THE IDEA OF PRE-EXISTENCE IN THE
DEVELOPMENT OF MORMON
THOUGHT

BLAKE OSTLER

THE MORMON BELIEF that the individual spirit of man existed in the presence
of God before the creation of the world is unique in modern Christianity.
Mormons have rejected the Creator/creature dichotomy of Patristic theology
and its logical correlaries, creatio ex nihilo and the idea of God as a single,
infinite Absolute. Mormons consider man one of the given entities of the
universe, the necessary, self-existing offspring of God and therefore of the
same ultimate nature as God—uncreate and capable of eternal progression.
Man, as necessary being, could not not exist; his primal self is not created
and cannot be. Nevertheless, the history of the idea of pre-existence in Mor-
mon thought is one of varying interpretation, of refinement and controversy.
The controversy stems largely from the inherent tension in a finitistic theology
from an earlier period of absolutist preconceptions. Nowhere is this tension
more evident in Mormonism than in its doctrine of pre-existence.

Absolutist Preconceptions: 1830—-1835.

The doctrine encountered by the earliest Mormon converts was not a
significant departure from the Catholic/Protestant view of the day which
stressed the Creator/creature dichotomy and a single, infinite and absolute
God. The doctrine of pre-existence of souls had not been a part of Christian
thought since 543 A.D. when that doctrine was declared “anathema” by a
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council at Constantinople, due in great part to the influence of Greek thought
on Christian ideas of God and man.! The earliest publications of the Mormon
Church defined God in terms borrowed from orthodox Trinitarianism as the
metaphysical basis of all contingent existence manifesting himself in the
person of Jesus Christ.2 From the very beginning, the Mormon view of man,
which like the Methodist stressed man’s free will and consequent moral
responsibility, was more positive than the then prevalent Calvinistic position
of absolute predestination and salvation by grace. Yet, the Pauline/Augustin-
ian doctrine of the depravity of the natural man was supported in the Book
of Mormon by Alma and Mosiah, and throughout the Book of Mormon man
is viewed as a creature of God.3 The Creator/creature dichotomy was accepted
without revision by early Mormon commentators, as shown by a philosoph-
ical rejoinder in the Evening and Morning Star of October 1832 in language
reminiscent of Patristic theologians: “’the annihilation of a being that subsists
requireth an act of power similar to that which gave it existence at first. . . .
The Creator, who having created our souls at first by an act of His will can
either eternally preserve them or absolutely annihilate them.”4 Thus, man
was merely a contingent being created from non-being and could lapse into
non-being once again if God willed it. Warren Cowdery’s letter in the May
1835 Messenger and Advocate echoed a similar belief: “Man is dependent on
the great first cause and is constantly upheld by Him, therefore justly ame-
nable to Him."”s

The metaphysical foundations of Mormonism before 1835 were incom-
patible with the radical pluralism inherent in the idea of man’s necessary
existence. Although several scriptural *‘proof-texts” originating from this era
are now cited to support the doctrine of man’s pre-existence, the earliest
converts seem to have been altogether unaware of the doctrine.In the absence
of the clarifications of the Nauvoo era, it is to be expected that the saints
assumed the usage and meaning pervading the theological concepts of the
day and established by nearly fifteen centuries of absolutist elucidation. For
example, the word “create” assumed creatio ex nihilo, the term “intelligence”
implied a knowledge of truth rather than self-existing entity, and the term
“spirit” did not connote a quasi-material substance.” However, the Joseph
Smith translation of the Bible completed in 1833 and a revelation received in
May of 1833 (now known as D&C 93), indicate that Joseph understood a
concept of “ideal pre-existence,” that is, existence which is expressed in
terms of God’s foreknowledge (ontologically mind-dependent).® The May
1833 revelation stated:

Ye were in the beginning with the Father; that which is Spirit, even
the Spirit of truth, and truth is knowledge of things as they are, and as
theﬁ were, and as they are to come . . . . Man was also in the beginning
with God. Intelligence, or the light of truth, was not created or made,
neither indeed can be.®

This statement, coupled with the declaration of the new translation that all
things were created spiritually before their manifestation on earth, suggests
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that man pre-existed “ideally”” as a particular of the necessary and all-encom-
passing truth entertained in God’s infinite foreknowledge.1® Such an inter-
pretation is consistent with the contemporary usage of the word “spiritual,”
implying only a conceptual or intellectual creation.!* The treatment of the first
chapter of Genesis as a “conceptual blue-print” formulated by God before
creation, was a popular means of resolving the seeming contradiction between
Genesis 1:26-27 and 2:4 as Joseph had done in the Book of Moses.?? Such a
doctrine was not foreign to the absolutist orientation of thought prevalent at
the time. For example, Georg Hegel, Joseph Smith’s contemporary, formu-
lated a philosophy known as Absolute Idealism in which persons were con-
sidered as differentiations of the Absolute Spirit (Geist) or the Truth of Totality
perceiving itself.13 Long before the philosophical Idealism prominent in the
early 1800’s, Gregory of Nyssa suggested that "“in the power of God’s fore-
knowledge . . . all the fullness of human nature had pre-existence (and to this
the prophetic writing bears witness, which says that God 'knoweth all things
before they are’), and in the creation of individuals . . . the heavenly view
was laid as their foundation in the original will of God.”"1#

Progressive Pluralism: 1835-1844.

Several facets of Mormon thought combined to develop a theological cli-
mate conducive to the idea of man’s necessary existence. First, as early as
1835 the persons of the Trinity were distinguished and, as a result, the
ultimate basis of existence was defined in pluralistic terms.!5 Second, Joseph
Smith began his work on the Book of Abraham concurrent with the study of
Hebrew in the School of the Prophets.'¢ Third, the idea that humans could
become gods allowed for the possibility that they were ultimately like God—
uncreated.!” Fourth, reality was bifurcated into two fundamental types of
matter: spiritual or “purified,” invisible matter and more coarse, visible
matter.’® As a result of this philosophical materialism, that which existed
spiritually or “ideally” also existed “really” (ontologically mind-indepen-
dent).

By 1839 Joseph Smith had publicly rejected the notion of creatio ex nihilo
and introduced his seemingly well developed concept of the necessary exis-
tence of man. He stated simply: “The Spirit of Man is not a created being; it
existed from Eternity and will exist to eternity. Anything created cannot be
eternal, and earth, water &c—all these had their existence in an elementary
state from Eternity.””*® To support the doctrine of the necessary existence of
man, Joseph often cited a statement of the earliest Christian neo-Platonists:
“That which has a beginning will surely have an end. . . . If the soul of man
had a beginning it will surely have an end.””?® While the Christian apologists
used such logic to oppose man’s necessary existence, Joseph affirmed man’s
eternal existence in both past and future. Ironically, both apologists and
Joseph Smith adopted identical statements to affirm diametrically opposed
views.
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Joseph elaborated upon the concept of man’s pre-mortal existence in the
years that followed. There can be little doubt that he intended the “real” pre-
existence of man’s primal self. In several discourses and in the Book of
Abraham, Joseph enumerated activities of pre-existent man that require
individual, self-conscious and autonomous entities. For instance, Joseph
stated of pre-mortal entities:

The first step in the salvation of men is the laws of eternal and self-
existent principles. Spirits are eternal. At the first organization in
heaven we were all present and saw the Savior chosen, and appointed,
and the plan of salvation made and we sanctioned it.2!

The Book of Abraham, published in March of 1842, clarified man’s self-
existent nature. According to the Book of Abraham, individuals existed from
eternity as “intelligences,”” and although unequal, they “have no beginning;
they existed before, they shall have no end, they shall exist after, for they are
gnolaum, or eternal.”?” The inherently unequal capacity of intelligences
implies that they were considered differentiated, individual and autonomous
entities from all eternity. In addition, the Book of Abraham detailed Abra-
ham’s vision of the pre-earth council—a vision remarkably like Abraham’s
vision in the Apocalypse of Abraham.?3

Joseph Smith’s concept of man culminated in April of 1844. In the King
Follett discourse, he presented a view of man unique to the Christian world
and rarely matched in the history of thought for its positive characterization
of man. Joseph was well aware of the wider philosophical implications of his
view, for he stated that the belief that man was created ex nihilo ““lessens the
character of man,”” while the doctrine of self-existent man was ““calculated to
exalt man.””24 He clarified his thought by multiplying descriptive nouns about
the part of man which necessarily exists:

We say that God himself is a self-existent God. Who told you so? It’s
correct enough, but how did it get into your heads? Who told you that
man did not exist in like manner upon the same principles? . . . . Man
existed in spirit; the mind of man—the intelligent part—is as immortal
as, and is coequal with, God himself.25

Joseph’s doctrine of the necessary existence of man and rejection of creatio
ex nihilo also had serious logical consequences for his concept of God. In
contrast to the absolute Being of traditional theology, classically described as
static, unconditioned and unrelated, Joseph taught that God was once as man
is, had actually become God and that He is conditioned by and related to the
uncreated quantities of reality. He also taught that men could become as God
and, as a logical corollary, he taught the plurality of gods. Joseph taught that
rather than Being itself, God is a being among beings. The necessary existence
of man and the ultimate structure and substance of reality imposed further
conditions upon the traditional omnipotence of God. Joseph taught that God
did not create these realities and that He could not have done so.
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Neo-Absolutism: 1845-1905.

Soon after the death of Joseph Smith, a concept of pre-existence became
prominent which was more congenial to absolutism. In this concept, only
diffuse “spirit element’’ was considered to be uncreated; autonomous indi-
vidual existence arose only after the organization of this eternal substance
into a spirit person. This concept was an outgrowth of the seeming paradox
between the doctrine emphasized by Brigham Young and popularized by
Eliza R. Snow’s poem, “O My Father,” that individuals are literally begotten
of divine parents and the affirmation of Joseph Smith that man, in an ele-
mentary state, is eternal.?¢ As a result, individual pre-existence was thought
to begin with literal spiritual birth, while before this birth only disorganized
spirit existed. Joseph Lee Robinson, an early convert and close associate of
both Joseph Smith and Brigham Young, reflected upon this paradox (if his
journal chronology is accurate) sometime in late 1845 while still in Nauvoo:

Some elders said that the prophet Joseph Smith should have said that
our spirits existed eternally with God, the question then arose, How
is God the Father of our spirits? . . . I inquired of several of the brethren
how that could be—a father and son and the son as old as the father.
There was not a person that could or that would even try to explain the
matter.?’

Robinson’s intuitions appear to have been accurate, for Joseph Smith
apparently had not taught that individual existence began at spirit birth.
Joseph did not envision a state of existence for individuals before their exis-
tence as spirits simply because spirits were uncreate and self-existent.28
Nevertheless, Robinson claims to have received a revelation solving the par-
adox of heavenly birth in the pre-existence. He understood

that all matter was eternal, that it never had a beginning and that it
should never have an end and that the spirits of all men were organized
of a pure material or matter upon the principles of male and female so
that there was a time when my immortal spirit as well as every other
man’s spirit that ever was born into the world—that is to say, there
was a moment when the spirit was organized or begotten or born so
that the spirit has a father and the material or matter, that our taber-
nacles are composed of is eternal.?®

Parely P. Pratt, a member of the Quorum of Apostles and close friend of
Joseph Smith, expressed his understanding that an individual intelligence
results from the organization of a more primitive spiritual element. In April
of 1853, Parley declared,

Organized intelligence. What are they made of? They are made of the
element which we call spirit. . . . Let a given quantity of this element,
thus endowed, or capacitated, be organized in the size and form of
man . . . what would we call this individual, organized portion of the
spiritual element? We would call it a spiritual body, an individual
intelligence, an agent endowed with life, with a degree of indepen-
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dence, or inherent will, with the powers of motion, of thought, and
with the attributes of moral, intellectual, and sympathetic affections
and emotions.3°

Perhaps the most able and thorough exposition of Mormonism’s unrefined
doctrine of pre-existence came from the pen of Orson Pratt, Parley’s younger
brother. Orson was the first to attempt a systematic exposition of Joseph
Smith’s thought. In 1853 Orson published The Seer, elaborating upon ideas
expressed in his 1849 “The Absurdities of Immaterialism” and in 1851 with
“The Great First Cause.” Building upon Joseph Smith’s modified materialism,
Pratt constructed an ultra-materialistic system reminiscent of the thought of
Gottfried Leibniz in which all matter necessarily existed in the form of ulti-
mately indivisible particles possessing a degree of inherent intelligence.3?
According to Pratt, ““each particle eternally existed prior to its organization;
each was enabled to perceive its own existence; each had the power of self-
motion, each would be an intelligent living being of itself. . . . In this inde-
pendent separate condition, it would be capable of being governed by laws,
adapted to the amount of knowledge and experience gained during its past
experience.”32 In the course of time, these eternal particle entities would be
“organized in the womb of the celestial female” thereby creating an individual
spirit body. Thus, through spiritual pregnancy and birth, existence began on
a new level. Orson stated that “’the particles that enter into the organization
of the infant spirit are placed in a new sphere of action . . . the particles
organized in an infant spirit can no longer act, or feel, or think as independent
individuals, but the law to control them in their new sphere requires them to
act, and feel, and think in union.”’3? In effect, each intelligence would be
analogous to a cell of a body which had its own existence but which formed
another individual on an aggregate level. Thus, individual identity was cre-
ated with spiritual birth, even though each intelligence or particle was
uncreated. Pratt called the inherent intelligence in these primeval particles
“’The Great First Cause.” He claimed that “while we are obliged to admit the
eternity of the substance and its capacities, on the other hand, we are com-
pelled to admit a beginning to the organizations of particles of this sub-
stance. . . . The present qualities of our minds are not eternal, but are the
results of the combinations of anterior qualities, which in their turn are again
the results of the exercise of the eternal capacities.”’34

Despite Pratt’s standing in the Quorum of Apostles, his views were almost
immediately censured by Brigham Young. In response to Young's general
criticism that some items in The Seer were not ‘Sound Doctrine,” Pratt
assumed that Young was referring to his concept of God’s attributes.3% In
reality, the conflict between Pratt and Young was a much more fundamental
dispute over absolutist and finitist theologies. Although Pratt’s idea of eter-
nal, individual particles seemingly implied a materialistic pluralism, Pratt
interpreted his doctrine as a Monistic Absolutism and proposed a pantheistic
concept of God-—a concept which identifies God with whatever is real. Pratt
explained to Young in a letter:
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I have argued that . . . . the Unity, Eternity and of the attributes, such
as “the fullness of Truth,” light, love, wisdom & knowledge, dwelling
in countless numbers of tabernacles in numberless worlds; and that
the oneness of these attributes is what is called in both ancient and
modern revelations, the One God besides whom there is none other
God neither before Him neither shall there be after Him. I have still
argued that the Plurality of God only had reference to the number of
persons or tabernacles wherein this one God, or in other words, the
fullness of these attributes dwells.36

In the ensuing years President Young opposed Orson Pratt’s concept of
God and rejected the implications of his opinions on pre-existence. The crux
of the conflict was Young’s criticism that Pratt worshipped the attributes of
Absolute Being rather than God the person, while in turn, Pratt rejected
Young's ultra-personalistic view of God as an exalted man forever becoming
greater in dominion and knowledge.3? Another issue of contention was the
extent of God’s omniscience. Pratt asserted that the scriptures taught that
God was perfect and, if perfect in knowledge, could not progress in knowl-
edge.3® Brigham Young, on the other hand, claimed that God could progress
in knowledge because the body of truth is infinite and cannot be fully encom-
passed; otherwise, eternity would be limited—a contradiction.?® Pratt’s
notion of God, however, was merely a logical corollary of his idea of pre-
existent particles. In Pratt’s interpretation of God’s attributes, the idea that
all beings, including the Father and the Son, were the result of intelligent
particles meant that the sum of their individual parts comprised the Intelli-
gence of God, or the essence of Diety which we should worship.4® In 1856
Pratt taught,

Each part of this substance is all-wise and all-powerful, possessing the
same knowledge and truth. The essence can be divided like other
matter, but the truth that each possesses is one truth, and isindivisible;
and because of the oneness of the quality, all these parts are called
ONE God. There is a plurality of substance, but a unity of quality; and
it is this unity which constitutes the one God we worship. When we
worship the Father, we do not worship merely his substance, but we
worship the attributes of that substance.*! (emphasis in original)

The conflict between Pratt and Young resulted in an official denunciation
of Pratt’s views by the First Presidency in 1860 and again in 1865. Citing
specific passages from Pratt’s writings, President Young in conjunction with
his counselors Heber C. Kimball and Daniel H. Wells, objected to Pratt’s idea
of God’s absolute omniscience and discounted the concept of a “Great First
Cause.” The 1865 denunciation specifically challenged Pratt’s view that
“every part of the Holy Spirit, however minute and infinitesmal, possessed
‘every intellectual or moral attribute possessed by the Father and the Son,””
and that all beings were the result of self-organized, eternal particles of matter.
In relation to the origin of pre-existent beings, the First Presidency stated that
the church would have to be

content with the knowledge that from all eternity there had been organized
beings, in an organized form, possessing superior and controlling power



66 | Dialogue: A Journal of Mormon Thought

to govern what brother Pratt calls ‘self-moving, all-wise and all pow-
erful particles of matter,” and that it was neither rational nor consistent
with the revelations of God and with reason and philosophy, to believe
that these latter Forces and Powers had existed prior to the Being who
controlled and governed them.*? (emphasis added)

Even though the First Presidency’s statement appears to establish the
doctrine that “organized being’’ necessarily exists, when analyzed in relation
to Brigham Young's contemporary teachings, it merely indicates that there
never was a time when organized beings did not exist. Brigham'’s idea was
one of eternal regression of progenitors, the doctrine that all fathers had
fathers ad infinitum.43 As in the theology of the great apologist Origen, who
alone among the Patristic Fathers maintained a belief in the pre-existence of
souls, the idea that beings have always existed does not mean that any given
individual or group of individuals has always existed.** The statement did
show that Pratt’s ideas of particles as self-organizing and his notion that we
should worship the Intelligence created by the sum of their parts were in
error. Perhaps the point of both statements was that because they could not
“explain how the first organized Being originated,”” any attempt to do so was
merely philosophical speculation.

Ironically, Brigham Young’s own position on man’s ultimate origin was
somewhat equivocal. He taught both the “eternity of man’s soul” and the
contingency of that soul, a creation dependent on God for its existence.*5 His
position is probably represented best by his private attempts to correct Orson
Pratt’s views. According to the Wilford Woodruff Journal, Brigham told Orson
Pratt that all beings would “‘never sease [sic] to learn except it was the Sons
of Perdition they would continue to decrease untill [sic] they became dis-
solved back into their native Element & lost their Identity.”’#¢ Brigham’s tacit
assumption here and in many of his discourses seems to have been that
individuals were organized from a “native Element” wherein there was no
personal identity.#7 In fact, neither Pratt nor Young would have argued that
personal identity existed before spiritual birth. Brigham Young also believed
that pre-existent spirits were begotten “in the celestial world” as spiritual
offspring of Adam and Eve—a view which Pratt thought unscriptural and
repugnant, 48

The conflict between absolute and finite theologies continued after the
deaths of President Young and Orson Pratt. Just three years after Pratt’s death
in 1881, Charles W. Penrose, then chief editor of the Deseret News, delivered
a discourse that adapted Pratt’s absolutist view of God despite the statements
of the First Presidency. Penrose claimed that “God is not everywhere present
personally, but He is omnipresent in the power of that spirit—the Holy
Spirit—which animates all created beings.”’4® Penrose also taught that God’s
omnipresent spirit, or Intelligence, existed before the organization of the
person of God.

If God is an individual sgirit and dwells in a body, the question will
arise, “’Is He the Eternal Father?”’ Yes, he is the Eternal Father. "’Is it a
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fact that He never had a beginning?”’ In the elementary particles of His
organism, He did not. But if He is an organized Being, there must have
been a time when that being was organized. This, some will say, would
infer that God had a beginning. This spirit which pervades all things,
which is the light of all things, by which our heavenly Father operates,
by which He is omnipotent, never had a beginning and never will
have an end. It is the light of truth; it is the spirit of intelligence.5°

In Penrose’ view, ““this eternal, beginningless, endless spirit of intelli-
gence’’ which “exists wherever there is a particle of material substance’ as
the basis of being, the omnipresent, omnipotent and omniscient reality is
prior even to the person of God. Such a Being could not be conditioned by
exterior reality because He already comprehends the whole of reality.

Penrose’ doctrine of God also necessitated the “creation” of individual
man. He explained, ““The individual, the organized person may have had a
beginning, but that spirit of which and by which they [were] organized never
had a beginning. . . . The primal particles never had a beginning. They have
been organized in different shapes; the organism had a beginning, but the
atoms of which it is composed never had . . . . the elementary parts of matter
as well as of spirit, using ordinary language, never had a beginning.”’5! Thus,
Penrose’ doctrine was merely Pratt’s neo-Absolutist pantheism.

The postmortem popularity of Pratt’s doctrine, however, did not go
unchallenged by the First Presidency. In June of 1892, President Wilford
Woodruff, in company with his counselor George Q. Cannon, was requested
to come to St. George to aid in settling a dispute between Bishop Edward
Bunker and his first counselor Myron Abbott, both of Bunkerville, Nevada.
Apparently, confusion had arisen over Young’s doctrine that spirits were
begotten on another world as offspring of Adam and Eve and his view that
spirits are eternal. In December of 1890, Bishop Bunker charged, “our spirits
were not begotten by God but were created out of the elements” by Christ’s
organizing power.52 Abbott, on the other hand, maintained that spirits “were
begotten in the spirit world the same as we are begotten here and that Adam
is the father of our spirits.””53 Bishop Bunker’s father was summoned before
the St. George Stake High Council to explain his views, “‘not to try him, but
to settle differences on Doctrinal points.” Father Bunker explained to Presi-
dent Woodruff that ““the Book of Covenants says in the beginning light was
with the Father. One Spirit was above another, but none had beginning nor
end. The Spirit is the intelligence and this intelligence is God and that intel-
ligence of the Father was in Jesus and we worship this intelligence.”54

In response to Bunker’s views, President Cannon referred to the trouble
between Brigham and Orson Pratt over this very issue and corrected the view
“that it was right to worship intelligence that was in God the Eternal Father
and not God (as an embodied person).”55 President Cannon distinguished
between the Father and the Son, saying we pray to the Father in the name of
the Son, and refuted the idea that Deity was composed of particles, each of
which possessed the attributes of God.5® However, neither Woodruff nor
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Cannon specifically disagreed with Pratt’s doctrine of pre-existence although
it was necessarily implied in the notion of God which they rejected.

In reality, the origin of man’'s identity was rarely addressed. The view that
man originated when spirit matter was organized into an individual through
literal spiritual birth seems to have been the only view consistently elucidated
from 1845-1905. For example, Benjamin F. Johnson’s explanation of Joseph
Smith’s doctrine probably represented the understanding of many saints in
the early 1900’s:

[Joseph] was the first in this age to teach ““Substantialism’’—the Eter-
nity of Matter; that no part or particle of the great universe could
become annihilated or destroyed —That Light and Life and Spirit were
one—That all light and heat are the “Glory of God which is his power”
that fills “immensity of space” and is the Life of all things, and per-
meates with latent life and heat every particle of which all worlds are
composed. That Light or Spirit, and matter are the first two principles
of the universe or of being. That they are self-existent, co-existent,
indestructible and eternal. And from these two elements both our
spirits and our bodies were formulated.5”

Personal Eternalism: 1905 to Present.

The issue of personal eternalism became a subject of much controversy in
the early 1900’s. The issue was addressed in Outlines of Mormon Philosophy,
a little known work by Lycurgus Wilson, written apparently in the Salt Lake
Temple, and presented to the First Presidency “’for the helpful criticism of
their committee.”’58 Wilson rejected the neo- Absolutist view "“that spirits owe
their origin to God” and concluded that “intelligences always were and always
will be individual entities, and, however varied in capacity, never had a
beginning and can never be annihilated.””5® Wilson’s work was published by
the Deseret News, the official publishing arm of the Church.

B. H. Roberts, a President of the Seventy, also took exception to the neo-
Absolutist view that man, as an autonomous individual, was created. Elab-
orating on his views expressed in his New Witness for God, Roberts read a
statement to the First Presidency supporting belief in the existence of “’inde-
pendent, uncreated, self-existent intelligences.”’8° Roberts claimed that even
before spiritual birth and consequent organization of a spirit body, man
existed as an individual, autonomous and self-conscious entity known as an
intelligence. Noting objections to his view of personal eternalism, Roberts
stated that his view absolved God from responsibility for moral evil and
explained man’s inherent moral freedom and inequality. The First Presidency
allowed Roberts to publish his views in the Improvement Era in April of 1907
with their appended approval: “Elder Roberts submitted the following paper
to the First Presidency and a number of the Twelve Apostles, none of whom
found anything objectionable in it, or contrary to the revealed word of God,
and therefore favor its publication.”’6?

Roberts met with opposition, however, when he attempted to incorporate
similar views in his 1911 Seventy’s Course in Theology. Charles W. Penrose, in
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particular, objected to Roberts” view that “intelligences were self-existent
entities before they entered into the organization of the spirit.”’¢? Penrose,
then a member of the First Presidency, preferred Pratt’s view that “Intelli-
gence’’ referred to an attribute of God in Joseph Smith’s teachings rather than
to man as a personal entity from all eternity. Both Penrose and Anthon H.
Lund, members of the First Presidency under Joseph F. Smith, persuaded
Roberts “to eliminate his theories in regard to intelligences as conscious self-
existing beings or entities before being organized into spirit.” Lund recorded,
“This doctrine has raised much discussion and the inference on which he
builds his theory is very vague. The Prophet’s speech delivered as a funeral
sermon over King Follett is the basis of Bro. Roberts doctrine: namely, where
he speaks of man’s eterity claim. Roberts wants to prove that man is then
co-eval with God.” 3

Even though Roberts agreed to remove passages referring to intelligences
before spirit birth, the Seventy’s Course in Theology is very explicit about
man’s uncreated intelligence. Roberts derived six attributes inherent in man’s
primal intelligence calculated to clarify man’s eternal existence as a personal
identity. Roberts also asserted that much of the confusion about the subject
stemmed from inexact word usage. Noting possible equivocations of mean-
ing, he attempted to reconcile the pre-Nauvoo usage of terms such as "intel-
ligence,” and “spirit” with that of the Nauvoo era, especially in the King
Follett discourse. Roberts noted, it is observed that he [Joseph Smith] uses
the words “Intelligence’” and “’spirit” interchangeably—one for the other;
and yet we can discern that it is the “intelligence of spirits,” not “spirits”
entire that is the subject of his thought. It is the “Intelligence of Spirits” that
he declares uncreated and uncreatable—eternal as God is.”’64

The First Presidency demonstrated its opposition to the idea of man’s
necessary existence again in 1912 when it removed the King Follett discourse
from Roberts’ Documentary History of the Church. Charles Penrose, in partic-
ular, doubted the authenticity and correctness of the reporting of the sermon.
George Albert Smith agreed that “the report of the sermon might not be
authentic and I feard that it contained some things that might be contrary to
the truth.”’¢5

At least one member of the Church, John A. Widtsoe, accepted Roberts’
theory that intelligences existed as individual entities before they were begot-
ten spirits. When he incorporated his view in A Rational Theology to be used
as a source manual by the Church, however, Joseph F. Smith personally
stopped its publication. In December of 1914, Joseph F. Smith wired Anthon
Lund from Missouri to postpone publication until he could examine its con-
tents. Upon examination, Lund disagreed with Widtsoe’s idea “of the origin
of God, which he makes an evolution from intelligences and being superior
to the others He became God.”’¢¢ Commenting on Widtsoe’s doctrine Lund
said, “I1do notlike to think of a time when there was no God.”” When President
Smith returned to Salt Lake City on December 11, he went over the work with
Widtsoe and Lund and “‘eliminated from it all that pertained to intelligences
before they became begotten spirits as that would only be speculation.”’¢7
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Accordingly, Widtsoe’s A Rational Theology conceded that “’to speculate
upon the condition of man when conscious life was just dawning is most
interesting, but so little is known about that far-off day that such speculation
is profitless.””¢8 Widtsoe cautiously affirmed that “All that is really clear . . .
is that man has existed ‘from the beginning,” and that, from the beginning,
he has possessed distinct individuality impossible of confusion with any
other individuality among the hosts of intelligent beings.”’¢° Like Roberts,
Widtsoe delineated inherent capacities of intelligences: “In addition to his
power to learn and the consciousness of his own existence, the primeval
personality possessed, from ‘the beginning,” the distinguishing characteris-
tics of every intelligent, conscious, thinking being—an independent and
individual will.””7°

As both Lund and Penrose intimated, the consequences of accepting the
idea of man’s necessary existence bothered them. In contrast to their need for
an infinite Being who is absolutely in control of the universe, both Roberts
and Widtsoe insisted that individual etermalism necessitated the idea that
God is necessarily conditioned, a finite Being. Widtsoe emphatically declared,
“One thing seems clear. . . that the Lord who is part of the universe is subject
to eternal laws . ... It is only logical to believe that a progressive God
has not always possessed his present absolute position.””! In a classic con-
frontation between absolute and finite theologies, Roberts echoed Brigham
Young'’s charge to Orson Pratt that God is, above all else, a personal Being:

God cannot be considered as absolutely infinite, because we are taught
by the facts of revelation that absolute infinity cannot hold as to God;
as a person, God has limitations, and that which has limitations is not
absolutely infinite. If God is conceived of as absolutely infinite, in his
substance as in his attributes, then all idea of personality respecting
him must be given up; for personality implies limitations.”?

The doctrine of individual eternalism seems to have prevailed in Mormon
thought for a time despite the reluctance of the First Presidency to endorse a
specific doctrine of pre-existence specifying whether man, as an individual
entity, is the result of God'’s creative action or necessarily exists. For instance,
shortly after Widtsoe’s A Rational Theology was published, James E. Talmage,
then President of the University of Utah, affirmed,

In the antemortal eternities we developed with individual differences
and varied capacities. So far as we can peer into the past by the aid of
revealed light we can see that there was always a gradation of intelli-
gence, and consequently of ability, among spirits . . . . Individualism
is an attribute of the soul, and as truly eternal as the soul itself.”3

Before his death in 1933, B. H. Roberts sought to solidly establish the
doctrine of the necessary existence of man in Mormon thought. In his yet
unpublished manuscript, The Truth, The Way, The Life, Roberts said, “'The
conception of the existence of independent, uncreated, self-existent intelli-
gences, who by the inherent nature of them are of various degrees of intelli-
gence, and moral quality, differing from each other in many ways, yet alike
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in their eternity and their freedom . . . . relieves God of the responsibility for
the nature and moral status of intelligences in all stages of their develop-
ment.”””* In addition to reaffirming the philosophical value of the doctrine of
eternal individualism as an explanation for the purpose of man’s mortal
existence and of evil, he also refined the inherent capacities of an intelligence
even before spiritual birth:

[Intelligences] are uncreated; self-existent entities, necessarily self-con-
scious, and otherwise consciousness—they are conscious of the “me”
and the “not me.” They possess powers of comparison and descrimi-
nation without which the term “intelligence’”” would be a mere sole-
cism. They discern between evil and good; between good and better;
they possess will or freedom —within certain limits at Jeast. The power,
among others, to determine upon a given course of conduct as against
any other course of conduct. The individual intelligence can think his
own thoughts, act wisely or foolishly; do right or wrong. To accredit
an intelligence with fewer or less important powers than these would
be to deny him intelligence altogether.”>

Because of disagreement among church authorities over its contents, Rob-
erts’” most cherished manuscript was never published.’® While his idea of
pre-Adamites was the single most offensive topic mentioned by the commit-
tee of review, his view of the nature of intelligences was explicitly mentioned
as “’Points on Doctrine in Question.” Significantly, the committee of review,
headed by George Albert Smith, was willing to accept Roberts’ definition of
an “intelligence’” as “‘that eternal entity which was not created.”” However,
the committee did not agree with Roberts that intelligences were morally
autonomous in the sense that they could “rebel against truth and God.” The
August 10, 1929 report of the committee to the Council of the Twelve Apostles
stated, “In the opinion of the committee the intention is that these intelli-
gences after they became spirits may rebel, as Lucifer did. Can this be clarified
to say this? We do not have any revelation stating that intelligences have
power to rebel.”’7?

After Roberts had reviewed the suggestions of the committee, he again
presented his manuscript for their consideration. On April 15 of 1930, the
committee reported to Heber J. Grant and counselors that Elder Roberts” “use
of ‘Mind, spirit and soul,” appears confusing to us” and that contrary to
Roberts’ insistent claims, “’intelligence as an entity . . . cannot rebel against
light and truth.”’7® In effect, Roberts had refused to alter a single item of his
manuscript requested by the committee.

In 1936 the attempt of Roberts and Widtsoe to refine Mormon thought on
man’s ultimate origin was again rebuffed by Joseph Fielding Smith, the son
of President Joseph F. Smith and a member of the Quorum of Twelve Apostles.
Smith criticized those who sought to define the doctrine of the Church on the
nature of uncreated intelligence. Probably with Roberts and Widtsoe in mind,
Smith asserted,

Some of our writers have endeavored to explain what an intelligence
is, but to do so is futile, for we have never been given any insight into
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this matter beyond what the Lord had fragmentarily revealed. We
know, however, that there is something called an intelligence which
always existed. It is the real eternal part of man, which is not created
or made. This intelligence combined with the spirit constitutes a spir-
itual entity or individual. The spirit of man, then, is a combination of
the intelligence and the spirit which is an entity begotten of God.”?

In effect, the position taken by Joseph Fielding Smith was amenable to
both the notion that personal identity is created when differentiated intelli-
gence is organized into a spirit individual ot to the idea that individual
identity exists inherently within created intelligences.

In spite of such cautionary statements, numerous Mormon writers have
assumed personal eternalism to be Mormonism’s official doctrine at least
since 1940. Such is the case with Gilbert Orme, The Four Estates of Man (1948),
Sterling McMurrin, The Philosophical Foundations of Mormonism (1959), The
Theological Foundations of Mormonism (1965), Truman Madsen, Eternal Man
(1966), B. F. Cummings III, The Eternal Individual Self (1968), and to a lesser
degree R. Clayton Brough, Our First Estate (1977). Moreover, Mormon thought
appears to be well established in metaphysical pluralism and finitistic the-
ology despite vestigial rhetoric expressing faith in the vocabulary of tradi-
tional absolutism.8°

The doctrine of man’s necessary existence has not gone unchallenged
however. Since 1960, a philosophy known as Mormon neo-orthodoxy has
arisen that emphasizes man’s contingency, the creation of man as a conscious
entity and God’s absoluteness and complete otherness in contrast to tradi-
tional Mormon thought.®* The most influential proponent of Mormon neo-
orthodoxy is probably Bruce R. McConkie of the Quorum of Twelve Apostles.
Greatly influenced by former President Joseph Fielding Smith, Elder
McConkie has insisted on an absolute conception of God, including his
omniscience and omnipotence in a classical sense.82 He also maintains that
“intelligence or spirit element became intelligences after the spirits were born
as individual entities.”83 In response to an enquiry for the official position of
the Church on the status of intelligences before spiritual birth, McConkie
said, “As far as I know there is no official pronouncement on the subject at
hand . . . . In my judgment there was no agency prior to spirit birth and we
did not exist as entities until that time.”’84 As late as 1975, Truman G. Madsen,
holder of the Richard L. Evans Chair of Christian Understanding, was cau-
tioned to ““exercise care in ascribing to intelligence more than the revelations
themselves.””85 This caution, undoubtedly intended to temper Madsen’s
enthusiasm for the philosophical possibilities of the idea of man’s necessary
existence, is representative of the Church’s present insistence on a non-cod-
ified theology. It also illustrates distrust among Mormons generally of phil-
osophical elucidation and consequences of doctrine. Whenever the issue of
man’s eternal existence has been raised by writers of Church priesthood or
auxiliary lessons in recent years (at least eight times) the matter has been
described as pure speculation by the reviewing committee and deleted from
the lesson.8¢ The conflict between absolute and finite theologies has yet to be
resolved in Mormon thought.
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Implications and Conclusions.

The doctrine of pre-existence as a focal point in the development of Mor-
mon thought is the subject of no small controversy. Much of the present
conflict between absolute and finite theologies in Mormon thought stems
from absolutist preconceptions inherited by early Mormons from Protestant/
Catholic theologies with their absolutist connotations. Indeed, most Mor-
mons still seem unaware that expressions of omnipotence, omniscience and
omnipresence cannot mean for them what they mean to Protestants and
Catholics. Many Mormons, and probably most non-Mormons, have failed to
grasp the wide latitude of possible beliefs which can be tolerated within the
tradition of Mormon thought. Although many view Mormon thought as
restrictive, it is in fact more inclusive than exclusive, more thought-provoking
than thought-binding. For instance, an individual member’s beliefs may
range from an absolutist view to a traditionally heretical, finitist view of God
and man and still remain well within the bounds of traditional Mormon
expressions of faith—a latitude far beyond the tolerance of Protestantism ox
Catholicism. The Church’s reluctance to clarify its theology on an official level
has left it up to individual members to think through and work out their own
understanding of and relationship to God. In short, the burden of a consistent
theology and vibrant relationship with God in Mormonism is not a corporate
responsibility; indeed it cannot be. Rather, it is an individual burden that
reflects the unique relationship of God with each member. And each member
must be willing to face the implications of his or her beliefs.

The logical result-of the neo-absolutist doctrine of Orson Pratt and Charles
Penrose would be an “impersonal pantheism.” In their neo-absolutist system
all beings, including God, would be contingent upon the intelligence inherent
in the totality of necessarily existing particles. This neo-absolutist view also
implied that God as a person had come into being from a prior state of
impersonal existence. Such a doctrine logically describes a force prior to God
as an organized individual confined in space and time by virtue of His
material existence. In such a context, the question becomes if man is depen-
dent upon a more ultimate force for his existence, then should not we worship
it rather than the personal “God” derived therefrom? If we are concerned only
with the ““attributes” of God, then the answer would seem to be yes.

Eternal personalism, on the other hand, would necessitate a “finitist the-
ology.” In such a view, both men and Gods would exist as individual entities.
Man, like God in his primal nature, could choose to become god. God,
however, would be related to intelligences and conditioned by uncreatable
matter, space, time and eternal laws. In other words, God would not be
responsible for the ultimate constituents of the universe. Such a departure
from classical Christian theology generates interesting possibilities for
explaining the existence of evil as arising from human experience. Moral evil
therefore could be described as the result of genuine moral freedom inherent
in uncreated intelligences, whose individual inequalities are not the product
of God’s creative actions. Natural evil could be described as the result of
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uncreated eternal laws and conditions necessary for the eternal progression
of individuals, neither of which God could contravene.

Even so0, the doctrine of personal eternalism raises problems for Mormon
thought. If the number of intelligences is infinite, then an infinite number of
intelligences will remain without the chance to progress by further organi-
zation. If, on the other hand, the number of intelligences is finite, the eternal
progression of gods resulting from begetting spirits must one day cease.
Either way, the dilemma remains.

Although the idea of man’s necessary existence has not always character-
ized Mormon thought, and even when it has, the philosophical strength of
the doctrine has rarely been appreciated, the doctrine is a foundation upon
which a consistent and unique theology has been built. The belief that man
necessarily exists provides philosophical justification for the idea that man
may ultimately become like God. It emphasizes the positive aspects of human
existence, rejecting the dogma of original sin, rejecting salvation by grace,
and emphasizing works and personal ability to do good. It accentuates free-
dom of the will, explains the existence of evil and the purpose of life, and
most important, it asserts that God is a personal being conditioned by, and
related to, the physical universe.
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