Swedenborg: A Modern Buddha?

Wakoh Shannon Hickey
Alfred University

WHEN PEOPLE INTERESTED in American Buddhism think about its lit-
erary and philosophical roots, the eighteenth-century Swedish mystic
Emanuel Swedenborg is not the first person who leaps to mind. During
the early stages of research for this article, I queried various special-
ists about possible Swedenborgian-Buddhist connections, and all said,
“There aren’t any.” As it turns out, however, there are. Swedenborg
himself was not directly involved in popularizing Buddhism to Europe-
ans or Americans, but his ideas influenced many aspects of European
and American thought and culture, and he was an important influence
for some of the key people who did popularize Buddhism in the West
during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. With few ex-
ceptions, scholars have overlooked this influence. This article is one
attempt to address that oversight.

I will focus on four writers: Albert J. Edmonds, Herman Carl Vet-
terling, Warren Felt Evans, and D. T. Suzuki. Because many people are
unfamiliar with Swedenborg, and he is a complicated figure, this essay
will begin with some general background on the eighteenth-century
scientist, mystic, and theologian, before turning to Edmunds, Vetter-
ling, Evans, and Suzuki.

EMANUEL SWEDENBORG (1688-1772)

Swedenborg was the son of a pietist Lutheran bishop of Uppsala.
He studied mathematics, physics, chemistry, and engineering through-
out Europe and, for most of his career, served as chief assessor for the
Swedish Bureau of Mines. He published books and pamphlets in the
fields just mentioned, as well as in anatomy, biology, mineralogy, and
astronomy. Some of his scientific and engineering works were re-
markably prescient. Swedenborg’s Principia, a cosmological treatise
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published in 1734, “anticipated the modern picture of the galaxy by
painting the Milky Way as a vast collection of stars wheeling about a
common center.”" He also identified the cerebral cortex as the locus
of cognitive and volitional activity, and recognized that the right and
left hemispheres of the brain function differently. He designed a fixed-
wing aircraft, and a one-person submarine for attacking enemy ships
underwater.?

At age fifty-six, Swedenborg began to have a series of visions in
which he spoke to angels and other spirit-beings, visited heaven and
hell, and received revelations about the hidden meanings of Christian
scripture. For the rest of his life he devoted himself to theology, and
his writings in that field were published in thirty hefty volumes. Fully
half of Swedenborg’s theological corpus is devoted to verse-by-verse
exegeses of Genesis, Exodus, and Revelation. He believed that his own
writings constituted the Second Coming of Christ.

Among the most popular of his theological works, all written in
Latin, were the Arcana Coelestia, a multi-volume exegesis of Genesis
and Exodus; Apocalypse Revealed, a multi-volume exegesis of Revela-
tion; Heaven and Hell, which Swedenborg visited in his visions; Conjugal
Love, in which the lifelong bachelor discusses the spiritual meanings
of gender, sexuality, and marriage;* and The True Christian Religion, a
summary of his ideas composed at the end of his life. Swedenborg’s key
doctrines include divine influx, correspondence, spiritual progression,
free will, and social use. He saw the cosmos as “a single dynamic en-
tity created through successive emanations from a unitary life force.”
This view of divine emanation is a feature of Neoplatonic thought, the
European Hermetic tradition, and both Jewish and Christian Kabbalah.
Swedenborg almost certainly studied Kabbalah as a student in Sweden,
and again in London during midlife.> According to Swedenborg’s doc-
trine of divine influx, “all power to act flows into all of creation from
God, constantly and unceasingly.”

Swedenborg saw the cosmos as organized hierarchically in an or-
derly, tripartite structure: the triune God; three realms of existence
(celestial, spiritual, and natural); and three aspects of a person (soul,
mind, and body). The spiritual and natural realms are related through
a correspondence between macrocosm and microcosm. He believed
that the purpose of human life is to progress toward union with God,
through a process of study and self-discipline. He rejected the doctrine
of original sin and asserted that humans were free to choose evil or
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good. Evil was self-love, turning away from God toward selfishness.
Spiritual progress required gradual relinquishment of self-centered-
ness. Essential to this process was “use,” or good works for the benefit
of society.’

Swedenborg’s theological works were extremely controversial. For
the first seventeen years of his career as a theologian (1749-1766), his
books were published anonymously. All of his theology was published
outside his native Sweden, in England, the Netherlands, or Germany.
After the publication of Conjugal Love, the first to appear under Sweden-
borg’s own name, his exegetical method and challenges to Lutheran
orthodoxy were the subject of a heresy trial. (He was eventually exon-
erated.) Within two or three decades after his death, however, all of his
theological works had been translated from Latin into English. By the
1790s the first Swedenborgian churches had formed in England. His
ideas also attracted scathing criticism, the most influential of which
was penned by Immanuel Kant, who, like other detractors, denounced
Swedenborg as a madman.

Gradually, Swedenborgianism fell into obscurity, and today it re-
ceives relatively little attention from scholars of religion, particular-
ly American religion.® Although the denomination founded upon his
teachings, the Church of the New Jerusalem, has always been small,
Swedenborg’s direct and indirect influences in American religious
thought nevertheless have been far-reaching. Traces of his ideas can
be found in abolitionism, English Romanticism, Transcendentalism,
Spiritualism, Shakerism, Mormonism, utopian socialism, homeopathy
and other unorthodox medical theories, the New Thought movement,’
art, and antebellum efforts to promote public education.®

Swedenborg also influenced four men who wrote about both Swe-
denborg and about Buddhism for audiences in the United States, Eu-
rope, and Asia. Warren Felt Evans and Herman Carl Vetterling were,
for part of their careers, Swedenborgian ministers. Albert J. Edmunds
and D. T. Suzuki were regarded as experts in Buddhism. All four were
also interested in Theosophy, which was influenced by Swedenborg’s
reported conversations with spirits, and which was for many years the
major interpreter of Buddhism in the West. Each of these writers is
considered below.
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ALBERT J. EDMUNDS

Albert J. Edmunds (1857-1941) was a Quaker and a vegetarian who
explored Theosophy, Buddhism, psychic phenomena, and Swedenbor-
gianism. He was born in England but spent much of his life in Phila-
delphia, where he worked as a librarian for the Historical Society." He
lectured on Buddhism and wrote several books and articles exploring
parallels he saw between Christian and Buddhist scriptures. He also
produced an extensive bibliography of Buddhist literature then avail-
able in the libraries of Philadelphia.’”? In 1903, Edmunds accepted a po-
sition as the American representative to the International Buddhist
Society.”” Edmunds repeatedly argued for historical connections be-
tween Buddhism and Christianity, and believed that “When this link is
recognized, as it is now in the process of being, the two great religions
of the world, which have hitherto been hostile, will approach each oth-
er with respect, and the last obstacle will be removed to the founding
of a modern world-religion based upon the facts of science, physical,
historical, and psychical.”

Like many people at the time who were interested in hypnosis and
clairvoyance, Edmunds believed that Swedenborg’s visionary encoun-
ters with spirits supplied proof that the soul lives on after physical
death. In one article, he compared reports on clairvoyance published
by the American Society for Psychical Research with Swedenborg’s
writings and various Buddhist scriptures. He argued that the super-
natural feats of Jesus, Buddha, and Swedenborg—such as casting out
demons, recalling past lives, or communing with unseen spirits—were
all confirmed by recent research on hypnotic trances and spirit medi-
ums.” This research, he said, provided a rational, scientific basis for
religious beliefs, and for rapprochement between different faiths.

Edmunds also claimed that Swedenborg had predicted Marc Aurel
Stein’s 1907 discovery of the massive cache of Buddhist texts in the
Mogao Caves near Dunhuang. In two books, Swedenborg claimed to
have spoken with spirits from “Great Tartary,” a region that in his
time was understood to encompass the whole of the eastern part of the
Asian continent.' These spirits, Swedenborg said, carefully preserved
and guarded ancient scriptures and religious practices predating the
Hebrew Bible. This so-called “ancient Word” provided the basis for
later Judaism and Christianity. In True Christian Religion, Swedenborg
described these spirit conversations as follows:
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[3] Of that ancient Word which existed in Asia before the Israelitish
Word, I am permitted to state this new thing, namely, that it is still
preserved there among the people who dwell in Great Tartary. In the
spiritual world I have talked with spirits and angels from that coun-
try, who said that they have a Word, and have had it from ancient
times; and that they conduct their Divine worship according to this
Word, and that it consists solely of correspondences. They said, that
in it also is the Book of Jasher, which is mentioned in Joshua (10:12,
13), and in 2 Samuel (1:17, 18); and that they have also among them
the books called the Wars of Jehovah and Enunciations, which are
mentioned by Moses (Num. 21:14, 15, and 27-30); and when I read to
them the words that Moses had quoted therefrom, they searched to
see if they were there, and found them; from which it was evident to
me that the ancient Word is still among that people. While talking
with them they said that they worshiped Jehovah, some as an invis-
ible God, and some as visible.

[4] They also told me that they do not permit foreigners to come
among them, except the Chinese, with whom they cultivate peaceful
relations, because the Chinese Emperor is from their country; also
that the population is so great that they do not believe that any re-
gion in the whole world is more populous, which is indeed credible
from the wall so many miles in length which the Chinese formerly
built as a protection against invasion from these people. I have fur-
ther heard from the angels, that the first chapters of Genesis which
treat of creation, of Adam and Eve, the garden of Eden, their sons and
their posterity down to the flood, and of Noah and his sons, are also
contained in that Word, and thus were transcribed from it by Moses.
The angels and spirits from Great Tartary are seen in the southern
quarter on its eastern side, and are separated from others by dwell-
ing in a higher expanse, and by their not permitting anyone to come
to them from the Christian world, or, if any ascend, by guarding them
to prevent their return. Their possessing a different Word is the cause
of this separation.”

Edmunds believed that Swedenborg had actually conflated two differ-
ent spirit-conversations about separate bodies of sacred literature. “My
thesis is...that Swedenborg had two visions which he mistook for one:
viz., 1. A vision of a lost sacred literature which was the lineal ancestor
of the Old Testament, and which was destined to be found in Babylo-
nia; and 2. A vision of a far more epoch-making discovery of a lost sa-
cred literature in Chinese Turkestan which was to connect Christianity
and Buddhism and lay the foundation for the coming world-religion.”s
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Edmunds argued that the first vision involved what he described as
“Chaldean Creation and Deluge legends”—possibly a reference to the
Epic of Gilgamesh, which recounts a flood similar to the one described
in Genesis 6-9, and the Enuma Elish, a creation story. These ancient
Mesopotamian mythological texts predate the biblical material.” Swe-
denborg’s second vision involved the Buddhist and Nestorian Chris-
tian texts found in China at Dunhuang. Thus, Edmunds asserted, Swe-
denborg had accurately predicted later archaeological discoveries of
both kinds of manuscripts, although the predecessor to “the Israelitish
Word” actually differed from the “ancient Word” of Great Tartary. Ed-
munds also asserted that the Buddhist texts discovered at Dunhuang,
in Sogdian and Tocharic languages, proved that Swedenborg’s Asian
spirit-informants had been talking about esoteric Buddhism.

Several years before the discoveries at Dunhuang, Edmunds had
argued that the pre-Israelite “ancient Word” was the esoteric Bud-
dhism of Tibet and Nepal. Tibet was indeed isolated, as Swedenborg’s
informants had said—although by the Himalayas, rather than the Great
Wall. He also claimed that the text called “Enunciations,” which Swe-
denborg had mentioned, really referred to the Udana (“Exclamations”),
the third book of the Khuddaka-nikaya in the Pali canon; that the “Wars
of Jehovah” referred to the Mara-samyutta of the Samyutta-nikaya; and
that Genesis corresponded to the creation story in the Aggafifia-sutta,
found at Digha-nikaya 27.*

Edmunds’ contortions of the literary and geographic evidence,
and his claim that the ancient Word of Great Tartary meant Tibetan
Buddhism, were not entirely original. In at least three books and two
articles between 1877 and 1897, Helena P. Blavatsky asserted that Swe-
denborg’s revelation about Great Tartary referred to the esoteric Bud-
dhist and Hindu teachings of Ascended Masters in the Himalayas, the
purported source of Theosophical teachings.?

HERMAN CARL VETTERLING

A man who took this argument even further was Herman Carl Vet-
terling (1849-1931), a.k.a. Philangi Dasa. He was a Swedenborgian min-
ister, a homeopathic doctor, a Theosophist, and the publisher of The
Buddhist Ray, the first English-language journal of Buddhism. Although
relatively little biographical information about him survives, recently
published electronic databases, including Census data and immigra-
tion and passport records, have made some new details available.”
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Born in Sweden in 1849, Vetterling emigrated to the United States in
1871 and settled in Minnesota. He became a naturalized citizen in 1880.
Ordained a Swedenborgian minister in 1877, he served congregations
in Pittsburgh, Ohio, and Detroit until 1881, when a Detroit newspaper
accused Vetterling of misconduct. Although members of his congre-
gation and an investigation by another newspaper supported his as-
sertion of innocence, he nevertheless left Detroit and the New Church
ministry. In 1883 he graduated from a homeopathic medical school,
Hahnemann Medical College of Chicago, and by 1886, he was practicing
homeopathic medicine in Santa Cruz County, California. He married
Margaret Pitcairn around 1890; she died in 1915. The couple sold their
Santa Cruz property in 1894, and by the time of the 1900 Census, they
lived in San Jose, California. Vetterling, a generous patron of local Hu-
mane Societies, died in 1931.

The Theosophist published sections of his “Studies of Swedenborg’s
Philosophy” over seven issues ranging from October 1884 to December
1885.* In 1887, Vetterling produced a fictional work titled Swedenborg
the Buddhist, the subtitle of which is The Higher Swedenborgianism: Its Se-
crets and Thibetan Origin.” 1t asserts that Swedenborg received instruc-
tion in esoteric Buddhism from spirits in Tibet, China, and Mongolia.
The book was favorably mentioned in a number of American maga-
zines, and even in a Burmese Buddhist journal.” In 1893, a Japanese
translation was published in Japan.

The protagonist and narrator of the story, Philangi Dasa, recounts
a series of dreams. In the one that occupies most of the manuscript’s
354 pages, he witnesses an extended theological discussion among
Swedenborg, a Buddhist monk, a Brahmin, a Zoroastrian, an Aztec,
a Confucian, an Icelander (who represents Norse mythology), and “a
woman,” who expounds Kabbalah, ancient Egyptian religion, Western
esotericism, and other traditions. This group, of which Swedenborg is
clearly the star, considers a number of theological topics to demon-
strate the purported Buddhist origin of Swedenborgian thought, and
the common core of all religions. This presumed common core was a
popular Theosophical theme.”

The Buddhist Ray, which Vetterling published monthly from 1888
to 1895, had subscribers not only in the United States and Europe, but
also in India, Japan, Ceylon, and Siam—including Crown Prince Chan-
dradat Chudhadharn of Siam and Ven. Hikkaduvé Sumangala, one of
the most senior Buddhist monks in Ceylon.” Several Japanese Buddhist
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journals, including Kaigai Bukkyo jijo, published articles from The Bud-
dhist Ray, including Vetterling’s articles on Buddhism and Sweden-
borg.” These journals also published Theosophical writings that Vet-
terling provided.

On the front page of every issue, the Ray declared itself to be “De-
voted to Buddhism in General and to the Buddhism in Swedenborg in
Particular.” For its first two years, all but one issue contained install-
ments of a sequel to Vetterling’s novel, titled “Swedenborg in the La-
masery.” This text underscored Vetterling’s belief that Swedenborgian
ideas derived from Tibetan Buddhism, which Vetterling had read about
in accounts of Jesuit missionaries to Lhasa and in various Theosophical
texts. Like Albert Edmunds, Vetterling was also familiar with a variety
of Pali and Mahayana Buddhist texts translated by European Oriental-
ists.

While Swedenborg claimed to reveal the hidden meanings of He-
brew and Christian scriptures, Vetterling claimed to reveal the hidden
meanings of Swedenborg. For example, he asserted that Swedenborg’s
references to Jesus were really covert references to Urgyen, a.k.a. Pad-
masambhava, the legendary saint said to have brought tantric Bud-
dhism to Tibet in the eighth century.®

While that particular correspondence seems bizarre, if not hi-
larious, a few contemporary scholars have seen similarities between
Swedenborgian thought and tantra. The idea that Swedenborg actu-
ally knew something about tantra, while far-fetched, is not beyond the
realm of possibility. Marsha Keith Schuchard has argued that Sweden-
borg could have learned about tantric yoga from Moravian missionar-
ies who traveled to India, China, Tibet, Tartary, and central Russia, and
from Moravian converts in the Malabar region of India, who traveled
to London and Holland. In London, Swedenborg and his Moravian as-
sociates studied Kabbalist forms of meditation, visualization, breath
control, and sexual yoga that were similar to tantric practices. His
posthumously published diaries describe these in detail.*

Citing Swedenborg’s Journal of Dreams and Conjugal Love, Jeffrey Kri-
pal of Rice University, a specialist in Western interpretations of Hindu
and Buddhist tantra, wrote that the seer understood divine influx to

be

intimately connected to the sexual powers, whose numinous energies
he attempted to sublimate into spiritual vision by meditating on the
Hebrew letters as male and female bodies, by regulating his breath,
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by arousing himself to erection without ejaculation through control
of the male cremaster muscle, and by something he called “genital
respiration.” Such techniques led to a kind of erotic trance in which
love itself (amor ipse) imploded into a nondual realization of itself and
suffused the entire body with a palpable bliss closely akin to the plea-
sures of sexual intercourse. *?

Because of strong anti-Semitism in Sweden, however, and because of
popular interest in Asia generated by the Swedish East India Company,
Schuchard suggested that Swedenborg gradually displaced Kabbalist
theories and practices “from Israel to Asia, which was considered a
more acceptable source of mysticism in contemporary Sweden.”*

Anders Hallengren has proposed that Swedenborg learned about
esoteric Buddhism from Swedish soldiers, who had been prisoners of
war in the Siberian and Tartar areas of Russia and returned to Sweden
in the 1720s. Among these were Swedenborg’s cousin Peter Schéen-
strom, an avid collector of manuscripts along the Silk Route, particu-
larly Mongolian religious texts. Other sources included the explorer
Philip Strahlenberg, whose travel journals Swedenborg mentions in his
Spiritual Diary, and a Russian historian and geographer whom Sweden-
borg met in Stockholm.** Although some Swedenborg specialists de-
bate theories about Swedenborgian-tantric connections, the evidence
is at least intriguing.

WARREN FELT EVANS

Another Swedenborgian who helped to popularize Buddhist ideas
and practices, particularly as they were refracted through the esoteri-
cism of Theosophy, was Warren Felt Evans (1817-1889). A Methodist
minister who left that denomination and was later ordained to the
New Church clergy, Evans is best known as the first philosopher of New
Thought. This religious-healing movement widely promoted Buddhist
and Hindu meditation practices in the United States, a century before
Asian missionaries began teaching Transcendental Meditation and za-
zen to Beats and hippies.* New Thought is a cousin of Christian Science,
but more religiously eclectic and very decentralized. Its basic premise
is that if one attunes oneself to God—or in Swedenborgian terms, opens
oneself to divine influx—then happiness, health, and prosperity will
naturally result.

From 1869 to 1886, Evans produced five books dealing with the rela-
tionship between mental states and health. He learned mental healing
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from a self-educated New England inventor and healer named Phineas
Parkhurst Quimby (1802-1866), whom Evans had met in 1863. Evans
went on to teach and practice mental healing for more than twenty
years in New Hampshire and the Boston area. As Beryl Satter observed,
“Every major historian of New Thought and Christian Science agrees
that Evans’ ideas profoundly shaped the New Thought Movement.””
He was the first to advocate the use of “affirmations”: positive state-
ments about the results one wants (or expects) to achieve.

Over time, New Thought diverged in two directions. One is more
church-oriented: the largest denominations today are the Church of
Religious Science; Unity, which reaches millions through a variety of
publications; Divine Science; the Foundation for Better Living; and the
Japanese group Seicho-no-Ie. Particularly during the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries, community-oriented New Thought
groups tended to be overwhelmingly female, and they were frequently
involved in social-justice and social-reform movements. During the
1920s and "30s, New Thought also influenced a number of community-
oriented black nationalist movements, such as Marcus Garvey’s United
Negro Improvement Association, the Moorish Science Temple, and the
Nation of Islam, as well as the interracial Peace Mission movement of
Father Divine.

The other strand of New Thought is individualist and tends to be fo-
cused on personal success and prosperity. It spreads primarily through
books, lectures, and workshops, and its chief spokespersons have been
white male authors. The most famous is Norman Vincent Peale, whose
book The Power of Positive Thinking spent three and a half years on the
New York Times bestseller list, and in 1955 sold more copies than any
book but the Bible. This strand of New Thought is also found in various
forms of New Age religion and in the prosperity gospel of some televi-
sion evangelists. Its premise is that we draw good or bad things to us
according to how we think. One recent example is the book and movie
titled The Secret, which describe the “Law of Attraction,” and have been
promoted by talk-show celebrities such as Oprah Winfrey, Larry King,
and Ellen DeGeneres. The book reached number one on the New York
Times and USA Today bestseller lists; currently more than 7.5 million
copies are in print.*

As part of his New Thought teaching, Warren Felt Evans strongly
recommended two meditative practices that were also promoted by
subsequent teachers in both strands of the movement: contempla-
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tion of the breath and one-pointed concentration. Evans’s discussions
of these practices appeared in print seven years before Buddhist and
Vedanta missionaries such as Anagarika Dharmapala and Swami Vive-
kananda spoke at the 1893 World’s Parliament of Religions and began
teaching meditation to white Americans in its wake. “Right thinking
and right breathing are the two things most essential to happiness and
health,” Evans wrote.” The rhythmic motion of inhaling and exhaling
reflects the

forward and backward movement of the pendulum, the ebb and flow
of the tides, the succession of day and night, the systolic and diastolic
action of the heart.... When we breathe in harmony with this move-
ment, we are well, and our individual life marches forward in exact
step with the tranquil life of nature; when our respiration is discor-

dant with it, our life-force is out of tune.*

In addition,

A very essential qualification for the practice of the mental-cure sys-
tem, is...the ability to fix our thought upon one thing and to banish all
other things from the mind. This state of mental concentration was
called in the Hindu metaphysics Ekagrata, that is, one-pointedness.
The attainment of that power was considered as an indispensable
condition of all philosophical speculation and religious development.
In order to obtain this abstraction from external things, and concen-
tration of thought, they repeated the holy syllable Om.... [T]he ability
to concentrate the mind upon one thing, is a natural endowment, but
can be cultivated by practice.”

A more relaxed form of meditation that Evans also recommended is
called “entering the Silence.” He wrote, “We must lay aside the toil-
ing oar and float in the current of the infinite Life.”* Both of these
practices were recommended by numerous subsequent New Thought
teachers and authors.”

In developing his philosophy of New Thought, Evans drew upon
many sources, including Swedenborg and Theosophy. He read wide-
ly and eclectically, and his fourth book, The Divine Law of Cure (1881),
indicates his interest in Buddhist and Hindu ideas. It includes pass-
ing reference to the Orientalist F. Max Miiller and to James Freeman
Clarke, a Unitarian minister who authored an early book of compara-
tive religion and became an important Western interpreter of Asian
religions. In this book Evans also articulated two themes that would
become key features of New Thought: that all religious traditions were
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valuable for their various efforts to heal maladies of the human soul,
and that sectarian creeds and fixed liturgies were completely unneces-
sary to spiritual healing. His next book, The Primitive Mind Cure (1884),
made numerous favorable references to Buddhism and Hindu Vedanta,
and show that Evans had read two important Theosophical texts—H.
P. Blavatsky’s Isis Unveiled (1877) and A. P. Sinnett’s Esoteric Buddhism
(1883)—as well as Oriental Christ (1869) by Protap Chunder Mozoomdar
(or Protap Chandra Majumdar), a leader of the Hindu reform move-
ment Brahmo Samaj and later a speaker at the World’s Parliament of
Religions.* Evans’s sixth book, Esoteric Christianity and Mental Thera-
peutics (1886), draws repeatedly upon Hindu and Buddhist ideas. Carl
T. Jackson characterizes it as reflecting “almost a conversion to the
Theosophical viewpoint, or better yet, a ‘Christian Theosophy,’ since
the Christian element remained quite central.”* In fact, in 1887 The
Theosophist published a favorable review of Evans’s book.*

In Esoteric Christianity, Evans cited the legendary biography of the
Buddha as providing a clue to the root cause of disease:

It is said of Gautama, who did for the East what Jesus, six hundred
years later, did more fully for the West, that he sought long and ear-
nestly, and with extreme ascetic mortifications, which proved of no
avail, for the cause of all human misery. At last the light from the
supreme heavens broke in upon him, and his mind became entirely
opened, “like the full-blown lotus-flower,” and he saw by an intuitive
flash of the supreme knowledge, that the secret of all the miseries of
mankind was ignorance; and the sovereign remedy for it was to dispel
ignorance and to become wise. If this is not the key that unlocks our
dungeon, it shows where the lock is to be found.”

Although he did not identify the source for his quotation, “like the full-
blown lotus-flower” is the exact phrase that Henry Steel Olcott used
to describe the Buddha’s enlightenment in his Buddhist Catechism, first
published in 1881.%

Evans, like his teacher Quimby, believed that disease resulted from
ignorance, or from erroneous thinking, and that wisdom about the
true nature of reality was the cure. As a Christian, he read the story of
Buddha’s awakening from ignorance in his own religious terms. “The
teaching of the Buddha is here identical with the principles of esoteric
Christianity,” Evans explained. Jesus taught that the root of suffering is
sin, which is “an error of the understanding, which may lead to wick-
edness in the life.”* That, in turn, leads to dis-ease of various kinds. Ev-
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ans explained other Buddhist concepts in terms of Christian doctrine,
as well:

The birth into the spiritual life is called Moksha and Nirvana, and is
that of which Jesus speaks, as entering into the kingdom of the heav-
ens, or the kingdom of God, a condition of spiritual development, or
education, that is attainable on earth, and not to be taught, as is usu-
ally done, as belonging exclusively to a future state.... Even Nirvana
is attainable on earth. The Buddha is represented as teaching that
“those who are free from all worldly desires enter Nirvana.” (Precepts
of the Dhammapada, v. 126.)®

His reference to “spiritual development” as “education” probably re-
flects a Swedenborgian belief in spiritual progression through process-
es of self-discipline and scholarship.

Evans also attributed to Swedenborg teachings that sound remark-
ably like Buddhist doctrines about dukkha. In discussing pain, Evans
wrote that we have three types of responses to our experiences: indif-
ference to neutral sensations, desire for pleasurable sensations, and
aversion to unpleasant sensations. Pain arises from desire and aver-
sion. The examples Evans gives for desire are thirst and hunger. In
Buddhist thought, positive, negative, and neutral responses to stimuli
are called vedana, “feeling,” which is one of the five skandhas.>* Accord-
ing to the second noble truth, the root cause of dukkha is tanha (Skt.
trsna), translated “thirst” or “craving.”

After his discussion of the roots of pain in craving and aversion,
Evans wrote, “Swedenborg defines pain to be a feeling of repugnance
arising from interior falses.”** The prescription: “If we can bring our-
selves to feel that pain is not an evil, but a good, and that all good is
desirable and delightful, and remove from our minds repugnance to
it, and replace it by a state of perfect patience and tranquil endurance,
the pain will subside and finally cease.””* While Buddhist doctrine re-
gards pleasant sensations as equally a source of dissatisfaction because
we become attached to them, it does regard equanimity as one of the
seven factors of enlightenment.> This passage does not provide any di-
rect evidence that Evans’s discussion was informed by actual Buddhist
sources, but the similarities are striking.

In the midst of a discussion about healing by the power of the Holy
Spirit, he wrote:

In the earlier [than Christianity] and purer philosophy of Buddhism

it was taught that the Akasa contained a permanent record of all that
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was ever thought, felt, said, or done. These are all preserved in that
universal principle as in “a book of life,” or living book. All our states
of thought and emotion exist in it, and can never have existence out-
side of it.”

Akasa, a term employed by Theosophists such as Blavatsky and Sinnett,
refers in Hindu philosophy to “space,” a subtle element pervading the
cosmos. In Buddhist thought, “space” is sometimes a simile for “empti-
ness” (Stinyatd).” Evans’s reference to the “book of life,” in which expe-
riences are stored, is reminiscent of the alaya vijfiana, or “storehouse
consciousness,” which contains the “seeds” (bija) of past experience
and is the source of all present and future experience, according to
Yogacara philosophy.

It seems unlikely that Evans actually had direct access to Yogacara
or other Mahayana literature; most of the Buddhist texts translated
into European languages during the latter nineteenth century were
Pali. Given his references to Blavatsky and Sinnett (and probably to
Olcott), Evans’s sources were most likely Theosophical, as the society
drew rather indiscriminately from both Mahayana and Theravada doc-
trines.

However, several other sources available by the time Evans wrote
Esoteric Christianity make more direct access to Buddhist literature at
least conceivable. These possibilities are more speculative, given the
documentary evidence, but seven volumes of The Sacred Books to the East
had made a number of Buddhist texts available in English by 1886,
and Edwin Arnold’s The Light of Asia, published in 1879, was extremely
popular at the time. Scholars such as Eugéne Burnouf (1801-1852), F.
Max Miiller (1823-1900), and others had translated several Sanskrit
Buddhist texts by 1886.* If Evans read French or German, he could
have had access to such scholarly material. Some information about
Chinese, Tibetan, and Japanese Buddhism was also available in Eng-
lish and other European languages. Evans was clearly well read and
had studied at Middlebury College and Dartmouth University.” In ad-
dition, some information about tantric Buddhism was available during
Evans’s time. Italian Jesuit missionaries had lived in Tibet and studied
Buddhism there as early as the eighteenth century, and various other
scholars had studied the tantric Buddhism present in Mongolia and
among the Kalmyks in Russia during the eighteenth and early nine-
teenth centuries.
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The only Buddhist text Evans cites directly in Esoteric Christianity is
the Dhammapada, so it is impossible to determine exactly how much he
knew about Buddhist thought. Given Evans’s references to Theosophi-
cal authors (whose writings were readily available in English) and his
interests in Mesmerism, psychic phenomena, Swedenborgianism, Kab-
balah, and other forms of esotericism, the Theosophical Society is his
most likely source. Whatever his sources, “his works undoubtedly en-
couraged New Thought readers to a more serious interest in the East-
ern message.”®

D.T. SUZUKI

Perhaps the single most important figure in shaping American
views of Buddhism, and another admirer of Swedenborg, is D. T. Su-
zuki (1870-1966). Albert Edmunds claimed credit for interesting D. T.
Suzuki in Swedenborg when the two met at Paul Carus’s Illinois home
in 1903.¢ By that time, however, Swedenborg had been known in Japan
for more than a decade. The Buddhist Ray, published from 1888 to 1895,
had Japanese subscribers, and excerpts from that journal were reprint-
ed in Japanese Buddhist magazines. In 1890, Hirai Kinza (1859-1916),
who later spoke at the World’s Parliament of Religions, published an
article about Swedenborg and Zen in a Japanese magazine, according
to Andrei Vashestov.* In 1893, the year of the Parliament, Vetterling’s
book Swedenborg the Buddhist was published in Japan. Two years later,
in the preface to the Japanese version of Paul Carus’s Gospel of Buddha,
Zen master Shaku Soen wrote that Swedenborg was well known in Ja-
pan. Suzuki was Soen’s student and translator, lived in Japan at the
time, and translated Soen’s Japanese preface into English.® Yoshinaga
Shin’ichi has written that “Suzuki must have read the Japanese Trans-
lation of Swedenborg the Buddhist before he went to the U.S.A, which
was in 1897.”% Suzuki acknowledged, however, that Edmunds had first
inspired him to read the Swedish seer directly.®

Suzuki translated four of Swedenborg’s books from English into
Japanese. In 1908, the Swedenborg Society of London invited Suzuki
there to translate Heaven and Hell, which it published in 1910. That
same year, Suzuki served as a vice president for the International Swe-
denborg Congress in London.* In 1914 and 1915, Suzuki translated
The New Jerusalem and Its Heavenly Doctrine, Divine Love and Wisdom, and
Divine Providence. He also wrote an overview of Swedenborg’s life and
work—Suedenborugu—which in English translation is titled Swedenborg,
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Buddha of the North, an epithet taken from the 1833 novel Louis Lambert,
by Honoré de Balzac.”

In 1924, Suzuki contributed an essay to The Eastern Buddhist, the
journal he founded, exploring affinities between Swedenborgian the-
ology and Shingon and Pure Land forms of Buddhism. It was titled
“Swedenborg’s View of Heaven and Other-Power.”s® These two essays
clearly indicate that Suzuki was familiar with several other books and
pamphlets by Swedenborg, both scientific and theological, and that he
had seen additional, unpublished manuscripts. After 1924, Suzuki made
scattered references to Swedenborg in various books and essays.”

In Suedenborugu, Suzuki presented Swedenborg as an exemplar: a
man whose work combined both science and religion, who was both
practical and mystical, who lived simply despite considerable wealth,
and who “was childlike and innocent in all matters, with the air of a
transcendent mystic who had escaped defilement.”” His description of
the Swede reminds one of the ancient masters idealized in Zen litera-
ture:

He is a likable old man, with an aura of renunciation flowing from his
brow. Even though his physical body cannot be disentangled from
the troubles of this defiled world, his mind’s eye is always filled with
the mysteries of heaven. As he walks through the mist, a wonderful
joy seems to well up and play beneath his feet. If someone asks the old
man about such things as the way of heaven, like a mountain stream
that is never exhausted, he patiently and repeatedly expounds it....
Listeners are shocked, their minds probably bewildered. Neverthe-
less, he coolly regards these things as if they were daily fare.”

Suzuki even said Swedenborg had “realized his true nature.””” In
the Eastern Buddhist, Suzuki drew several parallels between Sweden-
borgian and Buddhist teachings. For example, Swedenborg’s most fa-
mous doctrine is that phenomena in the material world correspond to
phenomena in the spiritual world, and one who can “read” this world
correctly can discern corresponding divine truths. Suzuki likened this
correspondence to the Mahayana teaching of emptiness, in which the
world of samsara, correctly perceived, is nirvana. He also compared
it to the Shingon practice of mudrdas, in which one identifies with the
qualities of various buddhas by visualizing them and adopting their
characteristic gestures. Suzuki compared Swedenborg’s notion of in-
nocence with the Pure Land teaching that one must utterly relinquish
self-power, and with the disdain for scholasticism found in some Zen
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rhetoric.” Suzuki identified Swedenborg’s teaching on free will with
the Buddhist doctrine of karma: in other words, that we are respon-
sible for the consequences of our choices for good or evil. However
problematic Suzuki’s interpretations of Buddhism—and of Sweden-
borg—may be to contemporary scholars, for Westerners he was, and is,
widely regarded as an expert, and extremely influential.

Because he was both an accomplished scientist and a religious vi-
sionary, Swedenborg appealed to people interested in esotericism and
mysticism, and to those seeking to bridge religion and science. Like-
wise, Buddhism appealed to people seeking “scientific religion,” and
to those seeking secret wisdom and contact with spirits. Both Sweden-
borgianism and Buddhism were very important resources for Theoso-
phy. Although it was tainted by allegations of fraud, the Theosophi-
cal Society was for many decades a major interpreter and promoter
of Buddhism in the modern period, and it also played important roles
in the Buddhist revivals of Sri Lanka and Japan.™ All three traditions—
Swedenborgianism, Buddhism, and Theosophy—clearly influenced Ed-
munds, Vetterling, Evans, and Suzuki.

CONCLUSION

Why does all this matter? There are at least three reasons. First,
these connections suggest that scholars of American religions could
pay much more attention to the ways that Western esotericism—in
such forms as Swedenborgianism and Theosophy—have influenced
religion, culture, and intellectual history in Europe and the United
States over the past two centuries. Catherine Albanese’s recent study
of American metaphysical religions, A Republic of Mind and Spirit, which
received an American Academy of Religion award in 2007, makes clear
that metaphysical traditions in the United States merit far more study
than they have received thus far. This very important book pays rela-
tively little attention to Buddhism, however. Its discussion of what Al-
banese calls “metaphysical Asia” could benefit from additional input
by scholars in various sub-fields of Buddhist studies.

Second, this study suggests that scholars of Buddhism might find
fruitful avenues of research by exploring the roles that Western esoter-
icism played in the development of both Asian and American Buddhist
thought during the nineteenth century. With very few exceptions, this
is an aspect of modern Buddhist history that has been largely over-
looked. This may be due in part to the ways that Theosophy was dis-
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credited by various frauds, scandals, and schisms. It may also have to
do with the ways that the psychic phenomena central to Swedenbor-
gianism, Theosophy, Spiritualism, and mental healing became medi-
calized in the early twentieth century.

During the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, many
people who were interested in these metaphysical movements be-
lieved that accounts of clairvoyance provided scientific proof that the
soul or consciousness functioned independently of the body, and that
the spirits of the dead could communicate with the living.” Over time,
however, the religious dimensions of psychic phenomena were sup-
planted by medical discourses, which explained these phenomena in
more strictly neurological or psychological terms.

The Scottish physician James Braid coined the term “hypnosis” in
1842 to describe the trance-states he induced in his patients and to
dissociate his method from the antics of spirit-mediums and traveling
showmen, who were demonstrating clairvoyance to eager audiences
throughout Europe and the United States.” Pierre Janet (1859-1947)
studied hypnotic amnesia and formulated an early theory of dissocia-
tion and double consciousness as part of his widely publicized treat-
ment for “hysteria.” William James (1842-1910) drew upon Janet’s ideas
in his discussions of the subconscious mind, and Sigmund Freud (1856~
1939) practiced hypnosis before developing his theory of subconscious
repression and the “talking cure.””” Thus, the religious discourses of
Swedenborgianism, Theosophy, Spiritualism, and New Thought were
appropriated by the discourses of orthodox medicine and psychology.

Similarly, Theosophical interpretations of Buddhism have given
way to psychological interpretations in Western Buddhism. Robert
Sharf, among others, has described and critiqued the ways that Bud-
dhist practices such as merit-making and devotionalism have been
obscured and minimized by modernist psychological interpretations,
which focus instead on individual meditative experience.”® These psy-
chological interpretations are not necessarily bad, he has argued, but
they can truncate one’s understanding of Buddhist tradition, particu-
larly of its communal and cultural dimensions. Efforts to uncover the
esotericism underlying modern interpretations of Buddhism may help
us to see aspects of Buddhist history that these primarily psychologi-
cal interpretations have thus far obscured. As Richard Payne points
out elsewhere in this issue, such efforts also can shed light on political
issues ranging far beyond the academic discipline of Buddhist studies,
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such as the role of fascism in spreading the ideology of Perennialism—
the notion that all religions share a common core.

Finally, explorations of these largely overlooked histories can
highlight the need for interdisciplinary research and a broad historical
perspective. Historians of religion can only see certain relationships
and lines of influence if we cast a wide gaze across the boundaries of
multiple countries, cultures, religious traditions, and academic disci-
plines. This brief study, for example, has drawn upon histories of meta-
physical religion in Europe and the United States, histories of modern
Buddhism in Asia and the United States, and histories of medicine and
psychology. Such interdisciplinary approaches can reveal connections
between things that may at first seem to be completely unrelated: Swe-
denborg and Buddhism, for example. This has been one modest effort
to contribute to a broader view.
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