From the Absolute to the Individual:  Person and Pre-Mortal Existence in Boehme, Schelling, and Howison
When Souls Had Wings

Terryl Givens begins his excellent history of the idea of pre-mortal existence with quotations from Thomas Moore, Plato, and Origen, all statements of the Platonic concern of the eternal soul’s fall from a perfection into in imperfect material body.  Along the way we meet thinkers in the Platonic tradition like Philo, Treherne, and Henry Moore who posit a positive fall in which the soul is perfected through the experience of embodiment in matter.  Givens shows, the majority tradition in the history of doctrines of the pre-mortal existence of human souls has been Platonic; in the sense that the soul itself participates in the eternal that is beyond time.

When Souls Had Wings: Pre-Mortal Existence in Western Thought is an impressive accomplishment.  It relates the history of an idea that has been largely neglected over years of scholarship.  In the tradition of Aruthus Lovejoy’s The Great Chain of Being, it covers 4000 years of preexistence concepts through a vast array of thinkers, writers, religious mystics, and prophets.  
This paper is not a critique of what Givens has accomplished, rather, it is an exploration of other avenues of thought which add to our understanding of non-orthodox Christian conceptions of the preexistence.  I will disagree with Givens’ readings particularly of Boehme and Schelling.  When Givens Platonizes their thought, he folds them into the larger tradition of preexistence in which the preexisting human soul falls into time from timeless eternity, and where God, in His perfection, is exempt from the trials of change and evolution.  Boehme and Schelling actually provide us with a different interpretation of the preexistence that is not present in the Platonic strain of preexistence ideas that hold center stage in When Souls Had Wings. 

This heterodox tradition originates with the seventeenth century mystic Jacob Boehme who offered a different conception of the doctrine of preexistence that is anti-Platonic and anti-ontological.  It is anti-ontological, or me-ontological because in this tradition freedom precedes Being.  In creation, which is ongoing, both God and humanity come to be, moving from chaos to order.  This tradition differs in significant ways from the Neo-Platonic Christian ideal of preexistence that is essential to Origen and also almost every one who follows the Gnostic strains that emerge again and again over the doctrine’s 2,500 year history since Plato.  The heterodox tradition Boehme conceives abandons traditional notions of perfection.  Where Plato sees the world as the dim material reflection of timeless perfect eternity, Boehme and Schelling see a God creating Him/Herself in relation to the world.  While the Platonic thinkers Philo, Origen, Treherne, Henry Moore, and Anne Conway tell a positive story of the fall and see the perfection of humanity through its pilgrimage in the world, Boehme and Schelling also include God in this pilgrimage. 
Preexistence and the Problem of Theodicy

Preexistence has been used as a means to deal with the problem of evil and suffering.   It has sometimes been used like classical Hindu theories of karma to explain why some of our brothers and sisters sit in the dark part of the picture.  In The Laws of Manu, using the concept of reincarnation instruct us that if a person of the highest caste, a Brahman, were to fall “from his duty” he would become “an Ulkamukha Preta (comet mouth ghost), who “feeds on what has been vomited.”  Or a Kshatriya would become a “Kataputana (false stinking Ghost), who eats impure substances and corpses.”   A Vaisya would become “Maitrakshagyotika Preta (sees by an eye in its anus), who feeds on pus”, and a fallen Sudra, would in the next life, be transformed into “Kailasaka (Preta who feeds on moths).
  Therefore, if you were ever to meet a pus eating ghost that sees out it’s anus, you would know that he was responsible for his plight because of the his actions in a previous life.  The same can be said of the powerful, or the holy, as well as the wretched.

 
Early Christians used preexistence to answer questions about inequality: to justify gross inequality in the distribution of goods and bads, joy and pain in the world since the fall.  Origen most clearly laid out the doctrine of pre-mortal existence for Christians in the third century. Origen was able to take the Platonic philosophical traditions already Christianized over two centuries and elucidate a Christian Neo-Platonic vision of God’s creation that included the eternity of souls in God, the ex nihilo creation of the world, the fall from perfect unity, and the eventual return to harmony with the One God. Givens quotes Aneas of Gaza who lays out the argument that the preexistence of souls explains injustices:
If we deny the preexistence of souls, how is it possible for the wicked to prosper and for the righteous ones to live in idle circumstances?  How can one accept the fact that people are born blind or that some die immediately after they are born, while others reach a very old age.
 
In Aneas’ day the doctrine of preexistence was in retreat.  The key opponent of preexistence was Augustine.  After many years of considering the problem of suffering Augustine came to an aesthetic solution to the problem of evil.  He asserts that after a long struggle the faithful will receive a vision of the beauty the whole of creation which will answer all questions about the seeming injustices of this world:
. . . to us is promised a vision of beauty--the beauty of whose imitation all other things are beautiful, and  by comparison which all other things are unsightly”  whosoever will have glimpsed this beauty--and he will see it, who lives well, prays well, studies well--how will it ever trouble him why one man, desiring to have children, has them not, while another man casts out his own offspring as being unduly numerous; why one man hates children before they are born, and  another man loves them after birth, or how it is not absurd that nothing will come to pass which is not with God--and therefore it is inevitable that all things come into being in accordance with order--and nevertheless God is not petitioned in vain?

It sounds almost like a direct reply to the Aneas’ argument for the doctrine.  According to Augustine if we study well, and pray well we will have a vision of beauty that will answer all our questions about why one man is born blind, or why another desire children but has none, where another who wants no children has many.  In short not only our concerns about the horrible suffering of creatures but those about the terrible and unjust distribution of that suffering will vanish, swallowed up in the vision of God.

Augustine’s aesthetic solution to the problem of suffering is based on a Christian Platonist view of being and its ultimate perfection.  Plato’s notion of perfection is presented in his discourse on love and beauty in The Symposium:
But what if a man had eyes to see the true beauty--the divine beauty, I mean pure and clear and unalloyed, not clogged with the pollutions of mortality and all the colors and vanities of human life--thither looking, and holding converse with the true beauty simple and divine?  Remember how in that communion only, beholding beauty with the eye of the mind, he will be enabled to bring forth, not images of beauty, but realities for he has hold not of an image but of a reality, and bringing forth and nourishing true virtue to become the friend of God and be immortal, if mortal man may.

Here is eternity with no risk and no attachment to a particular, finite person.  The philosopher, as he moves toward the love of perfect beauty, loves that fair youth for the eternal form of beauty imprinted in him, and loves not the youth himself.  One moves to the appreciation of the eternal, unchanging, form behind the changing, physical body: to an appreciation of the eternal form represented in the character of the individual.  Finally, the lover of wisdom looks past all finite forms to contemplate the eternal One.  Plato’s desire is for the eternal absolute purity beyond individuals, not ‘clogged with the pollutions of mortality.”   One loves nothing but the ideal untouched by the world and the world is only real so far as it participates in the ideal. Here we don’t love another as an individual but for the eternal within them. We escape the pollutions of mortality in the immaculate beauty of eternity.  

This Platonic conception of the ideal is Augustine’s aesthetic solution to the problem of evil.  God who sees the whole outside of time and space sees that it is all good, the light and the darkness together complete the beauty of the composition.  “We are like people ignorant of painting who complain that the colours are not beautiful everywhere in the picture: but the Artist has laid on the appropriate tint to every spot.”
  Where Augustine does allow for the existence darkness in the picture like Plato we only see the perfection of the whole when we rise to the perspective of the unchanging eternity.  From God’s point of view, the point of view of eternity, there is no such thing as evil. Suffering is an illusion of this world of shadows.  When we obtain this vision we will see that just as a beautiful painting must contain contrasts of light and darkness so must Gods masterwork, the creation.


No earthly love can compare with the glories of the perfect heavenly realm.   Dante at the end of his journey arrives in paradise and is greeted by his earthly love Beatrice but when he gets to the highest point in paradise he turns from her as she turns from him and contemplates the perfect beauty of God.  Dante, enraptured by the beatific vision proclaims:  “O light eternal, who alone abidest in Thyself, alone knowest Thyself, and, known to Thyself and knowing, lovest and smilest on Thyself!”
  

In his epilogue Givens cites Elizabeth Clark’s final lines from her The Origenist Controversy approvingly that move away from Origen to Augustine ensured the supremacy “of a Christian theology whose central concerns were human sinfulness, not human potentiality; divine determination, not human freedom and responsibility; God’s mystery, not God’s justice.”
  Origen was the champion of the doctrine of pre-mortal existence in the ancient world, he is also the champion of universalism, that all of God’s creation, including the rebellious Lucifer, will return to the final cosmic harmony of the eternal vision of God.  Givens and Clark both see Augustine’s and Western Christianity’s rejection of Origen’s doctrines detrimental to beliefs in justice, responsibility, and freedom in the Christian tradition. The question is just how superior is Origen’s vision to Augustine’s since both not only retain a commitment to creation ex nihilo but in addition a commitment to Platonic notion of perfection.  True in Origen’s version we have a much nicer end, no justification of hell, and everyone ultimately gets back to heaven, even Satan and Ivan Karamazov, whether they want to or not because the divine harmony is irresistible?  But ultimately the whole of human history adds nothing to being itself.  It is what it is from eternity.
Heterodox Personalism:  Boehme, Schelling, and Non-Platonist Pre-Existence
Givens sees the most important influence on Boehme as Neo-Platonism and this may be so in some respects, but Jacob Boehme moves away from Platonic notions of the divine perfection.
  One of Givens’ key sources for Boehme interpretation is Nicholas Berdyaev’s essay on Boehme that was the introduction to Boehme’s key work on creation Mysterium Magnum.  Berdyaev interpreted Boehme’s seminal doctrine of the Ungrund  as the pre-ontological abyss.  It is prior being and also not a perfection at the basis of the universe but rather chaos as primordial freedom the source of the possibility of good and evil.
The mysterious teaching of Boehme about the Ungrund, about the abyss, without foundation, dark and irrational, prior to being, is an attempt to provide and answer to the basic question of all questions, the question concerning the origin of the world and the arising of evil.  The whole teaching of Boehme about the Ungrund is so interwoven with the teaching concerning freedom, that it is impossible to separate them, for this is all part and parcel of the same teaching.  And I am inclined to interpret the Ungrund as a primordial freedom. . . indeterminate even by God. 

This shows Boehme’s and Berdyaev’s understanding of the primordial abyss, that is the source of being to be what Berdyaev calls primordial freedom.  This is a break with Neo-Platonism which sees its one as Being itself, absolute and perfect.  Where here the abyss is the chaos of freedom that is not yet being, there are no forms independent of the chaos rather they also emerge.  Both Platonism and Neo-Platonism in all their forms seek to return to the perfection of pre-existing Being. The Christians Origen and Augustine do this as well.  For Origen it is the Harmony of creation before the fall of all the pre-existing beings in perfect Being, in eternity.  For Augustine, though he rejects the pre-mortal existence, he still argues for a Platonic return to the pre-lapsarian state.  The universe is perfect as God creates it. Human and demonic “freedom” are what destroy its perfection.
   For Boehme and Berdyaev, on the other hand, the abyss, the Ungrund, is only the chaotic freedom that is logically prior to creation, the desire for creation, the desire of no-thing to become something.  This is radically different enough from Christian neo-Platonism but they add to this a second and even more radical element.  This kind of chaos, this non-rational given is also in God, thus God too must develop, must evolve. It reflects a movement from the unity of the primal chaos before God’s creative acts, to an alienated conflictual multiplicity of this world, and finally a freely chosen conscious unity in multiplicity or sociality of love in both this world and the world to come.  The problem with the eternal bliss of the One is that it is dead. Thus it may be unified but it is not something to which one would want to return. One finds joy in the relation with others in sociality that only comes after the fall.  
For Boehme God as the Eternal One, as the Absolute, is nothing.  Without the creature, without nature, without real others there is no determination about God, there is nothing to say about God. God is not will, not body, not space.  One could say that God is not even God but rather the absolute, the groundless, the Ungrund.   If one called such a being perfect it would have to be the perfection of perfect vagueness, perfectly boring, perfectly empty. For God to “be,” to become actual, requires determination, finitude.  God’s infinity is possibility but it is also vagueness.   This boring oneness is, of course, also bliss.   “God, in Himself is neither being nor becoming, He is absolutely nothing, He is not even kind or cruel, not good or evil.”
  Boehme writes that the only name that can be given to it is the Absolute, The Ungrund, the abyss without bottom. An abyss in which one can find neither foundation or a reason for things.  This absolute beginning, absolute unity is not something to which we would wish to return.
  The beginning is pure undetermined will; this gives Boehme’s thinking a voluntaristic character new in Western thought.


Givens misses that important point made by that other great historian of ideas Arthur O. Lovejoy.  In his conclusion to The Great Chain of Being Lovejoy claims Schelling’s presents an evolutionary theology that at last turned the Platonic scheme of the universe upside down.
   It is a view in which even God is affected by time and relation and in which even the Ideal Person develops, “is alive.”  This notion militates against the “devolutionist” metaphysics of Plato and Plotinus that is Christianized by Augustine and Origen.
  
Lovejoy refers to this difference placing it in the controversy fought out by Jacobi and Schelling in 1812 when Jacobi, Schelling’s one time inspiration, became his sharp adversary.  Jacobi reacted against Schelling’s evolutionary ideal of the person and God arguing that the creator was perfect and could not evolve.
  This evoked an impassioned and angry response from Schelling who claimed that if one held that the more perfected pre-existed eternally as pure act and not as potential then why would it have created a world with all its suffering and frustration in the first place. 

. . . is difficult for many reasons, but first of all for the very simple one that, if it were in actual possession of the highest perfection [or completeness], it would have had no reason (Grund) for the creation and production of so many other things, through which it—being incapable of attaining a higher degree of perfection—could only fall to a lower one.

Schelling continues that God is not what God was at the beginning.  God as the Omega is more than God as Alpha.  

I posit God as the first and the last, as the Alpha and the Omega; but as Alpha he is not what he is as Omega, and in so far as he is only the one—God ‘in an eminent sense’ – he can not be the other God, in the same sense, or, in strictness, be called God.  For in that case, let it be expressly said, the unevolved (unentfaltete) God, Deus implicitus, would already be what as Omega, the Deus explcitus is.

Schelling followed Boehme in the important idea that God had to be a person.  He goes as far to say that we must think of God in anthropomorphic terms.  The is a crucial difference between Boehme and Schelling on the one hand and the Platonists like Origin on the other, and even other herterodox Christian as for example the Gnostics.  Boehme  and Schelling see an evolution in God and that this an advance away from the primal One, the absolute unity.  Boehme’s key intuition is that God is a person.
   To be a person is to be in some sense finite, to be limited by and related to another and that this is an improvement on the unity of oneness.  Thus God must be related other beings like Him/Her.

Schelling made this movement from the egoistic bliss of the vague to plurality and love into a general metaphysical principle. Schelling’s analysis of the birth of God as the ideal person begins with the break from the general, from the absolute.  God moves from the ground to existence from the chaos of possibility to actuality.  These are Schelling’ s two dialectical opposites, ground and existence.  They are a desire for  expression as individuality but also the need for community.  The move to actuality, to existing in the world, is also the positing of limitation and finitude which essential to personality.  One is limited by the other and the existence of the other is what creates the possibility of love.

But the groundless divides itself into the two equally eternal beginnings only in order that the two which could not be in it as groundless at the same time or there be one, should become one through love; that is, it divides itself only that there may be life and love and personal existence.


God can only reveal Her/Himself in creatures who resemble Her/Him, in free, self-activating beings for whose existence there is no reason save God, but who are as God is.
 Thus things once created are alive in themselves, Schelling claims they have the divinity in them.  Schelling’s line “He speaks, and they are there” is interesting from what he has said about God’s self-revelation.  To speak is to speak to another.  God requires humanity.

George Holmes Howison:  Pre-Mortal Existence as Choice

But what kind of picture of God does this give us.  If God is involved in the moral struggle should we be suspicious of God afraid that God may “break bad.”  Givens notes that one of the odd aspects of Kant’s theory of our disposition for good or evil is that that we are the authors of it but “outside of time.”

To have a good or evil disposition as an inborn natural constitution does not here mean that it has not been acquired by the man who harbors it, that he is not the author of it, but rather, that it has not been acquired in time. . . Yet this disposition itself must have been adopted by free choice other wise it could not be imputed.
 

What could this mean a free choice not made in time that sums up the meaning of one’s life?  Schelling and Berdyaev make similar statements that the meaning of our existence is a choice taken outside of history, what Berdyaev calls “existential” opposed to “historical time.”  The American Personalist philosopher and committed Kantian, George Holmes Howison can help us here in relation to the doctrine of pre-existence because he speaks about it explicitly.  Howison taught philosophy at the University of California at the turn of the 20th century.  One of his students and philosophical disciples was the Mormon philosopher William H. Chamberlin.  Howison claimed that reviews claimed that his 1901 magnum opus The Limits of Evolution was misunderstood by a reviewer for the New York Times.  In an appendix to entitled “The System Not The Theory of Preexistence”  Howison attempts to dodge the charge that he description of reality which is a sort of divine democracy between eternal persons, us, and the ideal eternal person, God didn’t presuppose pre-existence.  The Times reviewer’s “mistake,” and Howison admitted this, seemed quite comprehensible given statements like the following about Howison’s idea of God.  “These many minds form the eternal “unconditionally real” world. They constitute the ‘City of God.’”
  But Howison claimed that eternal persons meant the logical priority of choice, or freedom, in the creation of the self, not a temporal one.
  But what does he mean by this?  One way to think about it, and this notion emerges over and over after Kant’s idea of chosen predisposition, in Schelling’s choice for good and evil, in Kierkegaard’s existential choice, Berdyaev’s existential time or in Martin Buber’s nicely phrased “choice at the point of our being.”   It is to prioritize freedom, to place it outside of the causal stream of historical time.  So our life and all our choices come down to one great choice which is whether choose relation to the other and existence, remain on the fence which is still a choice, or to choose narcissistic choice of the self alone, opposed to all others. The first was Christ’s choice that determined the meaning of his entire life and last was Lucifer’s.  One might say it is the sum of all our choices.  It’s not yet clear for you and I but when we look back from the judgment we will come to know ourselves for who we are.  Thus the Ungrund, the pre-mortal existence under this idea is a primal indifference and we need to choose to be.  Slavoj Zizek explains this choice by saying that for Schelling human persons, like God, have to disengage themselves from the primal indifference. 

Man’s act of decision, his step from the pure potentiality essentiality of a will which wants nothing to an actual will, is therefore a repetition of God’s act: in a primordial act, God Himself had to ‘choose Himself’.  His eternal character - to contract existence, to reveal Himself.  In the same sense in which history is man’s ordeal – the terrain in which humanity has to probe its creativity, to actualize its potential – nature itself is God’s ordeal, the terrain in which He has to disclose Himself, to put His creativity to the test.

The innocence of the preexistent state is also a moment of complete boredom, it is the meaningless changelessness of an eternity without a decision.
   It is as if Dante when he finally arrived at the beatific vision of God as changeless perfect eternity had really not made it to heaven but found himself frozen in hell with Satan.  Perfection demanded he keep looking at Beatrice, and not only a Beatrice but all those other beings, that he take a decision to love others, not just divine perfect beauty.  
Thus the idea of Pre-existence may give a response to the problem of evil and suffering but not the Platonic one of a perfect harmony from which we’ve fallen to which we wish to return.  We live in a universe that is open, chaotic, and free.  Such freedom is tied to tragedy because both through human choice and because of the chaotic nature of reality.  But eschatologically the possibility overcoming the chaos is real.  
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