The Problem of Evil and Suffering/Theodicy
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These following notes contain information on:

· Types of Evil 

· Suffering

· The ‘problem’ of evil/suffering

· Theodicy & Examples thereof:


· Augustinian

· Process
· Other Examples 
· Is the problem solved?
“Evil is a perpetual burden of doubt for the believer and 

an obstacle to commitment for the unbeliever.” Hick

“If the theist does not have a satisfactory answer to it, then his belief in God is less than rational, and there is no reason the atheist should share it.” Swinburne
Types of Evil
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Moral Evil

Where the actions of man cause suffering. In theological terms, it is the falling short of human purpose, given by God.

Quotation: “Moral evil is the evil that we human beings originate: cruel, vicious, 

unjust and perverse thoughts and deeds”. Hick
Quotation: “The evil constituted by deliberate actions or negligent failure” Swinburne
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Natural Evil

Where the world appears to malfunction and events occur that appear out of our control.

Quotation: “Natural evil is the evil that originates independently of human actions, in disease, in bacilli, in earthquakes, storms, droughts, tornadoes, etc.” Hick
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Natural through Moral Evil

Where what is apparently natural evil occurs, but does so owing to the action of humans e.g. the use of humans of CFCs which result in the hole in the Ozone layer.

Quotation: “When man’s disregard for his place in the natural order causes grievous physical harm to God’s creation.” Gina Akron
· Metaphysical Evil

The term ‘metaphysical evil’ was first used/coined by Leibniz and is the tracing back of all types of evil (moral and natural) to their ultimate cause. ‘Evil’ is inevitable and is simply a part of our nature/world e.g. our limitation as human beings from life’s outset.

Quotation: “…the basic fact of finitude and limitation within the created universe.” Hick
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You are often asked to explain how each type of evil challenges belief

The ‘Problem’ of Evil

Quotation: “Can the presence of evil in the world be reconciled with the existence of a God who is unlimited both in goodness and power?” Hick
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The problem is both a logical and experiential one

It is a problem in numerous ways:

Theological – we question the nature of God and how he might allow/contribute to evil.

Philosophical – we require to engage with the predicament with philosophical tools.

Diverse – there are different understandings/types of evil which contribute to the problem

Challenging – This is far from a simple puzzle – to jettison the concept of the existence of God is all too easy, but then one would have to unravel a huge amount of other theistic concepts and philosophical manoeuvres over time 

It is necessary to line up the existence of evil against the of the God of classical theism:

If God is…

· Omnipotent: Why doesn’t God stop evil if he is totally able/powerful to do so?

· Omniscient: God must know how to stop evil, and when it will occur. So why not?

· Omnibenevolent: God is all loving, so how can he allow pain? 
Mackie’s inconsistent triad (left) demonstrates the problem: that it appears impossible to marry both the existence of evil with the existence of God, bearing in mind his characteristics. 


Even at one point Aquinas playfully says:

‘But the name of God means that he is infinite goodness. If therefore, God existed, there would be no evil describable; but there is evil in the world. Therefore God does not exist.’

We are left with three options:
1 – Conclude that Evil does not exist

2 – Conclude that God does not exist

3 – Create a defence/explanation – A THEODICY

Theodicy

The response to this is a theodicy.  They are ‘justifications for God's righteousness.’  - literally from the Greek, Theo-dike ()  righteous God.

There are several criteria for a successful theodicy.

· It must be internally coherent (i.e. make sense!) within itself and to the reader.
· It must be done within the context of natural theology (don’t rely on belief)

· It must cohere with other theology (so can’t limit God’s power or goodness, or say suffering is insignificant because Jesus died and suffered for us etc.).

· It must be personally convincing and give us reason to believe that God is more likely to believe than not, alongside evil’s apparent existence.

The Augustinian Theodicy (Classical)

(quotations from Confessions)
· Perfect Creation

For Augustine, the world was created perfectly – indeed Creation is the “perfect emanation of God’s creative plenitude”. 

Quotation: “God saw all that he had made, and indeed, it was very good.” Genesis 1.31 

All things within this creation are also perfect and without ‘evil’, and can be deemed good.

Quotation: “Taken singly all things are good, but taken together they are very good.” 
· Evil is privatio boni (a privation of good)

Evil is the result of a malfunctioning or corrupting of something that itself ought to be (and ultimately is) good. Evil is not a force, but a lack of goodness resulting from Free Will.

Quotation: “…[Evil] is nothing but the corruption of natural measure, form or order. What is called an evil nature is a corrupt nature…It is bad only so far as it has been corrupted.”

Evil comes from the fact that in the garden of Eden (Genesis 2), the very knowledge of good and evil came about: The fruit was taken (i.e Adam and Eve used their free will badly), and the rest is history!

· The result of Evil

· Natural Evil - is the loss of order in nature after expulsion from perfect Eden.

· Moral Evil - comes from man’s knowledge of good and evil being acted upon

Both of these forms of evil are in many ways a punishment for man, since all are ‘seminally present in Adam’ – Original Sin. Augustine suggested that this justified the fact that God appears not to put and end to suffering/intervene in the world to prevent it.
· Soul-Deciding

Salvation is promised owing to the sacrifice of Christ and so (if Christ is accepted by the believer) all this apparent suffering will pale in comparison to the glory of heaven/ or one will go to hell. Humanity’s fate is decided by the offer of salvation as a result of Adam’s Sin.

Criticisms of the Augustinian Theodicy

· Moral/Theological

The omnibenevolent God who permitted even the possibility of evil and existence of Hell raises a few eyebrows to say the least. Why even allow the knowledge of good and evil??

Counter: God cannot contradict man’s freedom – Love cannot be programmed. Plantinga
· Logical/Philosophical

It is a logical contradiction to suggest that a perfect world could go wrong, as Schleiermacher (19th Century) suggests. Either the world wasn’t perfect or God causes evil.
· Scientific

i) The suggestion the world was made perfect and then ‘damaged’ is contrary to evolution.

ii) ‘Seminally present in Adam’ is far from a biologically accurate assertion.

· Semantics (Words…)

Augustine’s assertion that evil is simply a ‘privation of good’ is missing the issue. Evil exists and is a huge challenge to the belief in the loving and powerful God whatever you call it!

Process Theodicy
A radical, modern theodicy which gives an alternate view of God, Evil and the Universe.

“God is the fellow sufferer who understands.” Whitehead
· God and Man

- God is not the omnipotent creator of the universe. (This however does not compromise the fact that he is omniscient and omnibenevolent). He is simply a part of the creation and is in constant creative struggle with the universe (i.e. process) He is limited by basic laws and forces of the universe and has to act in persuasion to attract man to him.

- Man is a result of the evolutionary process emerging from the battle with chaos.

· The God of Process Theodicy and Evil

God is essentially unable to stop evil as he lacks the power to change natural processes. Evil is merely an inevitable aspect of the processes which take place and must be fought.

Quotation:  “God is responsible for evil in the sense of having urged the creation forward to those states in which discordant feelings could be felt with greater intensity”. Griffin
· The universe

Evil may well exist, both making man struggle and belief in God hard, but:
· This universe has produced enough good to outweigh evil (apparently).

· Having this universe is surely better than none at all! A risk worth taking?


Man stands and looks on at the universe’s processes, 

knowing that God suffers too…

· Why does the Process Theodicy Appeal?

· It accounts for and explains the existence of evil while God exists. God is merely involved in bringing about creation but cannot necessarily prevent all the pain and suffering.

· It makes God accessible in that, he is the ‘fellow sufferer’, thus allowing suffering humans to identify with Him better and understand his ways and character.

· It is in accordance with the Biblical picture of the Suffering God in Jesus Christ.

· Evolution is no longer an obstacle as it is simply part of the process of the universe.

· Believers become encouraged to fight along the side of God against evil.

· Criticisms of Process Theodicy

· It is not a theodicy. A successful theodicy must marry the God of Classical Theism with the existence of Evil. By saying that God is not omnipotent, one is qualifying the nature of God. 

· Since this God is apparently so limited and evil is pronounced as both inevitable, and necessary to accommodate, is he worthy of worship?

· Can this God and Process Theodicy itself really be a comfort for the sufferer? There appears to be no promise of heaven, and saying ‘Don’t worry God is suffering too!’ carries little to aid one enduring the ‘deepest evil’ (Phillips).

Other points relating to Theodicies

Free Will defence

The concept of free will has featured in the other theodicies we have looked at.

The free will defence claims that if this world is the ‘logically necessary environment for man to survive, there must of course be real choices which man can make.

Hence, we as humans who can make choices are accountable for suffering as we commit evil acts. We have to have the ability to do this. (Plantinga)

Quotation: “The less he [God] allows men to bring about large scale horrors, the less freedom and responsibility he gives them.” Swinburne

Monism

Not exactly a theodicy, the concept of Monism simply challenges the very existence of evil itself. Perhaps evil is merely an illusion in our minds and everything is in fact good (as Augustine suggested).

Quotation: “All things are necessarily what they are, and in nature, there is no good and evil” Spinoza

X Criticism: An obvious criticism of Monism is that it clearly contradicts the fact the man experiences suffering and there is plainly evil in the world. In a similar to fashion to the semantic criticism of Augustine, simply explaining evil away does not do justice to the suffering many endure.
Is the problem (ever) solved?

“Evil will perpetually be used as an example against belief in God.” JAT

The logical problem of evil may well be a stalemate in that the inconsistent triad does stand, but millions retain religious belief. Nevertheless there appear to be explanations which are coherent and acceptable relating to the experiential problem of evil.

To say that it is most likely that God does not exist given that there is clearly evidence of evil and suffering in the world, is not enough to wholly rule out the possibility of a deity, whom man has yet come to fully understand.

Augustine, Irenaeus, Hick, Whitehead & co. have all put forward theodicies that attempt to convince the sceptic that it is more likely that God and Evil actually exist. Their arguments may convince people, but this does little to stop the accusations that, if he does exist, God should be ashamed.

A couple of final thoughs

“Given the world that he created, it would be an impiety against God to believe in him.” Banville

 “We can either demand another world with no suffering in it at all, or accept what we have now; there can be no middle ground.”

Hick
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Suffering


The result of evil is suffering. Make sure that you do not confuse evil and its result. Sometimes suffering rather than evil may be used in the wording of a question – beware. Quotation: “The state of mind in which we wish violently or obsessively that our situation were otherwise.” Hick
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Augustine of Hippo (354-430)


ponders over his  AS revision notes
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Adam and Eve


Starring in Genesis 2
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Augustine’s Theodicy relies too much on theistic evidence and leaps of faith
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