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Eric Voegelin is a sleeper. When | was a teenager
in the “Motor City” of Michigan, Detroit, we knew
what a sleeper was. It was an unassuming ‘57 Chevy
Bel Aire with a few dents and rust spots in the fend-
ers. But under the hood hummed an engine of about
480 cubic inches, bored and stroked, with a com-
pression ratio of maybe eleven to one, requiring gaso-
line of a hundred octane or more, and with a
transmission we called “four on the floor.” The dream
scenario of teenage mythology was to chug up to a
traffic light next to a Corvette or T-Bird. The drivers
would make their respective engines growl! a bit and,
then, at the flash of green, both would peel out. The
sleeper would suddenly awaken, burning rubber all
the way to the shift into second gear. Then, so the
living myth goes, its finned tail lights would disappear
in a cloud of tire smoke over the horizon.

I'am wondering if the political philosophy of Eric
Voegelin might be such a sleeper. Voegelin is dead
now. He died January 19, 1985, while in retirement
from the Hoover Institute at Stanford University,
where he finished his long and distinguished career
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as a scholar and professor. In 1987, posthumously, his
final work was published, In Search of Order." In the
couple of years just preceding his death, there
seemed to be a flurry of activity regarding his work.
Numerous conferences were held, usually putting
Voegelin back to back with hermeneutical philoso-
pher Hans-Georg Gadamer or with a disciple or two
of theologian Bernard Lonergan. In 1984 he was
asked to give a major address before the seventy-fifth
anniversary meeting of the American Academy of
Religion.?

Voegelin was amazingly prolific. Plans are now
being made by Louisiana State University Press to
publish his ‘collected works in thirty volumes. The
first of these, titled “Autobiographical Reflections,”
has been scheduled to come off the press in 1989. In
the very near future we expect companion volumes
to be published by Paul Carinjella and Ellis Sandoz.
Much will be happening. Will there be any impact on
the theological community? Should there be?

Though widely ignored by theologians until just
recently, Eric Voegelin may have much to say to us. If
we lift the blanket of his political and philosophical
language, what we find lying beneath is a profound
proto-theological commitment. Raised a Lutheran,
Voegelin thought of himself as a pre-Chalcedonian
Christian whose primary commitment was to philo-
sophical truth, a truth manifest in Jesus Christ.
Though the philosopher is now dead, the question for
this installment of Theology Update is whether we
should resurrect the philosophy. I suggest the sleeper
analogy here because Voegelin’s massive work com.
bines the depth and breadth which attracts theolo-
gians, so we should ask if we might someday find his
philosophy in a theological drag race, perhaps neck
and neck with Heidegger, Whitehead, and Ricoeur.

I'would summarize Voegelin’s philosophy with the
following systematic principle: There is a radical dif-
ference between God'’s order and the human way of
ordering things, and, if we confuse the two, we put
the world in mortal danger. Voegelin arrives at this
principle through an analysis of the history of the
world’s civilizations. | would summarize his interpre-
tation of history in terms of three stages. At the most
primitive stage, before we humans had gained our
soul, we were unable to differentiate between things
divine and things human. We conceived of every-
thing on the same plane of reality. Then, at the sec-
ond stage, a series of revelations occurred, and the
distinction between God and the world entered
human consciousness in a sharp and unmistakable
way. The human race took a “leap in being.” Still







214

of this reality is always present to us, but the story of
human consciousness is the story of being coming o
symbolic articulation in increasingly diﬁerentiatﬁd
forms.

2. Compact consciousness is the most basic form
of the human experience of order. Its primary form of
symbolization is the cosmogonological myth which
puts everything—gods, nature, and humanity—on thie
same plane of intracosmic existence. All reality
which will ever be experienced is already present tb
compact consciousness, but what is at first vague or
indistinct will, under certain conditions, become illa
minated and hence differentiated. J

3. Differentiated consciousness is the result of ce -
tain “leaps in being” or “revelations” which bring 0
articulation the distinction between immanent and
transcendent reality. In Order and History, which
traces the history of order, Voegelin identifies thr
such leaps in being: prophetic revelation in Ancient
Israel, the rise of Greek philosophy, and the Christian
experience. What happened in Israel and in Creece
complement one another. In each case the cosmolog:
ical symbolism of the myth was seen as inadequate
for expressing the transcendence of the divine bef
yond intraworldly continuities. In each case our un.
derstanding of the divinity of God and the humanity
of the human grew together. ‘

The first volume of Order and History is calle?
Israel and Revelation. In it Voegelin contrasts the COs-
mological order of the ancient Mesopotamians and
Egyptians with the historical order of Israel. The cos
mological vision saw divine being flowing into soci-
ety through periodic regeneration in annual cycles.i
Beginning with the Exodus, however, Israel began to|
see its relation to God in terms of a history of revela-
tory events with human responses. The Israelites|
gained a heightened awareness of the gulf that sepa-i
rates human community from transcendent divinity|
which lies beyond the cosmos. With the prophets, |
especially Jeremiah, the compactness of community |
experience is broken and the individual human per-|
sonality becomes the point of spiritual breakthrough |
and differentiation of consciousness. What originates|
here, says Voegelin, is the insight that God’s revela-|
tion cannot be tied to the laws or customs or religion|
or book of any particular ethnic community. There is |
an ecumenic universality implicit here. This makes
the task of the suffering servant in Isaiah 53 clear:|
“From the center of reception in Israel, the news of |
Redemption must be spread over the whole earth.”? |

Next comes Voegelin’s retrieval of the leap in |
being which occurred in ancient Greece. Over |

against Protagoras, for whom “man is the measure,”
Voegelin makes his basic point by siding with Plato,
for whom “Cod is the measure.”™ In Volume I, The
World of the Polis, he traces the development of the
human soul from Homer through Hesiod and the
tragedians to the pre-Socratic philosophers. The
Homeric myths still lacked a concept of radical tran-
scendence, of God beyond the cosmos. They lacked
as well the corresponding understanding of the
human soul, of the psyché, as the conscious senso-
rium of transcendence. But this differentiated insight
developed as the Greeks moved away from myth and
toward philosophy.

This development climaxes in the work of Plato,
the brilliant analysis of which dominates Volume m,
Plato and Aristotle. According to Plato’s Republic, the
right order for the individual soul as well as human
society is “...an embodiment in historical reality of
the idea of the Good, of the Agathon.”™ The embodi-
ment must be taken by the person who has seen the
Agathon and let the soul be ordered through the vi-
sion, the philosopher. The philosopher, according to
the allegory of the cave, is the one who has ascended
to the realm of truth and then returned to the realm of
darkness, bearing a vision of the good. Hence, with
Plato, we get the doctrine that society should be ruled
by philosopher-kings. Note what is being emphasized
here: We want our rulers to be philosophers, not
because they show practical wisdom in managing
human affairs, but because they operate from a tran-
scendent vision,

Voegelin makes the same point with respect to
Plato’s Gorgias and the image of the last judgment.
Here the truly just person prefers death to living a life
of injustice. It is even better to suffer injustice than to
participate in its commission, because to die with an
unjust soul is the worst of all evils. True order, both
individual and communal, is judged from the “be-
yond.” If we, dedicated to the true justice, the divine
diké, take death up into our life, then we join the
order of the “reborn.” To be reborn is to have re-
vealed within our soul the true relationship between
Cod and humanity. Because of this experience re-
ported in Plato, Voegelin can conclude: “The revela-
tion of divinity in history is ontologically real.”'s

Voegelin saw Aristotle as a sort of regression from
Plato. Aristotle spent too much time analyzing the
imperfections in society and dealing with them pru-
dentially, thereby inadvertently setting us on the track
toward immanentizing the transcendent. By empha-
sizing prudential wisdom in the praxis of politics,
according to Voegelin, Aristotle imputes an essential
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can do. Ideology leads to tyranny and tyranny to
murder. The immanentizing of eschatological tran-
scendence cannot help but eventually turn human
life into cannon fodder. So Voegelin was grateful to
Christianity for giving us the eschatological insight,
but his gratitude was qualified. “ am inclined to
recognize in the epiphany of Christ,” he writes, “the
great catalyst that made eschatological consciousness
an historical force, both in forming and deformi g
humanity.”* }

When we get t0 the final volume of Order and
History, which was edited and published after it
author died, one wonders if Voegelin maintained his
belief that the Christian insight marks an advance
over Plato. Titled In Search of Order, it searches fdr
the Beyond in the Beginning through an examination
of Genesis chapter one plus a reexamination o:f
Plato’s Timaeus. At at least one point Plato is superior,
he says, because “his formulations are analyticaHL
more successful than the later attempts of the Chris-
tian theologians to find the intellectus of their fides.”?
Still, despite Plato’s superiority, the Christian experiiL
ence gets good marks in many of Voegelin’s last writ
ings. Asking again and again Plato’s question (Laws
713a) “Who is this God?,” Voegelin notes that the
Christian writers know who their God is: He is th
God of Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Moses, and the proph-
ets.” The Christian question is rather this: “Who is
this Son of God, this Christ, who is the living word of
divine truth?” What the Christians had seen with the
help of the pneumatic intrusion was the presence of
God in this person, in the man Jesus. |

Now, the pneumatic experience of the Christiad
may augment the noetic search of Plato, but it doe
not replace it. For Plato the noetic quest focuses on
the immortalizing movement of the soul toward the
Beyond, i.e., the cosmic whole and its permeation 01‘f
the divine Beyond within the whole. The pneumatic
vision of the Christian, in complementary contrast,
focuses on the eschatological experience, i.e., the act
of grace whereby the divine immortality participates
in human mortality. Both are important.

Though his own personal zetema kept him work-
ing up to the day before he died, like the rest of us,
philosopher Voegelin also turned out to be mortal.?
On his deathbed he requested that the Psalms be read
to him. When he was listening to the words of Psalm
25 with its message, “O keep my soul and deliver
me,” he expired. For us still living today, Eric
Voegelin is now a philosopher of the past. Yet Eugene
Webb, delivering the eulogy at the Stanford Univer-|
sity Memorial Chapel on February 4, 1985, reminded

us of an important hermeneutical principle: The
voice of the past can still speak to us. This is essential
t0 Voegelin’s retrieval of the great insights of the past.
Perhaps the past voice of Voegelin himself can speak
to us still.
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What Kind of a Theologian Was Voegelin#®

I

In his famous essay, “The Two Types of Philosophy
of Religion,” Paul Tillich helped us to distinguish two
distinct approaches to the knowledge of God: the
Platonic-Augustinian tradition and the Aristotelian-
Thomistic tradition.?” The first is the ontological ap-
proach which, as Augustine stressed, begins with the
immediacy of the knowledge of God within the
human soul prior to the split between subject and
object in cognition. The second is the cosmological
approach, such as we find in Thomas Aquinas, where
we begin with observations regarding the world and
then argue for the existence of God. According to the
ontological method, we know God immediately. Ac-
cording to the cosmological method, our knowledge
of God is mediated by knowledge of the world. If
Tillich’s typology is acceptable, then clearly Eric
Voegelin falls into the ontological type in the tradition
of Plato and Augustine.

This distinction will help us to locate Voegelin’s
work vis-a-vis a contemporary theologian, neo-Tho-
mist Bernard Lonergan. One would at first think that
these two thinkers have much in common because
both seek transcendent truth through a theory of
human consciousness. Yet there are points at which
Lonergan’s emphasis on intentionality tends to make
God an object of thought.?® God may be an unknown
object or a mystery, to be sure, but he is still an
intended object. For Voegelin, on the other hand, this
is not possible. Rather, Voegelin begins with the mys-
terious presence of the divine which forms the human
soul from within. Hence, for Voegelin, we do not
pursue knowledge of God through cognitional acts
but rather through a meditative process by which we
seek to retrieve our most primitive experiences
wherein the transcendent was present and formative.
Through attending to our own consciousness we seek
the ground of our own existence. The upshot of all
this is that Voegelin’s refusal to make God an object
of thought is so thorough that he may be the most
radical representative of the ontological approach
that we have.
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Voegelin citing H. Richard Niebuhr's The Meaning of Revela-
tion, in New Science of Politics, 78.

30.0H IV:228f.

31.1In repudiating the alleged distinction between philosophical or
“natural reason” with special or Christian “revelation,”
Voegelin writes: “Plato was just as conscious of the revelatory
component in the truth of his Jogos as the prophets of Israel or
the authors of the New Testament writings. The difference be-
tween prophecy, classic philosophy, and the Gospel must be
sought in the degrees of differentiation of existential truth.”
“Gospel and Culture,” 75. In an attempt to rescue Voegelin
and put him into the orthodox Christian camp, Eugene Webb
retrieves the categories of natural and special revelation, labels
them “orthodox,” and then tries to show how Voegelin simply
affirms the continuity between the two. “Eric Voegelin’s Theory
of Revelation,” The Thomist 42:1 (January 1978) 95-122.
Webb seems to see less clearly than Morissey that Voegelin
would be simply impatient with these objectifying scholastic
distinctions, even when intended to be complimentary.

32.Plato, Phaedrus, 250; 1 Corinthians 13:12.

32.1 am helped here in part by scholars who see revelation “in
front” of the symbol, i.e., as illuminating mundane life. See
Paul Ricoeur, “Toward a Hermeneutic of the Idea of Revela-
tion” in Essays on Biblical Interpretation (Philadelphia: For-
tress, 1980) and Ronald F. Thiemann, Revelation and Theology
(Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame, 1985).

34.Eric Voegelin, “The Beginning and the Beyond: A Meditation

i,

on Truth,” The Aquinas Lecture, Marquette University, 1975,
unpublished. Cf. the discussion by Morissey, pp. 270ff.

35. Eric Voegelin, “Response to Professor Altizer’s ‘A New History
and a New But Ancient God?'* Journal of the American Acad-
emy of Religion XLII:4 (December 1975) 766; and “Quod
Deus Dicitur,” Ibid. LIl1:4 (December 1985) 569-84.

36.Carl E. Braaten, “Prolegomena to Christian Dogmatics,” Chris-
tian Dogmatics, ed. by Carl Braaten and Robert Jenson (2 vols.;
Philadelphia: Fortress, 1984) 1:53f. Cf. also by Braaten, Princi-
ples of Lutheran Theology (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1983) chap-
ter two.

37.Elsewhere, apart from discussion of the confessional principle
per se, Braaten is clear on the question of ontological truth.
“The truth of the incarnation is that God is identified with this
one man, communicating the divine Word through this man's
particularity and the deepest love in the event of the cross.”
Christian Dogmatics 1:541; cf. 560-68.

38.George A. Lindbeck, The Nature of Doctrine (Philadelphia:
Westminster, 1984) 80f1.

39.Luther argues clearly that faith justifies without love in his
“Commentary on Galatians of 1535.” See Luther’s Works,
American Edition (St. Louis: Concordia, 1963) Vol. 26, pp.
126-137, esp. 136f.

40.Eric Voegelin, “The Great Confusion: Luther and Calvin,” un-
published papers.

41.0H 1:485; cf. 222f.




