 
their life, things which touch them deeply. So it is true that after death, once we have left our 
first state, we don’t normally remember people unless our relationship is of the inner person. It 
must be a relationship based on mutual loves and compatibilities.  This does mean that we 109

may not actively think of people with whom we no longer share anything eternal in common.    

Of course, we can always remember anyone we’ve known “when the Lord so wills” for 
some useful purpose. Yet this may seem “small consolation” to us here. We want to be 
nourished by the hope that they actively think of us and are waiting and longing to see us. 
Well, think positively! If our loved ones love us and we love them, then they are certainly 
thinking of us and remembering us. 

 We don’t need our outer memories to remember those whom we love! Even in the first 
state in the world of spirits (when newcomers retain outer characteristics from this life) spirits 
recognize friends “not only from their face and speech but also from the sphere of their life 
when they draw near.”  “All who are of a similar character are recognized, no matter what 110

face they have.”  This suggests that when spirits and angels recollect loved ones who are still 111

in the world, they do not so much bring to mind their faces or other external qualities (though 
these may indeed appear in their mind’s eye): they bring to mind their inner life and its 
outpouring “atmosphere.” This is what we love and remember.  

 We suggested above that people have a deeper kind of memory than the memory that 
records worldly events. The Writings calls this our “internal memory.” This memory actually 

  Heaven and Hell n. 461.3108

  An internal relationship may not be restricted to those in the same heavenly society or even to those in 109

the same level of heaven.  Compare Apocalypse Revealed n. 875.1.

  Heaven and Hell n. 494 emphasis added; cf. Arcana Coelestia nos. 10130.2-3, 5061110

  Spiritual Experiences n. 4731111
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records everything that we’ve experienced, just as our outer memory does. But it organizes 
those things in our spirits according to our governing loves (the governing motivations of our 
will).  What significance does a particular event have for us?  In this world that experience 112

may be great and loom large, but in time its significance often fades—unless we keep it alive 
through our own “investment” in it and the place we give it in our emotional life. This same 
event can become almost invisible in our internal memory. (What a merciful thing this is!) So 
whereas in our natural memory an event is what it is, in our internal memory it can be moved 
to the side and be transformed by our active interests and abiding loves. On the other hand, the 
things that we return to again and again with interest and love, the things that we invest with 
importance and meaning, are going to move to the center and have a prominent place in our 
internal memory. There can be no doubt that this is true especially of the people with whom 
we have shared so much of life and love.  

 So, again, the answer is, Yes, those who love us do remember us!  

Angels’ and spirits’ awareness of our mental states 
 How aware of us are our loved ones on the other side? Do they know what we are 
thinking? Are they able to “tune in” to our specific mental states?  

 The Writings tell us that there are certain spirits from the world of spirits who are closely 
associated with us. Some are good spirits, some are evil. They are assigned to us by the Lord 
in order to help regulate our mental states. Because these spirits are in a similar state as to their 
loves, our close association with them holds us in our own life, and prevents us from being 
drawn away into influences that would impair our freedom.  Their role in the association is 113

to be engaged in our commonly held affections on a higher level; our role is to share natural 
memories which provide them a kind of termination in fixed creation that is necessary.  The 114

usefulness of these associates depends on their not being directly aware of us, and vice versa. 
We are assured that these “associate spirits” 

have no knowledge whatever that they are with a person, but when they are with him they 
believe that all things of his memory and thought are their own. Neither do they see the 
person, because nothing that is in our solar world falls into their sight.  115

 Some angels (and also devils) also serve as special associates to us. They work with us 
indirectly, through our associates in the world of spirits  and are with us on the deeper level 116

of our minds. We’re told that “it is not known to the spirits with a person that they are with 
him, but only to angels from the Lord.”  The angels are given to know from the Lord that 117

they are with us, because they respect our freedom and always let the Lord lead. Does this 
mean that they see us, and work with us in some kind of visual way? Are they aware of us 
consciously? Or do they just know, when the Lord grants them to reflect, that in tending their 
own mental states and their own interactions with the people around them, they are actually 
sharing states with people in the world of spirits and with people on earth; they are helping 
them through their own responses? 

  Arcana Coelestia nos. 2474, 7398; Divine Providence n. 227; New Jerusalem and its Heavenly 112

Doctrine no. 52 (more on the internal and external memories)

  Heaven and Hell nos. 291ff; Arcana Coelestia nos. 5848, 5850, 5854.3, 5993113

  Last Judgment n. 9; de Verbo n. 3.9114

  Heaven and Hell n. 292 (cf. Arcana Coelestia nos. 1880, 6192; Apocalypse Explained n. 1182.4)115

  Heaven and Hell n. 600116

  Arcana Coelestia n. 5862.   Angels have both the love and wisdom to respect our freedom; whereas 117

spirits do not always.  Cf. Arcana Coelestia n. 905
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 Being an angel-associate may be more conscious work on their part. Sometimes it sounds 
this way. Swedenborg speaks of angels watching over us, perceiving, seeing and observing our 
states and their changes and directions, what the evil spirits with us are intending and 
attempting. He speaks of them leading our states, directing, bending, restraining, moderating, 
tempering, insinuating, inspiring, calling forth things in our mind, setting them in opposition 
to what the hells are introducing. He speaks of them governing the spirits with us, removing 
the evil ones and their intentions, dispersing influxes, observing hells that are opening with us 
that weren’t open before and closing them so far as we allow.    118

 None of these things necessarily involves them “seeing” us in a personal, concrete way. 
Analogous things are said of the evil spirits who are with us. They notice and scent-out our 
affections, attempt to destroy them, assault, attack, excite, pervert, inflame, insinuate, flatter, 
infect, snatch away, etc. They do this craftily, maliciously, clandestinely, deceitfully, silently, 
etc.  And yet we are assured that these evil spirits are not directly aware of us.    119 120

 Perhaps angels are more aware of our associates in the world of spirits? Maybe they work 
more consciously with them? It sometimes sounds this way. There is no doubt that angels 
sometimes enter the world of spirits and interact with spirits to teach them, monitor, defend, 
etc.  121

 My present guess is that angels are aware of our states mostly by observing their own 
mental states and interactions with spirits. For example, when some evil suggestion comes to 
them, angels know it’s not their own state but something which their lower associates (in the 
world of spirits and on earth) are dealing with. They explore that suggestion from the calm of 
their own secure state. They see it clearly, understand where it comes from, meet its challenge 
with the truth (which is so clear to them).  They may become directly conscious of the spirits 122

involved and influence them through some kind of interaction. We are affected by this, so far 
as we are willing to be. We may experience it as insight into the evil in question or as a 
determination to resist it. 

 It does no harm to think that angels are directly aware of us and gaze with personal 
concern into our lives and minds, as into a crystal ball, to help us. However, on general 
doctrinal grounds, I’m led to believe that angels are primarily conscious of living an active life 
on their own plane, associating with the people around them, being engaged in work and play 
in their own communities. They influence us chiefly by being in their own affections and 
acting from them. More than anything else the angels help us by living fully and confidently in 
good affections and effectively resisting evil ones—in their own mental lives. This is what 
affects us positively from within.  123

So what about our loved ones’ awareness of us? 
 In faithfulness to the Writings’ actual teachings, I must note that very little is directly said 
about the extent to which loved ones on the other side are aware of us. This may be in part to 
keep our focus on the spiritual aspect of human relationships, rather than on the natural 
aspects, which are such a large part of ties between kin. But another reason may be that it is so 

  See Arcana Coelestia nos. 4122, 2796, 5980f, 5992; Heaven and Hell n. 391; Spiritual Experiences 118

n. 3726, 4822.
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  cf. Arcana Coelestia nos. 5983-5989, 5992, 6197, 6657.2, 7122e 121
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obvious that it need not be said, that we never cease thinking about those we truly love. 
Clearly spirits and angels must bring to mind people in the world with whom they share deep 
values and mutual spiritual affection.  They must think about us and sometimes feel very close 
to us in spirit. This seems proper and orderly. How else is mutual love fed and nurtured, other 
than by remembering?  

 More than this, I would guess that our loved ones do have an actual impact on our mental 
states (and vice versa). For example, they might experience our struggles in a muted way in 
their own consciousness, as an associate angel would. Or they might sense our happy 
moments. When they are experiencing states like these perhaps they have a perception that 
what they’re sensing has to do with us. They might then help us in our struggle or add to our 
joy through what they are able to do with that state. Their efforts and responses are 
communicated to us, though we generally feel them as our own. 

It’s possible that our loved ones in heaven see us near them at times, or hear us. Our 
sincere, heartfelt thoughts are sometimes heard by angels as speaking or as cries.  As to the 124

inner self we are “in the midst of angels of heaven, and [are] sometimes even visible to the 
angels.”  This happens when we’re thinking deeply from our inner self, “abstractly from the 125

body.”  The angels (who don’t know us) can easily tell us from their fellow angels, because 126

we then go about “meditating and in silence, not looking at others, and apparently not seeing 
them.”  This usually doesn’t last long, because we are easily drawn back into our outer self 127

by worldly demands and concerns.   Elsewhere we are told that as soon as any angel speaks 128

to us, we vanish.  Swedenborg writes later, in seeming contradiction to this: 129

It has frequently been granted me to see in societies [of the spiritual world] the spirits of 
people still living—some in angelic and some in infernal societies—and also to converse 
with them for days; and I have wondered how the person himself while still living in the 
body could be wholly ignorant of this.                           130

 Why didn’t these people vanish when Swedenborg addressed them? Was he allowed to do 
something exceptional in these cases for the sake of learning and teaching?  Or perhaps he is 
pointing to something that happens more commonly. Is it possible that our loved ones who 
have moved on are sustained by a communication with us that is beyond our worldly 
awareness?  And that we are somehow sustained by this as well?   

 Finally, a question that many people have: If our loved ones think of us, and experience 
something of our mental states, do they feel the kind of loss and grief that we do?  Do they 
miss us?  …  Perhaps, in a measure. They are still human beings! Nevertheless, I simply can’t 
imagine that they’d experience the same kind of grief or longing that we do. They are living in 
a world that continually assures them of the fact that all who share love are present with one 
another, and that the Lord is caring for us all. Did He not bring them through the valley of the 
shadow of death?! 

  Arcana Coelestia nos. 6624, 9202; Spiritual Experiences n. 4821f124

  Divine Love and Wisdom n. 252; cf. Apocalypse Explained n. 751; Divine Providence n. 296.6. 125

 Heaven and Hell n. 438; Spiritual Experiences n. 5645126
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Direct spiritual communication 
 Many of us have read about, or have known, people who have seen waking visions of 
loved ones who have died. Others have had vivid dreams in which they have seen and 
communicated with them. Others have felt an out-of-the-ordinary strong sense of a loved 
one’s presence with them.   

 To my knowledge the Writings do not specifically mention this phenomenon, but there are 
a number of teachings which suggest that it is entirely possible.  

 In any case these passages show us that the mechanism for conscious contact between 
people in the two worlds is there. Undoubtedly, for relatively brief moments the Lord 
sometimes grants this vision to be mutual between loved ones. He opens our spiritual eyes, 
and adapts our loved one’s state to our more external state.   Who can doubt that this occurs 131

when the Lord so permits or wills? And though we should not expect such experiences, or 
regard them as the only guarantees that our relationship is eternal, we can imagine the great 
uses they serve for some people. 

 More often these kinds of incidents seem to happen soon after a loved one’s departure to 
the other world. We can see why the use might be greater then, in offering comfort and 
assurance. Also it is possible that, as spirits move further from their first state in the world of 
spirits (in which they still have active ties to their external memories), they have less 
inclination to contact and interfere with people in the world. 

 Open communication with the other world is relatively rare at this day (certainly in our 
culture). Since the Fall, our focus has become very world-centered. And many dangers and 
disorders associated with such communication have arisen.  But the human race may 132

hopefully look forward to a day when a fuller association between the worlds is restored. We 
are taught: 

A human being was created so that while living on earth among people he might at 
the same time also live in heaven among angels, and vice versa. This is so that 
heaven and earth might be together and act as one, and so that people might know 
what is in heaven, and angels what is in the world. Also so that, when people 
depart this life, they might pass from the Lord’s kingdom on earth to His kingdom 
in the heavens, not as into another kingdom, but as into the same one in which 
they had been when they lived in the body.     133

 People of the Most Ancient Church, who were heavenly people, used to commune with 
their loved ones frequently: “They talked with angels of heaven as with their friends, and 
angels of heaven talked with them as with their friends.”   Surely it is the Lord’s will that we 134

be able to do so again.   

Close in Spirit 
 Even if we do not yet enjoy such open communication, it is important to realize that the 
spiritual world is very close to us. The Heavenly Doctrine—given to restore faith in the 

  cf. Heaven and Hell nos. 246, 252, 255; Apocalypse Explained nos. 1182.4; Divine Love and 131
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spiritual dimension to life—testifies: “Heaven and hell are near to a person, in fact, in a 
person.”   “The spiritual world and natural world are so closely connected that they cannot 135

by any means be separated.”  Communities of spirits and angels are actually “around a 136

person, and hence touching the earth, because the spiritual world is not in space, but is where 
there is a corresponding affection.”  So “the spiritual world is where a person is, and 137

certainly not distant from him.” Our minds are in that world “in the midst of spirits and 
angels.” Indeed, we “think from its light and love from its heat.”      138

 Think of that as you sit here reading! The spiritual light which you enjoy right now, the 
light of comprehension and understanding...  The spiritual heat that is keeping you mentally 
alive, the heat of affection and interest that keeps you focused (or not) on this subject...  That 
same spiritual heat and light are shining on the group of people who are sharing your mental 
state.  Your heart right now is beating in correspondence with them.  This connection is very 
intimate!  Mentally, we are “breathing the same air” as the spirits and angels around us.  Our 
loved ones on the other side are not far away! 

The pain of temporary separation 
 We may believe these truths, yet how difficult it can be when we feel separated from those 
we love! Part of us feels a keen sense of loss, especially to begin with. It’s understandable that 
we feel grief in losing someone we love. The Writings:  

Within all love there is fear and grief, fear lest it perish, and grief if it does perish. There is 
a like fear and grief in married love. ... From that love comes the blessedness of [the 
partners’] souls, the happiness of their minds, the delights of their bosoms, and the 
pleasure of their bodies.  139

 The context here is the feeling that arises in partners when their marital happiness is 
threatened. Clearly, in absolute terms, death is not such a threat. Death itself cannot destroy a 
marriage relationship.  Yet the Writings use similar language in speaking of the feelings stirred 
when a partner dies: 

Within true marriage love there is a fear of its loss and grief after the loss. And this grief 
and fear are in the inmost regions of the mind.  140

 The loss caused by death is temporary, but for a time it can seem compellingly final. The 
feeling of grief may stem in part from a temporary loss of faith and perspective.  “When 
partners tenderly love each other, they think of their covenant as being eternal, and have no 
thought whatever concerning its end by death.” This is a general attitude on the part of good 
people.  However, we’re told that “if they do think of this, they grieve.”  This suggests that it 141

does sometimes happen. How can we avoid experiencing some kind of challenge to our belief 
in eternal life, when a loved one dies?  (In many cases it’s probably more of a visceral 
challenge to our natural affections than a challenge to our considered beliefs.) Fortunately, the 
passage we’ve been quoting continues, “at the thought of [their covenant] continuing after 
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death they are revived by hope.” Undoubtedly it can take a while for our general attitude to 
reassert itself. When it does, it brings with it a renewed sense of hope.  

 These things are said of married partners, but it is similar with other kinds of loss, such as 
the loss of children, relatives, and friends. When we love anyone deeply and mutually, we 
intuitively think of our relationship as eternal. And, as we mentioned above, we have good 
reason to believe that we will dwell together with close family members after death. Friends 
too. But when we lose someone close, our general attitude about eternal life is tested. This is 
part of what lies behind grief.   

The dynamics of loss 
 Yet grief is much more than a matter of lost faith. There are “organic” reasons for the 
grief-response.  

 The Lord tells us in the Writings that love is our very life!  And love is known and felt 142

through its delights.  When we lose someone dear to us our love’s delights are impacted. Our 143

very life labors and suffers! The effect is grief.   

 When our married partner dies, for example, many of the delights that we have enjoyed 
and grown accustomed to, countless delights which together have made up a huge part of our 
life, are temporarily cut off—the delights of living together, of friendship and trust, of mutual 
help and support, of dependable presence, of mutual recreation and shared values... Or when 
we lose a child certain delights are cut off—delights associated with our pleasure in that child 
and in our family as a unit, delights associated with our sense of parental responsibility, 
dedication, commitment. There are tacit delights associated with the whole family framework, 
and with all of the roles that our loved one filled in that framework—family clown, the one 
who picks up stray laundry, moderator, photo taker, bread winner, bill-payer... The tacit 
delights associated with many of these things are only noticed when those roles are no longer 
filled by that person.   

 The investment we make in other human beings and the ways our lives become linked 
with theirs in complex interdependence, bespeak our loves at work. Human relationships draw 
on loves on all levels of our minds—heavenly, spiritual, and natural loves. Our loves focus on 
relationships and “pour” themselves into relationships. So it’s not just our loves but also our 
relationships that define who we are, what we are about, what we value. Our whole sense of 
self is tied up in them. It is not surprising that we feel such pain when the delights that sustain 
all of these loves are temporarily disrupted or cut off. 

 As an addendum to this section it’s useful to note that grief can sometimes turn into anger. 
This is a normal response. 

Anger occurs or is aroused when anyone or anything stands contrary to one’s love. 
Through one’s love a link exists with a person or with a particular thing. When this link is 
broken, the person becomes angry or wrathful, as though something from his life that 
gives him delight, and thus something of his own life, has been lost. This sadness is turned 
into grief, and the grief into anger.  144

  Divine Love and Wisdom  n. 1142
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All love is such that it breaks out into indignation and anger, indeed, into fury, when cut 
off from its delights. Wherefore if the love is touched, especially the ruling love, mental 
commotion results. And if the touch hurts, it is burning anger.  145

 People grieve in different ways. But it is useful to acknowledge that anger can be a natural 
part of the process.   

Love finds new delights 
 Love is eternal and does not end with death. Some of the outer pleasures that attend our 
love for a specific person are cut off with loss, for a time. But good loves themselves cannot 
grieve forever. Our love for that person will retain the deeper delights and find new delights to 
sustain itself.  

 For example, consider the myriad delights involved in a couple’s relationship. When the 
couples is separated by death, new delights gradually take the place of those that depended on 
physical presence. They come to see their relationship in different terms. A widow takes 
delight in her husband’s qualities in a new way. She’s aware of his presence in some of the 
decisions she makes. A husband takes new pleasure in what his wife stood for in his life, and 
feels her influence in his thinking in a way he never noticed before. This widower and widow 
feel delight when they sense that they are working with their partner, doing the things that 
their partner would have wished them to do. And we find things to do that are useful and fun. 
Our delights are gradually transferred to other things, spiritual and natural. This is not a 
betrayal of our loved one, but a natural part of the process of healing.   

 To be sure, love between people cannot be full without actual presence. Still, we must 
believe that many useful things can take place during a separation. One useful thing may be 
that our love may become clearer. Less important elements in our relationship fade. Petty 
habits (that will be addressed more effectively in the “stripping” process after death) are no 
longer a source of conflict. Worldly limitations, distractions and needs that are points of stress 
in a relationship are left behind. We are able to see and focus on the deeper core-loves that we 
share, and appreciate them in a new way. There’s a sorting-out happening that will make a new 
and more perfect reintegration of hearts and minds possible.   

 There are similar mental dynamics involved in temptation: there’s a disrupting or cessation 
of our accustomed delights at the onset, an inner commotion and grief, a separation of 
different elements (higher and lower, good and bad), and then a reordering, which brings about 
a clarification and renewal of our higher loves and their delights.  Might there not be 146

something of temptation states involved in the grief process? 

Relationships continue 
 When grief is softened by time, we begin to live anew. Our relationship with our loved one 
continues. The love won’t be complete until there’s a full reunion in the spiritual world, but in 
the meantime the relationship is still there! 

 This is true in a special way for married partners. The following passage describes the link 
that exists between a husband and wife who enjoy true marriage love. 

Those who have lived together in true married love do not wish to marry again, unless for 
reasons apart from marriage love. [They do not wish to remarry] due to the following 
causes:  1.  Because they were united as to souls and thence as to minds.  And this uniting, 
being spiritual, is an actual adjoining of the soul and mind of the one to the soul and mind 

  Married Love n. 358145
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of the other, which can never be dissolved.  Such is the nature of spiritual conjunction. ...  
2.  Because they were also united as to bodies....  3.  Because a sphere of love flows forth 
continually from the wife and a sphere of understanding from the man, and this perfects 
the bonds....  4.  Because married partners who are so united in marriage think and breathe 
what is eternal, and upon this idea is founded their eternal happiness.  5.  It is by reason of 
the above recited causes that they are no more two but one human being, that is, one flesh.  
6.  Such a one cannot be rent by the death of either partner.  This is clearly manifest before 
the eyesight of the spirit.  7.  To the above causes may be added this new fact: that these 
two are not separated by the death of the one, since the spirit of the deceased partner 
dwells continually with the spirit of the one not yet deceased, and this until the death of 
the latter, when they meet again and reunite and love each other more tenderly than before, 
because they are in a spiritual world.  147

It would be true of all of our loved ones that in the next life we will love them “more tenderly 
than before.” That’s the nature of the next life. In that world the Lord is able to bring out the 
best in us, by withholding us from spiritual influences that are contrary to the real “us.” As a 
result human relationships become, well, heavenly! 

Celebrating the “real us” 
Despite the sadness of losing dear friends, one of the wonderful things about their 

departure to the next life is the fact that we celebrate people’s finest qualities. We think of the 
good effect they have had on us and our world. We think of their unique talents and gifts. In 
leaving behind earthly limitations, and the difficulties they faced here, we can picture them as 
they are at their core. It’s rare that we don’t behold in them “the angel.”  

This core is now their inheritance. They will no longer be working to establish the love 
that will govern them. Their ruling love is set. We are assured that in the spiritual world they’ll 
be led to leave behind the outer aspects of their character that are not in harmony with that 
ruling love. We trust that the Lord will then be able to hold our loved ones more powerfully in 
the love they’ve come to accept from Him—His own love with them—and that He’ll be able 
to withhold them from the personal things that stand in the way. That holding and withholding 
is what heaven is! 

The good that is from heaven is all from the Lord; for the angels in the heavens are all 
withheld from their self (proprium), and are held in the Lord's Self, which is Good 
Itself.   148

All angels throughout the entire heaven have been people in the natural world, and 
therefore they have what-is-their-own (proprium), the same as people in this world have, 
and this is wholly evil.  But while they lived in the world as people they were regenerated 
by the Lord, and thus could be withheld from evils and their falsities and be held in goods. 
And when they are withheld from evils and held in goods by the Lord it seems as if they 
are in goods from themselves, and yet they know and perceive that they have this from the 
Lord and not from themselves. From all this it can be seen why the whole angelic heaven, 
as to intelligence and wisdom and as to the affections of good and truth, is the Lord.  149

It is said that [angels] are recipients of the Divine good and the Divine truth from the Lord; 
but it is to be known that they are perpetually receiving them, for the Divine good and the 
Divine truth cannot be appropriated by any angel or man, so as to be his own, but only that 
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they may appear to be his, because they are Divine. … From this it is evident that [angels] 
are held in good and truth by the Lord, and this continually.  150

The amazing thing is that every angel receives the Lord’s love in a unique way, and so 
every human being adds to the perfection of heaven. That’s why angels are so delighted when 
new people come.    151

“A place for you”  
The Lord told us, “I go to prepare a place for you,” and assured us, “if I go and prepare a 

place for you, I will come again and receive you to Myself; that where I am, there you may be 
also.  He prepares a special place for each and every one of us. His providence is always 152

working to bring us into the form of heaven, so that we can “fit” into heaven. “But,” we read,  

the inmost aim [of providence] is that a person may be in this or that place in heaven, or in 
this or that place in the Divine Heavenly Man; for in this way is he in the Lord. This 
happens, however, only with those whom the Lord can lead to heaven; and as the Lord 
foresees this, He also provides continually that a person may become like this. For in this 
way everyone who allows himself to be led to heaven is prepared for his own place in 
heaven.     153

And so (since He is not in time) “the Lord sees what a person's character is, and foresees 
what the person wills it to be, thus what it will be,” and He guides the person accordingly.  154

This process is incredible when we think of how many human beings there are. We read: 

That the Lord has infinite power can be seen from this, that He is the God of heaven 
and the God of earth; that He created the universe filled with numberless stars, which are 
suns; and in the universe so many systems and earths in these systems; these systems and 
the earths in them exceeding in number many hundred thousands; also that He alone 
preserves and continually sustains these because He created them. Moreover, as He 
created the natural worlds, so He created the spiritual worlds above them, and these He 
perpetually fills with angels and spirits to the number of myriads and myriads. Under 
these, again, He has hid away the hells, as many in number as the heavens.       155

And here is the greatest miracle: 

 What infinite power the Lord has is especially evident from this, that all who come 
from so many earths into the spiritual worlds, numbering some myriads every week from 
our earth alone, consequently so many myriads from so many thousand earths in the 
universe, the Lord alone receives, and by a thousand secret ways of Divine wisdom leads 
everyone to the place of his life. … And He causes each and everyone in the heavens to 
enjoy their happiness, and each and everyone in the hells to be held in their bonds, even so 
that not one of them ventures to lift a hand, much less to rise up to do harm to any angel. 
And all are thus held in order and in bonds, no matter how the heavens and the hells may 
be multiplied to eternity. 

  Apocalypse Revealed n. 854.2, emphasis added150

  Heaven and Hell  n. 71; Last Judgment n. 12151

  John 14:3 (NKJV)152

  Divine Providence n. 67, emphasis added153

  Divine Providence n. 333, emphasis added154

  Apocalypse Explained n. 726.2; cf. 1133.5-7155

Loved One on the Other Side  (2/6/21) -   33



 These and many other things too numerous to be mentioned, could not possibly be if 
the Lord did not have infinite power.   156

It’s no wonder that the psalmist sang: 

When I consider Your heavens,  
    the work of Your fingers,  
The moon and the stars,  
    which You have ordained, 
What is man  
    that You are mindful of him,  
And the son of man  
    that You visit him?        157

 
A special affection, a special “use” 

The Lord is leading our loved one to his or her own place. But what is it that gives each 
person a unique place among other human beings?   

At the core it is a love that we receive from the Lord, a love that’s different from all others. 
We say “love,” but when we think of the Lord as the Source-Love for all human loves, we call 
each individual’s love an “affection.”   So, we read that “heaven consists of as many 158

affections as there are angels.”  And “the Lord, by means of His Divine providence, arranges 159

the affections of the whole human race into one form, which is the human form.”      160

We think of a love or affection as one general thing, but in reality it is made up of 
countless strands of affection. Our mental life flows into us from countless other minds. We 
invite and respond to these countless lines of incoming affection—resonating with some, 
embracing, challenging, tweaking, rejecting… And we do this as no one else would. Thus, 
when our life is gathered under one term, we are called an “affection,” but we are in fact a 
special blend of affections, a special constellation of influences, that together represent our 
unique reception of God, our unique response.  

And love/affection cannot be considered without wisdom/understanding. Every human 
being, from his or her unique love, draws on unique experiences that give form to that love. In 
short, everyone’s understanding holds a different perspective. From our love and its 
perspective we can see other human being’s needs as no one else can. We can envision ways 
of serving as no one else can. We can help the Lord as no one else can!     

The Lord from creation regarded the whole human race as one Person, in which each 
individual is… [created] for use or is a use.    161

This is the Lord’s plan!   

  Ibid.156

  Psalm 8.3-4157
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Latent in the affection of every angel's will is a certain current which draws the mind to 
accomplish something. By accomplishment the mind finds peace and satisfaction. This 
satisfaction and peace produce a state of mind receptive of a love of useful service from 
the Lord. From the reception of this love comes heavenly happiness….  162

Angels “long for nothing more than to perform uses. These are the very delights of their life, 
and it is also according to uses that they enjoy bliss and happiness.”   163

 What, exactly, will our loved one be doing to be useful in society?  Perhaps you have a 
good idea of what that use will be. Maybe you’re not sure how the Lord will use his or her 
unique personality. Maybe your loved one never found a niche with a clear label in their life 
on earth. If so, it may be difficult to imagine “use” being at the core of heavenly happiness. 
We may prefer to think in terms of personal relationships as the core of their happiness.  

Yet it’s important to see that the deepest and most meaningful relationships are born of 
mutual service. And nothing is more empowering and joyful than to be able to make a 
difference in other people’s lives. So, even if we can’t picture just what our loved one will be 
doing, we can trust that their character will find a good outlet. We’re assured that in heaven 
“there are more functions and services and occupations than can be enumerated; while in the 
world there are few in comparison.”  We’re told: 164

The uses performed in the heavens and the tasks done in the hells are in part like those 
done in the world, although for the most part they are spiritual uses, that cannot be 
described by any natural language, and (what I have often wondered at) do not fall into the 
ideas of natural thought.  165

This thought may seem unsatisfying to some, who are looking for definite answers. Yet it 
also leaves the door open for us to imagine our friends in the next life having meaningful work 
that is tailored just to them—work that gives expression to that deep “current” which they 
alone draw from the Lord which leads them to want to play some special role in human 
community.  

 Our life and our home after death are intimately connected with our use.  

Together again 
 So we can think of our loved one as finding a home in a new livelihood, and in a 
community in which that work can find its fulfillment. And if our loved one is a marriage 
partner, we can look forward to joining them in that use. We read: 

[T]wo partners who are in marriage love from the Lord love one another mutually and 
reciprocally from the heart, thus from inmosts. And therefore although apparently two they 
are actually one, two as to their bodies, but one as to life. This may be compared to the 
eyes, which are two as organs but one as to the sight; also to the ears, which are two as 
organs but one as to hearing; so, too, the arms and the feet are two as members but one as 
to use, the arms one as to action, and the feet one as to walking. … It is the same with a 
husband and wife between whom there is true marriage love: they are two as to their 
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bodies but one as to life. Consequently in heaven two partners are not called two angels 
but one.  166

 Husband’s and wife’s jobs are undoubtedly not the identical. An angel couple who spoke 
with Swedenborg once referred to “the useful services which each of them performs in society 
with the other's help.”  But partners are intimately part of each other’s usefulness. Their 167

visions of the common good and their sense of involvement in other’s lives is delightfully 
mutual and connected. They are seen as—and feel themselves to be—one angel.  

Conclusion 
 We read a few pages ago that it is a “new fact” that husband and wife who tenderly love 
each other are not separated by death but continue to dwell together in spirit. This is one of 
many wonderful facts that we have touched on in this book. How fortunate we are that the 
Lord has chosen to reveal these things. In the preface to Heaven and its Wonders and Hell, 
from things heard and seen Swedenborg wrote: 

Today’s church person knows scarcely anything about heaven and hell or about his life 
after death....  I have been allowed to be right with angels and to talk with them person to 
person. I have also been allowed to see what is in the heavens and what is in the hells, and 
this for thirteen years. So now, from what I have seen and heard it has been granted me to 
describe these things, in the hope that ignorance may in this way be enlightened and 
unbelief dissipated. Such immediate revelation is granted at this day because this is what is 
meant by the Lord’s Coming.   168

 Why did He choose to reveal them? Because He wanted to “come to us” anew. He wanted 
us to know Him, to find blessing in being joined with Him through the truth. But the Lord 
doesn’t just reveal the truth because He wants to. He reveals it because we want it too.  The 
Lord responds to our prayers and yearnings—spoken and unspoken. And “among the prayers 
and yearnings of married partners,” His servant Swedenborg noted, “is a wish to know the 
state of married partners after death.” The passage continues: 

Men who have loved their wives wish to know, if their wives have died, whether it 
is well with them. So, too, wives who have loved their husbands. And they want to 
know whether they will meet again. ... Because these are some of the things people 
would like answers to, they will be made known.  169

And they have!  Thanks to the Lord! 

*  *  *  *  *  *  
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