Sartre On the Conversion from Original Sin (the Attempt to be God)

 to Salvation (Authenticity)
My thesis in this paper is that a Christian must accept the Sartrean possibility that his religious life may be a facade for his own attempt to be God.  But this Sartrean suggestion, far from making faith impossible, provides a condition for the possibility of faith as it provides the uncertainty necessary for faith to be faith.  In Kierkegaardian terms, Sartre’s God-project explanation can be taken as suspicions which make faith gain a certain fear and trembling (although that is not, as far as I can tell, what Sartre would say on the matter).

Here I will first briefly lay out what is often  called Sartre’s “original god-project” and its effect, and then go on to point out the provocative religious language as it describes the movement from inauthenticity to authenticity by means of conversion, relying on texts from Being and Nothingness and Notebook On Ethics.  I will explain in context the various religious terms as Sartre uses them: Original Sin, Inauthenticity/Authenticity, Pure/Accessory reflection, salvation, God, shame, as I explain why conversion is necessary, what it entails, and what it achieves.  Of course for Sartre, conversion is not a refusal to desire to be God, for that is not possible, but rather, conversion is the action of giving up particular impossible notions of God (static self-caused eternal Being), so that one can realize that one is God, inasmuch as one contingently creates oneself and the world.   

After explaining Sartre’s unique use of these religious words, I will briefly provide concrete particular examples of how Christianity in particular could be seen to be the quest to be an eternal being (God), through identification with God’s purposes, identity in Christ, and eternal security.  I will conclude with a Kierkegaardian-Christian response that Sartre may be right, and that the honest awareness of this possibility by the Christian is exactly what gives faith its fear and trembling, and so, transports the believer to the religious realm.  To hide from Sartre’s critique is to shy away from authentic faith freely chosen in the light of its possible inauthenticity.

A. Sartrean Ontology in Religious Garb:
1. A Quest to Be God: The Unhappy Quest of the Unconverted Seeking His own Justification.
The Christian account of the human desire to be God is provided in Genesis in the story of Adam and Eve attempting to become godlike by taking of the tree of knowledge of good and evil.  The chief sin of man is the quest to be God-- pride.  Sartre himself describes human existence as a quest to be God, and his account might fruitfully be read as a secular description of original sin.  

Human beingness is fundamentally a lack.  This Sartre calls the for-itself.  To be human is to be lacking and striving towards a fulfillment of that lack.  To be without lack would be to be complete in-itself, without being for-anything, or without desire.  To be human is, then, to be perpetually striving towards an unfulfillable desire, again and again.  I try to subsume the word for myself in order to substantiate my position and to somehow reify myself as a permanent necessary being, while remaining for-itself.  But it is useless to try to turn a subject into an object.  Sartre says that the for-itself is doomed to perpetual failure because it wants to be its own foundation, as a causa-sui like God (unchanging, immovable, self-sustaining and completely independent), yet it is necessarily merely “the foundation only of itself as nothingness” (BN 139) “Human reality is a perpetual surpassing toward a coincidence with itself which is never given.” (Ibid.)  One wants to surpass himself, and he does, but he wants to surpass himself to become God, while all he can do is continually surpass himself.   For man to become this pure in-itself (God, causa sui) would be a contradiction, because man is being-for-itself which is thrown towards the world again and again, continually becoming what it is not, and not being what it is.   For man, a being-for-itself to become an in-itself would be for man to cease to exist as man, since man is fundamentally being-for-itself.  As Sartre says, this quest has an impossible goal: 

It is the impossible synthesis of the for-itself and the in-itself; it would be its own foundation not as nothingness but as being and would preserve within it the necessary translucency of consciousness along with the coincidence with itself of being-in-itself. . . . But this return to the self would be without distance; it would not be presence to itself, but identity with itself. (BN 140) 

While he wants so much to become non-contingent, he can only remain perpetually contingent.  Why does he continue to transcend what he is?  Because he is trying to become what he is not.  In fact, man strives to be what he is not and cannot be (God) but in fact all he can succeed in doing is to perpetually become what he is not, but not what he wants to be.  He is condemned to continue to surpass himself as an always-contingent yet never-Godlike being (never immovable, etc).    So man is doomed to be “by nature an unhappy consciousness with no possibility of surpassing its unhappy state.” (BN 140)   The unhappy state is that man wants to become what he cannot be, but he does continually become what he doesn’t want to be-- contingently continuously changing and transcending himself over and over forever.  This is the nature of the for-itself wanting to be being in-itself, and is the nature of freedom, which is what man is-- a conscious freedom.

2. From Original Sin’s Alientation Unto Salvation from Shame by Accepting Grace

Throughout BN Sartre tells us that the human project to become God is a failure.  What we are is a being who continually surpasses itself to attempt to become what it thinks it should be.  But what the human being is is a being that continually surpasses itself, so there is no being to “attain” in a completed static sense.  As Sartre says it, “Human reality is a perpetual surpassing toward a coincidence with itself which is never given.  If the cogito reaches toward being, it is because by its very thrust it surpasses being to which coincidence with self is lacking in order for it to be what it is [which is-- to be a lack, or lack of coincident static self-sameness].”  To be human is to be “lack”, because it lacks this static-self-same essence continually, and being a being who continually surpasses itself is what a human being is.  There is not something else to be except this existing lack which perpetually surpasses itself.  
In one of his outlines in the Notebook on Ethics Sartre writes the phrase "Alienation as original sin." (NE, 471)  In many ways, Sartre's alienation closely parallels the Christian notion of the original sin condition.  In a state of alienation, one is blind to one's condition, not aware that one is the ground of one's own being.  This is the state of inauthenticity, which must be overcome through an awareness of what one really is.  Alienation is "the failure of the For-itself's attempt to be in-itself-for-itself, . . ." (NE, 473)   Parallel to Christian terminology, Sartrean original sin (alienation) is overcome by a conversion, which happens when one realizes that one is a failure on one's own.  Of the existential conversion Sartre says "That conversion may  arise from the perpetual failure of every one of the For-itself's attempts to be."  (NE, 472)  


Living in the cycle of continual failures by the for-itself to be the causa sui or simultaneously in-itself and for-itself is Hell-- "that is," --says Sartre-- "that region of existence where existing means using every trick in order to be, and to fail at all these tricks, and to be conscious of this failure." (NE, 472) We are saved from this hell only when we make a conversion.  

When we still live in this hell, we are full of shame before God-- the desired goal of being in-itself-for-itself, because we do not meet this high (impossible) standard that we have set for ourself.  Obviously, the only way to escape this shame is to be rid of the standard.  When I accept the fact that I am a perpetually contingent being, I am freed from my shame of not being so, because I have released myself from that standard.   But how does this happen?  How is this authenticity achieved?  Sartre says that it takes a "radical decision for autonomy."   As in Christianity, a covenant of sorts must be made with God-- and like in Christianity, this God turns out to be different than perhaps you originally thought.  In the Christian situaiton, God usually turns out to be much more loving and forgiving than the person thought before coming to belief.  In the Sartrean existential situation, the God (which was your ideal of becoming an in-itself-for-itself) that you felt shame before turns out to be much less than you hoped-- it turns out that you are the only god you will ever know-- you, the perpetually-transforming and transient being must be accepted if salvation from hell (the cycle of striving to be an in-itself-for-itself) is to be possible.  This is a new type of "accord with oneself." as Sartre puts it.  (EN, 478)   As in Christian conversion, a certain renunciation of the old habits is required.  Sartrean conversion requires a decision which "renounces being as in-itself-for-itself, that is, as the cause of the itself.”  "Conversion," says Sartre, "consists in renouncing the category of appropriation, which can govern only those relations of the For-itself with things, in order to introduce into the internal relation of the Person the relation of solidarity, which will subsequently be modified into solidarity with others." (EN, 479)  He puts it perhaps less cryptically when he says "Pure, authentic reflection is a willing of what I will.  It is the refusal to define myself by what I am . . .”  Instead, in a sense that reminds us of Levinas in some ways, and perhaps Marcel in others, I define myself in light of and relation to the others of my community.

Grace is involved here as well-- although (of course) in a strange way.  I seek justification of myself, but in authenticity, I accept the gratuity of my existence-- that I have absolutely no right for being, yet here I am.  "Hence the For-itself appears in its absolute unjustifiability and its relationship to the universe is altered.  It has no right, even mystical, that its project must succeed, it is de trop  in relation to the social world and to the world in general, the universe can get along without it.  Its success or absolute failure is within the order of probability.  It can demand nothing of others nor of the world, not even respect for its freedom."  (NE, 481)  

Yet the authentic self does not try to define itself even as a static 'free being.'  One has no reason for being given.  "Therefore, it inserts itself into an undertaking that to succeed presupposes some favorable aspect or at least some constant aspect of the universe, which is not given absolutely.  There is a consent to chance.  The For-itself wagers, takes a risk, it assumes its possible loss in its very act. "  (NE 481) I accept this grace, this gratuity, as I realize that there is no absolute grounding for my existence, and no assumption that one can escape contingency.  The For-itself accepts its tentative existence.  I owe no one for it, and while there is no justification for it external to me, I am my own justification: "I have no right whatsoever to will what I will and what I will confers no right upon me, yet I am justified in willing it because I will to will what I will." (NE, 482 & 485)  As he clarifies, "An absolute contingency has only itself to justify itself, but with this it confers absolute justification on itself within its contingency." (NE, 485)  At this point, the For-itself  is God, and absolves itself of shame, by determining its own meaning:  "The For-itself is God in that if it decides that Being has a meaning, Being will have a meaning for the For-itself.  But since the For-itself is an absolute/subject, it is absolutely certain that Being will have a meaning." (NE, 485)   In the absence of God as causa sui self-sustained eternal being, I am not left without God, but rather I am left with the realization that my for-itself is God:  " . . .God has not gone away.  He is always in consciousnesses-- it is God's point of view that one envisages when one think that our grasping of Being remains relative to our finitude.  If God does not exist, we have to decide by ourselves on the meaning of being" (NE, 486)  The structure of the way we conceive of things remains, although it has lost its underpinnings of a transcendent God.  We are left to fill in the void-- to determine the meaning of being.  We do not live without it, for this structure is essential to how we are.  To put it in other terms, we are logocentric in that we strive to know the logos-- the way things are.  But in the Sartrean universe, there is no God behind that logos- that meaning of being-- other than we ourselves.  That is how we fill in for God.  We inscribe meaning into the word insofar as we act-- "through the instrumentality of action . . ."  (NE, 486)  As Sartre says, "To act and to succeed at one's act would be to prove both that Being has a meaning and that man has a meaning.  To act and to fail is to prove that the meaning of Being is to make human life impossible." (NE, 486)  Our choices as to what we should will in great part determine whether we will succeed or fail, and that will determine whether we will be freed from the frustrations of Hell, or whether we will succeed at our project.  

Its interesting to muse on the similarities between Sartre’s salvation story and the Christian gospel.  Here we see three possible parallels with the Christian way of thinking about salvation.  First, in both the Sartrean and Christian way of thinking, whether or not I can do what God asks determines my fate.  In the Sartrean situation, we have the advantage of choosing that for ourselves.  Second, salvation is possible only when I give up my attempt to be like God.  The fall in Genesis is the account of the results of humans trying to become like God.  Sartre's account of the striving of the For-itself to become the In-itself-for-itself is likewise an account of a fallen situation, and the way out of it is by way of one's giving up this futile attempt to become God.  So for Sartre, too, there are the chosen and the unchosen: "The man in hell and the saved man." (NE, 559)  Third, escaping hell depends on the choice of God in either scenario.  According to Augustine, all would go to hell, but for the gracious choosing of God to save some.  Do I live in hell?  According to Sartre, that is due to God's choice, which is my choice-- the choice is God's, but I am God, so the choice is mine.   

3. Only the authentic converted person who throws off the old God-Project is God.

While Sartre says in the Ethics Notebooks that conversion from the project to be God is possible, he simultaneously thinks that the for-itself must take upon itself a project to be a god of a lesser sort, in light of the death of the old God-project outlined in BN.    I have a choice to make, as to which God I will choose.  (Cahiers, 577-578)  The God which one wants to become but cannot is the causa sui, the self-caused cause not caused by anything but itself, eternally self-same and unchanging, impervious to all contingency, immovable and lacking any deficiency.  The human being in the fallen state (pre-conversion) wants to be this God, and attempts it through love as outlined above.   But in conversion I become critically aware of this project.  While I may never be able to give up my desire to be God, I now realize that it is a futile passion/project.   The God project is my original prereflective preontological condition, but conversion is the acceptance that such a goal was an illusion, an epistemological mistake.  (Williams, 254)   Yet to uncover this project is to accept the fact that I have no essence to fulfill or coincide with.  Instead of this, I accept the fact that I am a being who perpetually surpasses itself, that I am what I am not, and am not what I am, as a contingent existing finite being.  

Conversion is the choice of accepting the fact that I am the one who creates my own values, and determine what I will become.  I turn from my original or first choice (to be the causa sui) and attempt to accept the fact that I am the unjustified free ground of my own being.  In this sense then, conversion leads me to accept responsibility for being my own god, in the sense that I am the creator of values, creator of myself, and lord of my destiny.   The only God there is is man.  (NE 520, 526) Inauthentic man hopes to be a God which he cannot be-- a God who is not motivated from outside itself (NE 527), infinitely rich and strong and the one who “ought to be” (NE 145, 147).  But this is impossible, for there is no such ought-to-be goal for man.  Instead, man must realize that he is his own self-founding cause-- not as an isolated impermeable omnipotent self-contained being, but as a contingent perpetually self-surpassing being who never is what he is because he always is what he is not.  It is the for-itself that gives rise to Being (NE 483) and the for-itself is god inasmuch as it is the origin of itself and the world (NE 485)-- not as the unconverted man had hoped for, but in fact in the very way he dreaded and desired to escape. (The way of perpetually self-transcending being-for-itself.)  Sartre goes so far as to say, “Through me, Being exists for the absolute and this absolute is me.  Through me permanence, eternity (atemporality), right fit, absolute immanence, purity (to be what one is) enter into the absolute and this absolute is me.” (NE 495)   

4. My Quest to Be God is Fulfilled in Religion.
It is not hard to see how that Christianity could be seen to be an attempt to become God by identifying with God’s purposes, the eternality and unchangingness of God.  A famous introductory tract for Christianity that I grew up with as a boy says “God loves you and has a wonderful plan for your life.”  This was intended to give me comfort that all things that happened to me have a purpose and direction ordained by God.   For a Sartrean, when a believer finds comfort in the ‘sovereignty of God’ she is turning away from the possibility that her life in this world is contingent and gratuitous, without plan or purpose.  To believe that one’s life has a design or plan which is determined by God is, for a Sartrean, not authentic faith, but bad faith-- an identification of yourself with a self-same destiny and self which is waiting for you to fulfill it and become self-same with yourself.  When the believer is put into an absurd situation, for example, a situation of finding out that one has lung cancer although one has never smoked, the believer’s response is to ‘rest in the peace of God’, which means, to determine to not make a value judgement about one’s situation but to passively accept this as the blessed will of God.  For a Sartrean, such a passive response is patently unauthentic and is essentially an act of laying down one’s responsibility to create one’s values and self.  

Some Christians go further and declare that even our choice to become Christians and to remain in God’s love is part of God’s predestined plan.  Many who do not believe in predestination still hold to eternal security-- the view that once you are saved, you are always saved.  This seems to be a perfect example for Sartre’s criticism that the man wants to identify himself as having something eternal to protect him against his own contingency.  I continue to sin, but I want to have an identity apart from my contingency, and this identity is that I have an irrevokable sonship in the kingdom of God-- once saved, always saved.    

Closely related to this issue of eternal security is the believer’s identification with Christ.  I am crucified with Christ, I am risen again and secure in his power by his sacrifice for my sins.  I have the power of Christ as a believer, a source of power not at all contingently dependent, but dependent upon an eternally ordained act of God already performed in the past-- irrevokable and eternal.  Absolutely non-contingent.  Ephesians is a book all about putting off the old self, and putting on the new self-- of identifying myself not as a sinner, but as a redeemed child of God in Christ, with all riches and graces available through identification both with Christ’s crucifixion and resurrection.  Galatians 2:20 says, “I have been crucified with Christ; and it is not longer I who live, but Christ lives in me; . . .”  Romans gives us much the same model.  Identifying myself with a hero-figure, and actually taking on the actions of the hero-figure (his crucifixion and resurrection) as my own is exactly the sort of self-relinquishment which would be called unauthentic by Sartre.  “I have been crucified with Christ” says Paul-- and in doing so, he is trying to identify himself with a self-same past event.  The believer’s foundation is eternal because it is historically frozen in one event at Golgatha nearly 2000 years ago.  

So the Christian is faced with this question-- is faith a means of achieving the original God-project, to become impermeable to the forces of contingency?  If I am a believer, I do identify myself with Christ, God in the flesh as a Christian.  My identity is in Christ, and my day-to-day peace of mind rests in the belief that somehow Christ and I are synonymous in some mysterious way.  Is there not some reason here for the believer to begin to feel that his belief system uncomfortably seems to model the God-project which Sartre describes?

Christian Responses
There are certainly critiques available for Sartre's entire view of religion as bad faith or as a fulfillment of the God-project.  Boudier, for example, has criticized Sartre for criticizing the wrong God and wrong Christianity-- not the authentic God of scripture, but the result of idolatrous bad faith. 

The God [Sartre] wants to eliminate at any price is a myth indeed, the fruit of a religion of bad faith, of idolatry, as the Bible calls it.  The morality of authenticity that Sartre has in mind  . . . has found a more authentic formulation as well as justification in the books of the Covenant than in the sketches for a "phenomenological ontology" that are presented in Sartre's first works.  As God is not allowed to exist by Sartre, a potentially authentic world of faith, prayer, thought, action in religious perspective is conveniently overlooked.  And God cannot exist, according to Sartre, because he wishes to adhere to his absolutely arbitrary ideas of freedom as arbitrariness, of the human being and his world as the only Absolute.  Thus Sartre not only shows himself a bad phenomenologist but also a biased thinker.  (Boudier, 423)

These are strong words.   On the one hand, Boudier is essentially saying that the authentic Chistian welcomes a critique of faith as possibly idolatrous, and that Sartre and the prophets, in this regard, have a similar aim-- to get rid of idolatry.   (One is reminded here of those like Westphal and Riccouer who have attempted to appreciate Marx, Nietzsche and Freud's critique of religiosity from a Christian point of view.)  Yet, on the other hand, Boudier is certainly claiming that Sartre's atheism is slanted, unfair, and blind to its prejudices.  Sartre’s intent is not to help pure faith purge itself of idolatry, but to show up religion in general as a result of the attempt to become God.  

We do not have time here to investigate the legitimacy of Sartre's atheism.  Instead, what I propose is a Kierkegaardian response which does not at all try to attack the legitimacy of Sartre's atheism, but gives its credibility the benefit of the doubt.  In other words, I believe a Kierkegaardian response isn't even interested in disproving Sartre's atheism, since the indeterminacy of that very issue is what gives faith the subjective uncertainty that it needs.

The Kierkegaardian Response
The Kierkegaardian Christian response to Sartre is not defensive but welcoming.  Instead of trying to prove Sartre wrong, one who adopts a Kierkegaardian response says to a Sartrean, “you very well may be right, and I am fully aware of that, but despite the possible dangers, I am willing to have faith.  I realize how easily I create God in my own image, and I am aware of how prone I am to self-deception, but despite these dangerous facts, I have become convinced that I must be true to this conviction that I believe God has given me.  Like Abraham called to sacrifice his son, I feel called to sacrifice myself to the purposes of Christ by identifying with him”  Perhaps it is true that the believer is deceived, and that his idea of his call from God is not actually very intelligible at all to those who have not had his experiences, but this is exactly what is to be expected of the religious call.  

In fact, without the awareness of these dangerous possibilities, it may be that faith is not possible.  The believer considers himself a child of Abraham who does the unthinkable, that which seems illogical and foolish to the public eye of the masses.  If the call of faith was intelligible to all, but achievable by only a select few, then the believer would merely be an ethical hero, not a religious believer.  If the call was merely instinctive and commonly desired and pursued, then the believer would be a mere aesthete.  But since the call is unintelligible to many around him, and the call asks him to act against his instincts and self-preservation, the call is distinctively religious in that it requires an inner subjectivity far beyond the aesthetic or ethical.  But until the God-project is uncovered, the instinct to believe is merely aesthetic, or natural.  Only after the believer has had the possibility of self-deceit raised can authentic faith take place.  

Kierkegaard wants to bring out the uncertainty and apparent absurdity of Christian doctrine.  In fact, he defines his task as "to make difficulties everywhere." (CUP, 187)   The greatest danger is always to finish the job too soon.  He points out the objective uncertainty of  basic ideas which are taken for granted, for instance, prayer, death, or immortality, showing that when looked at carefully, these initially simple concepts become complex-- so complex that it may well take a lifetime of striving to really understand them, if ever.  “If I remove the uncertainty in order to obtain an even higher certainty, then I do not have a believer in humility, in fear and trembling, but an esthetic coxcomb, a devil of a fellow who, figuratively speaking, wants to fraternize with God, but, strictly speaking, does not relate himself to God at all.”  (CUP 455)   In Kierkegaard’s case, this analysis of religion makes faith possible, because it increases the inwardness of the subjective relation to God.   “Faith has, namely, two tasks: to watch for and at every moment to make the discovery of improbability, the paradox, in order then to hold it fast with the passion of inwardness.” (CUP 233)    Christian doctrine is especially adept at bringing about the appropriate subjective relation, according to Kierkegaard, because it contains so much paradox.  That it fits so well into the framework of the God-project is perhaps then not a bad thing at all for Christianity.

Of course, while Sartre may be seen to provide conditions for the possibility of faith insofar as he helps bring about suspicions about faith, Sartre’s particular suspicions are not necessary-- Nietzsche or Marx or Freud might work as well (as might any number of Old Testament prophets)-- but Sartre provides one version of what is necessary for true faith-- he provides the necessary condition for the possibility of faith-- suspicion.  The believer must acknowledge Sartre’s warnings.  Without the awareness of the dangers involved in faith, the believer is not involved in the subjectivity necessary for true religious experience.   Insofar as Sartre helps the believer to achieve inwardness and te height of subjectivity, he helps the believer to have faith.  Thanks to Sartre, authentic faith is possible.

Bibliography

 Boudier, CEM Stuyker  "Sartre's Critique of Religion in his 'Cahiers Pour Une Morale'" (IPQ,

 25, 419-424, D85)

Larson, Curtis  "Kierkegaard and Sartre" (Personalist 35, 128-136, Sp-Apr 54)

Laycock, Steven W "Nothingness and emptiness: Exorcising the Shadow of God in Sartre" (Man

and World, 395-407, O 91)

McLachlan, James Morse.  The Desire to Be God: Freedom and the Other in Sartre and

Berdyaev (New York: Lang, 1992).

Wider, Kathleen  "The Desire to Be God: Subjective and Objective in Nagel's 'The View from

 Nowhere' and Sartre's 'Being and Nothingness' (Journal of Philosophical Research, 17,

 443-463, 1992)

Williams, Robert "The Problem of God in Sartre's Being and Nothingness" in Phenomenology in

a Pluralistic Context ed by William McBride (Albany: Suny Press, 1983) 245-262.

1

