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A NEW NEW CHURCH

A proposal by Rev. Dr. Reuben P. Bell and Rev. Janie Lemole

THIS IS A DRAFT, AN OUTLINE OF A WORK IN PROGRESS OVER SEVERAL YEARS. READERS ARE INVITED TO TAKE THESE IDEAS AND PUT THEM TO USE AS THEY SEE FIT. OUR HOPE IS THAT THIS FRAMEWORK OF A NEW NEW CHURCH PARADIGM MIGHT BE THE BEGINNING OF AN “OPEN SOURCE” PROJECT FOR ALL NEW CHURCH PEOPLE TO ADAPT TO THEIR PERSONAL SPIRITUAL NEEDS. THESE IDEAS ARE SAMARAS, SEEDS WITH WINGS. NO ONE OWNS THE NEW JERUSALEM.


Rationale
People are worried: Vertical, hierarchical church organizations are in decline. Leaders of every stripe are meeting and planning and working to stop the erosion of 2,000 years of tradition in a generation.  

But for those who can take the long view, and who trust in providence and revelation, there is no crisis at all.  It all makes perfect sense; and frankly, it’s overdue. The “Church of the New Jerusalem” means just that. Read Isaiah 65:17-18, and Revelation 21:2 about the New Jerusalem coming down into our world. And then, tucked into John’s detailed description of this holy city, find Revelation 21:22, and ask yourself if you have ever thought about what “no temple in the New Jerusalem” really means.

A new spiritual era has begun – and there is “no temple in it.” What people perceive as dis-integration is re-integration: it is nothing other than “Behold I make all things new.”

What ‘s new? In the Great Erosion, people are “believers, but not attenders”; they are “spiritual” but not “religious”; their associations – secular, political, social, spiritual – are increasingly horizontal and leaderless, not hierarchical and not top-down. No one has taught them this; there is just something in the air. 

What’s new? The Internet, email, Facebook, list-serves, blogs, virtual communities and more, every day. These things are very, very pervasive... and they are really, really new.

Now here is some irony: Our own church organization (which is vertical and hierarchical) is caught up in the same hand-wringing as all those other churches – over falling attendance, falling membership, falling participation, dwindling financial support... and younger people are staying away in droves.

And here’s what’s crazy: You would think that the people of THE CHURCH OF THE NEW JERUSALEM would recognize the signs and symptoms of the descent, into the world, of THE NEW JERUSALEM... especially those parts about everything being MADE NEW, and about there not being any TEMPLE IN IT... but they just don’t seem to see it. In the dawning of the age of the New Jerusalem, our church organization is locked, with all those other churches, in the old, top-down form of the last 2,000 years. And it is expending its resources and energy in protecting that form.

So it’s time to make peace with that organization, wish it well, and... what – walk away? No. Start our own church? No – we have a good one. What we do is, we practice our own form of the New Jerusalem, right where we are, and by doing so we make that other one better. 

The New New Church is what we can do to anticipate the direction of the New Jerusalem. It’s not aimed at what people want – not based on marketing or polls, or what works for other churches. It is based on what the Writings for the New Church say we need, in a form that fits the spiritual holy city that has no temple in it. In the New New Church we take spiritual ideas and give them wings. And then they fly away for people everywhere to use as tools to make their lives work better. Outward, not inward. That’s new. That’s the “Kingdom of God” thing... that is within us and then moves out, as love in action into the world. And if the people out there use those ideas as tools to make their lives work better, then they’ll be back for more: Back to the New Church of the future.

We are not worried about the New Church in the global society that is swirling all around us. We are not worried about the future. If you want to see the future of the church, then read the part of the Word about the future of the church. Duh! It’s in the Revelation, right down to the details. And quit worrying about growth, and the numbers, and maintenance, and all those missing young people. They are all in the plan:  “[John] saw no temple in [this New Jerusalem], for the Lord God Almighty is her temple, and the Lamb.”  


Premise
Basic premise: Diversity splits a church according to the divergent evolution model; variety builds it, as this is the biodiversity model at work. (HH 56 says this in terms of worship forms.)

How do we design a church? Go to the Writings for your model (something New Church people don’t usually do). Build it on two basic principles:


1. Design it after the order of heaven


2. This is, of course, the dynamic organic form

Plan: Find a New Church organizational form that resembles the Grand Man of Heaven right here on earth. This means that its interacting parts produce an interdependent whole from very independent parts. They are interdependent because each part, no matter how distinct, serves a single master –  the organism – as defined by the genetic code on the material level, and the Divine Human on the spiritual level. A well developed organic model must be elaborated to make this point. It is drawn from experience (Nature) and the New Revelation.

Premise: AC 3451 says, “When there is charity, doctrine does not divide.” But AC 1834 qualifies this, saying that this is true, “provided that doctrinal matters do not defy first principles, that is, the Lord, eternal life and the Word, and providing they are not contrary to Divine order, that is the precepts of the Decalogue.” This is essential: truth is necessary to give good its form.


Form
The New New Church resembles the congregational form, but differs in that each circle is completely autonomous and self-directing. What binds the various circles together is their adherence to the articles of faith in the constitution of the New New Church. It more closely resembles the form of Alcoholics Anonymous, the most successful horizontal organization on planet Earth. 

No leaders, no bishops, no hierarchy. Ministers are spiritual leaders who lead by teaching and example, and do not (cannot) compel anyone to do anything. They are facilitators of the spiritual growth process. 

A loose association of independent circles linked by the simple five-part constitution stated above & summarized here:

1.  Diversity divides, variety is the source of perfection. (HH 56)

2.  The form of the church organization is based on the order of heaven, as


     described in the New Revelation (in large part Heaven and Hell).


3.  This order is the organic form and function – Divinum Humanum.

4.  “When there is charity, doctrine does not divide” (AC 3451), “provided that


     doctrinal matters do not defy first principles, that is, the Lord, eternal life and the


     Word, and providing they are not contrary to Divine order, that is the precepts of the


     Decalogue.” (AC 1834)

5.  The Writings for the New Church constitute a New Revelation for the human race; we


     must strive to do what these instruct us to do.

As long as a members adhere to the most basic precepts of AC 1834, the people are free to express their New Church religion as they see fit. 

Other circles are free (and even encouraged) to disagree, but parishioners vote with their feet, in perfect freedom, so the proof is in the attendance. A new kind of freedom emerges here, that allows for disagreement as well as a consensus as part of normal process. 

No political correctness, which is simply suppression of disagreement by peer pressure.  People are encouraged to speak their minds, as long as they do so with love and respect. But what about — ?
How does this new paradigm address difficult questions of orthodoxy (conformity in belief, thought and culture)? Here are four of the most divisive questions confronting General Church people at this time. They seem insurmountable; and they are, from the perspective of Old Church organizational forms. But this is a new day. We might as well start with them: if the New New Church cannot address these in a constructive manner, we might as well know that now.


Concerning the divisive question of women ministers:

Each congregation (and minister) is free to accept or reject this idea. Societies are still members of the New New Church whatever their preference, with members free to agree or disagree. Parishioners will vote with their feet, while wishing their brothers and sisters well, even as they disagree.


Concerning the divisive question of innovative worship forms:

The Writings for the New Church give us the principles of worship – elements that must be present for worship to be true worship. As long as a circle is genuinely trying to meet these criteria, their worship is their worship. You don’t have to attend. And you don’t have to condemn their good faith efforts. Live and let live.   


Concerning the divisive question of church uses:

A certain amount of money is necessary to maintain buildings, pay and train  ministers, and print books. But the wide spectrum of uses commonly attributed to church organizations should be supported by the people who are called to them, not the clergy or the organization.  

Money to support uses belongs to the people performing the uses, not the church. They will put their money directly to use, with spiritual guidance by the minister. The “uses of the church” are more accurately activities of the people of the church, directed by the doctrines, with the clergy as facilitator, not entrepreneur. The church has no business in the service business. (See “What Are the Uses of the Church? What Are the Uses of Community? Where and How Do They Meet?,” a paper delivered to the General Church Council of the Clergy by Rev. Kurt Hyland Asplundh, January 2002, for a well reasoned doctrinal rationale for this position.)


Concerning the divisive question of homosexuality:

This is an area that has to be considered in the light of the commonly held beliefs.  Conjugial Love in its entirety speaks of a union of “one man with one woman.” By inference then, anything other than this falls short of the prescribed order of heaven. But there are two freedoms at work here. One is the freedom of self-compulsion to follow the teachings of the Lord in His New Revelation; but the other is the freedom to strive for the Lord’s kingdom while dealing with imperfection in this kingdom, where we all live (a process called regeneration). Without this second freedom, none of us could be reformed. This is an internal struggle, and our condemnation of people in process  will not help them resolve it. (See AE 543a)   

Using this approach to the disparity between spiritual perfection and natural reality, we believe that the New New Church offers a new way of finding and living the spiritual life that leads to heaven. facing tough questions head-on without avoidance or denial builds healthy spiritual habits.  

This loosely held association is only as strong as the commitment of individuals and circles to the five tenets of its constitution. If a circle falls away from any of these, so does it distance itself from the association of its fellows.  


Purpose
This structure and function allows for a variety of political thought across the spectrum. Participants can be quite in opposition on points of doctrine and still maintain their relation to the whole. Dissent being encouraged for the variety that it represents, there is no “political correctness” in this system to coerce individuals to adhere to any particular party line, or shun those who do not. The only “party line” in this organization is its simple constitution. Anything else is a matter of conscience and freedom. Respectful disagreement is expected and encouraged, in the spirit of heaven, where we find that even angels, who differ in degrees of love, wisdom and intelligence, associate with one another as they desire (HH 27, 44). This can only mean that an individual angel is free not to associate as well. Live and let live.  

No more divergent evolution! And if, as we believe, this truly is the form of the New Jerusalem that is coming into the world, what will result is a new kind of harmony, from the infinite variety of expression within the New New Church. And that will bring the kingdom of God.    

I rest not from the great task!

To open the Eternal Worlds, to open the immortal Eyes

Of Man inwards into the Worlds of Thought, into Eternity

Ever expanding in the bosom of God, the Human Imagination.


— William Blake, Jerusalem, 5:17-20






