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Premortal Life and Mortal Life:  
A Fearful Symmetry

Jeffrey M. Bradshaw

Abstract: Bodily weakness, along with the varied circumstances into which 
we were born, provide the essential initial and ongoing conditions that shape 
the challenges and opportunities of our mortal probation. In life, we are not 
expected merely to preserve our innocence in defiance of worldly tendencies, 
nor are we compelled to cede to cynicism in the face of disheartening earthly 
experience. Rather, we are meant to follow the Savior in uniting the state of 
innocence with that of experience, thus joyfully fulfilling the unique mission 
that has been generously given to each of us.

[Editor’s Note: This essay was adapted and expanded from 
Jeffrey  M.  Bradshaw, “Appreciation for Terryl Givens’s ‘When Souls 
Had Wings’: The Fearful Symmetry of Premortal and Postmortal Life,” 
From the Desk of Kurt Manwaring (blog), 4 January 2024, https://www.
fromthedesk.org/terryl-givens-when-souls-had-wings-book-review/.]

A friend once told me a story about an elderly woman in his ward who 
had passed away. The woman, who had planned the details of her 

funeral service in advance, had selected organ music for the program and 
listed my friend’s wife as the one who should play it. She struggled as she 
practiced, not only because the piece was difficult, but also because the 
deceased woman had a reputation of being very critical of other people. 
As she played, she reflected in discouragement that if that woman had 
been there to hear her mistakes, she would have received an earful of 
mean comments. Then, suddenly, she heard the voice of the woman in 
her mind. It said, “I’m not like that now.”

Of course, I relate this story not as a commentary on the life of 
a singular person but rather as a reminder of our shared condition. I find 
personal encouragement in these words from beyond the veil. They 
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impress on me the truth that, after death, not only will our physical and 
mental infirmities be removed but also many of the chronic personality 
dispositions that challenge our best efforts to overcome them. That the 
deceased woman was so quickly freed from fastidiousness at death, 
with no prolonged period of repentance required to effect the change, 
reminds us that human weakness should not be summarily ascribed to 
sin. Wendy Ulrich clarifies the distinction between “weakness,” “sin,” 
and “strength” as follows:

Weakness is inherent in the mortal body — which is fashioned 
from the elements of earth, shaped by circumstances and 
experience, and subject to temptation, sickness, injury, fatigue, 
and death. Out of this general state of human weakness we 
experience specific weaknesses such as variations in mental 
or physical well- being, vulnerability to desires and appetites, 
predispositions to various physical and emotional states, 
or differing levels of talents or abilities. All these varying 
attributes come with the territory of having a mortal body. 
[And, I would add, these attributes are not only shaped by 
our circumstances but also include our circumstances, which 
extend or limit our freedom and opportunities to act in the 
world in accordance with our desires.]
Sin is a state of rebellion against God. It almost always involves 
believing Satan over God about what is real, what is useful, 
or what will make us happy. It often entails self-centeredness, 
self-deception, and selfishness. …
Strength in its highest sense is what makes us more like God. 
While we often think of strength as having to do with our 
abilities and talents, the strength that interests God has to do 
with our character — our moral choices, our spiritual gifts, 
and our righteous desires. … Some of our specific strengths 
apparently came with us from the premortal experience; 
others are ours by blessing from the Lord as part of our mortal 
stewardship; still others we develop here out of weakness 
through God’s grace.1

The mortal body given us at birth — a means of protection2 as well as 
a source of happiness and trial — is a custom-designed crucible, meant 
to be temporarily inhabited by our spirits during a relatively short period 
of probation. That said, when our mortal body is sloughed off in death, 
it appears that despite its imperfections, we will sorely miss it3 — and in 



Bradshaw, Premortal Life and Mortal Life • ix

its absence we will long to receive its gloriously perfected replacement in 
the resurrection. Our immortal bodies, in contrast to their spiritually 
opaque mortal precursors, will showcase our bright, shining spirits in 
full transparency.4

The Satisfying Symmetry of Departure and Return 
in the Hero’s Journey

Even for those who have never encountered any of the copious sources 
in religion, philosophy, and other classics, the ubiquitous literary trope 
of the hero’s journey is something that no breathing human in our 
day can have missed. In myriad books and movies, the journey of the 
protagonist’s adventure is rarely portrayed as a one-way ascent from 
dust to glory, but rather as a more natural and satisfying symmetry 
of departure and return — “a sleep and a forgetting”5 followed by 
a  concomitant “awakening and remembering” that leads to a glorious 
end.

Of course, this literary and religious theme is not a modern 
invention.6 The story of Adam and Eve’s expulsion from the Garden 
of Eden and their return to the presence of God parallels a common 
pattern in ancient Near Eastern writings: departure from home, mission 
abroad, and happy homecoming.7 The pattern is at least as old as the 
Egyptian story of Sinuhe from 1800 bce8 and can be seen again in 
accounts of Israel’s apostasy9 and return, as well as in the lives of key 
individuals in scripture.10 To the ancients, however, it was more than 
a mere storytelling convention, since it reflected a sequence of events 
common in widespread temple ritual practices for priests and kings.11 
More generally, it is a microcosm of the plan of salvation, as seen from 
the personal perspective. Not surprisingly, the symmetric pattern of 
departure and return also shapes the Savior’s parables of the Prodigal 
Son12 and the Good Samaritan.13

Premortality: A Backward-Looking Loss  
or a Forward-Looking Opportunity?

When Latter-day Saints look outside the scriptures for writings by others 
about preexistence, we cannot help but encounter William Wordsworth’s 
well-known verse:

Our birth is but a sleep and a forgetting: 
The Soul that rises with us, our life’s Star, 
        Hath had elsewhere its setting, 
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            And cometh from afar: 
        Not in entire forgetfulness, 
        And not in utter nakedness, 
But trailing clouds of glory do we come 
        From God, who is our home:14

Though these lines describe the descent of souls to earth with 
unequaled beauty and clarity, studying the historical background 
of this statement reveals that Wordsworth eventually came to see 
his “intimations of immortality” as “shadowy”15 sentiments that he 
could endorse, at best, only half-heartedly. Ultimately, Wordsworth’s 
misgivings brought him to the point where he — like his fellow Romantic 
poet, Samuel Taylor Coleridge — felt impelled to write a formal, though 
somewhat self-contradictory, disclaimer to repudiate the notion that he 
had ever considered the idea of pre-existence as anything more than 
a convenient poetic device to describe his poignant longings:

I think it right to protest … against a conclusion, which has 
given pains to some persons, that I meant to inculcate such 
a belief [in a prior state of existence]. It is far too shadowy 
a  notion to be commended to faith. … [Nevertheless,] 
the notion of pre-existence [has] sufficient foundation in 
humanity for authorizing me to make for my purpose the best 
use of it.16

Of course, there is nothing inherently wrong with Latter-day Saints 
quoting Wordsworth’s beautiful sentiments, even if he didn’t believe 
them literally. However, what is of more significance is how little insight 
they actually offer on the subject. As they stand, they are “nothing more 
than nostalgic memories of lost hope … too weak to call forth the reality 
they evoke.”17

Far more robust and satisfying than Wordsworth’s backward-
looking expression of regret for the inevitable loss in adulthood of the 
divine spark that animates childhood is William James’ rhapsodic, 
forward- looking speculation about how the prospect of earth life might 
have looked from the perspective of a premortal state:

Suppose that the world’s Author put the case to you before 
creation, saying: “I am going to make a world not certain to 
be saved, a world the perfection of which shall be conditional 
merely, the condition being that each several agent does 
its own ‘level best.’ I offer you the chance of taking part in 
such a world. Its safety, you see, is unwarranted. It is a real 
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adventure, with real danger, yet it may win through. It is 
a  social scheme of cooperative work genuinely to be done. 
Will you join the procession? Will you trust yourself and trust 
the other agents enough to face the risk?”18

Though James was arguing a particular point about his philosophy 
— not making a claim that an event like this took place in pre-earth 
life19 — he had, unlike Wordsworth, at least more satisfactorily framed 
the subject. How is that? Because his characterization of the descensus 
and (potential) ascensus of God’s children not merely as a symmetry, 
but rather — in a sense that builds on Northrop Frye’s appropriation of 
William Blake’s fraught term — a “ fearful symmetry.”20

Why fearful? Because, as James described, our “adventure” in 
mortality is not a simple walk in the garden, even for those who have 
accepted God as their guide. It involves real “risk” and “real danger” 
— an invitation to give our all in a “scheme of cooperative work” that 
cannot be undertaken unless we also face the possibility of losing our all 
in a mortal “world not certain to be saved.” As Carlfred Broderick puts it:

The gospel of Jesus Christ is not insurance against pain. It is 
resource in event of pain, and when that pain comes (and it 
will come because we came here on earth to have pain among 
other things), when it comes, rejoice that you have resource to 
deal with your pain.

Now, I do not want to suggest for a moment, nor do I believe, 
that God visits us with all that pain. I think that may occur in 
individual cases, but I think we fought a war in heaven for the 
privilege of coming to a place that was unjust. That was the 
idea of coming to earth — that it was unjust, that there would 
be pain and grief and sorrow. As Eve so eloquently said, it is 
better that we should suffer. Now, her perspective may not be 
shared by all. But, I am persuaded that she had rare insight, 
more than her husband, into the necessity of pain, although 
none of us welcome it.21

Gaining Experience While Retaining Innocence
Elder B. H. Roberts eloquently emphasized the central role of experience 
in the purpose of life when he attempted to harmonize the justice of God 
with the seeming injustice of the highly varied circumstances in which 
God’s children come into the world:
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Remember, we must keep in view the fact that God is just, and 
no respecter of persons. Then how do you reconcile this fact 
I have pointed out with the justice of God? I reconcile it by 
the knowledge which comes to us through the doctrine of the 
pre- existence of man’s spirit, and I believe that conditions in 
this life are influenced and fixed by the degree of faithfulness, 
by the degree of development in the pre-existent state. 
Otherwise the diversified conditions in which men find 
themselves placed cannot be reconciled with the justice of 
God.

Then how blessed, indeed, some one will exclaim, must 
they be who are born to riches, who were born to titles, to 
dukedoms, earldoms, and lordships! How faithful must they 
have been who inherit these privileges and blessings! whose 
life is one continual summer, whose existence is as a sea 
without a ripple! Nay, I pray you, take no such view of it as 
that. This class that I have described are not the most blessed 
among men.

When you would point to those who are the favored sons of 
God, and who enjoy the best and highest privileges in this life, 
you must take into account the object for which man came 
here. That object is to gain an experience. Hence, those are 
the most blessed who live in the midst of conditions that give 
the widest experience. The favored sons of God are not those 
furthest removed from trial, from sorrow, from affliction. It is 
the fate, apparently, of those whom God most loves that they 
suffer most, that they might gain the experience for which men 
came into this world. … I take it that the life of Jesus Christ 
and these His words to the Prophet [referring to Doctrine 
and Covenants 122] demonstrate the truth for which I was 
contending, that not those furthest removed from trials and 
afflictions are most blessed; but those who are called to pass 
through the thickest of afflictions are the most blessed; for the 
Son of Man hath passed through them all.22

Said differently, God’s gift of mortal life enables us “to take the state 
of innocence into the state of experience.”23 Northrop Frye argues that 
this was the central point that the English poet and mystic William Blake 
was trying to make in his companion books entitled Songs of Innocence 
and Experience, his “profound meditations upon the state of childhood 
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and the presence of Christ.”24 The well-known verses entitled The Lamb 
in Songs of Innocence runs as follows:

Little Lamb who made thee 
        Dost thou know who made thee 
Gave thee life & bid thee feed 
By the stream & o’er the mead; 
Gave thee clothing of delight. 
Softest clothing wooly bright; 
Gave thee such a tender voice. 
Making all the vales rejoice: 
        Little Lamb who made thee 
        Does thou know who made thee
        Little Lamb I’ll tell thee, 
        Little Lamb I’ll tell thee;
He is called by thy name, 
For he calls himself a Lamb; 
He is meek & he is mild, 
He became a little child: 
I a child & thou a lamb, 
We are called by his name, 
        Little Lamb God bless thee, 
        Little Lamb God bless thee.25

Contrast these verses with Blake’s depiction of The Tyger in Songs of 
Experience:

Tyger Tyger, burning bright, 
     In the forests of the night; 
What immortal hand or eye,  
     Could frame thy fearful symmetry?
In what distant deeps or skies. 
     Burnt the fire of thine eyes? 
On what wings dare he aspire? 
     What the hand, dare sieze the fire?
And what shoulder, & what art, 
     Could twist the sinews of thy heart? 
And when thy heart began to beat. 
     What dread hand? & what dread feet?
What the hammer? what the chain, 
     In what furnace was thy brain? 
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What the anvil? what dread grasp. 
     Dare its deadly terrors clasp?

When the stars threw down their spears 
     And water’d heaven with their tears: 
Did he smile his work to see? 
     Did he who made the Lamb make thee?

Tyger Tyger burning bright, 
     In the forests of the night: 
What immortal hand or eye, 
     Dare frame thy fearful symmetry?26

Frye observes that Blake’s imagery enables us to see the face of “our 
accusing enemy who frightens us out of Paradise behind the menacing 
blaze of a tiger’s eyes”:

This is the only world the child can grow into, and yet the 
child must grow. The Songs of Experience are satires, but 
one of the things that they satirize is the state of innocence. 
They show us the butcher’s knife which is waiting for the 
unconscious lamb. Conversely, the Songs of Innocence satirize 
the state of experience, as the contrast which they present to 
it makes its hypocrisies more obviously shameful. Hence the 
two sets of lyrics show two contrary states of the soul, and in 
their opposition there is a double-edged irony, cutting into 
both the tragedy and the reality of fallen existence.27

Experience teaches us what innocence is made to suffer in a fallen 
world. As we age, we witness repeatedly, as it were, “the butcher’s knife … 
waiting for the unconscious lamb.”28 Importantly, however, we are never 
compelled by these realities to retreat into hardened cynicism. Like our 
“forerunner,”29 the Lamb of God, we can benefit from experience while 
retaining innocence — eventually coming to fully “unite the state of 
experience.with that of innocence.”30

Joy Through Immersing Ourselves in God’s Work and Glory
Some years ago, during a pleasant evening at a Paris café, a related 
question came up in a leisurely discussion with a friend — a  learned 
philosopher and a sincere Christian. We were thinking together about 
“joy” — whether it could be more fully experienced by a child or an 
adult. He observed that there was nothing to compare with the pure, 
unalloyed, innocent delight of a child. However, while I certainly 
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couldn’t disagree, another truth was suddenly impressed upon my soul: 
if memories of my early life can be trusted, the joys I have known as an 
adult surpass anything I knew as a child. I now think that this is because 
the pain of experience is an inseparable part of every true joy. “That’s the 
deal.”31 Were this not true, Lehi’s explanation of the process by which 
mortals “might have joy” (2 Nephi 2:25) would be a falsehood. Were this 
not true, our greatest joys would not be ahead of us, but would lie forever 
unattainable in our past.

This is why the opening line of “I Am a Child of God” cannot 
stand on its own. This is why, with prophetic insight, this backward-
looking phrase was eventually counterbalanced to symmetry by new, 
forward-looking lines that were added in the years that followed. These 
adjustments were meant to remind us that the main business of life is 
not to fixate retrospectively on our heavenly starting point but rather — 
and more importantly — to live with our eyes pointed firmly toward the 
unfolding events of the present reality, happily embracing our divinely 
provided opportunity to “do” and “endure”32 to the utmost during our 
short mortal span. Significantly, scripture reveals no details of our family 
arrangements in the life before. Instead, it focuses almost exclusively 
on the premortal announcement of Christ’s atoning mission33 and the 
co-mmissioning of those who bear responsibility “in partnership with 
the Almighty”34 to help carry out His plan on earth. Immersing ourselves 
in His “work and glory” (Moses 1:39) is the only means in existence of 
experiencing a fulness of joy.

By virtue of baptism, we are no longer just God’s children but have 
also “become his sons and his daughters,”35 “children of the covenant.”36 
Only those who become thereafter well-practiced in both the songs of 
innocence and the songs of experience will be prepared to “sing the song 
of redeeming love.”37
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