AS Religious Studies: Foundations: Philosophy: The Problem of Evil. 

The Problem of Evil and Theodicy
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The problem of evil can be stated as follows:

P1 The God of classical theism is omnipotent, omniscient and omni-benevolent.

P2 God has it in his power to stop evil. He is omniscient and omni-benevolent and knows about evil and desires to stop it.

P3 Evil and suffering exist.

Conclusion: God does not exist.

The problem of evil is used by many atheists to defend their belief that God does not exist. They have a strong basis from which to argue. There is much evil and suffering in the world, both human or moral evil (such as the Holocaust/child abuse) and natural evil (disease/natural disasters). 

In response to this challenge to God’s existence the discipline of theodicy has arisen. Theodicy is an attempt to justify the existence of God despite the existence of evil and suffering. There are two basic approaches to theodicy:

· The Augustinian approach (from St. Augustine)

· The Irenaean approach (from Irenaeus)

Theodicy attempts to explain what evil is, where it comes from and what it tells us about God.

St. Augustine: Evil as a privation of the good

St. Augustine was the bishop of a town called Hippo in North Africa in the 400s CE. He was a Christian and is a very important theologian largely because he had a large impact on developing Christian teaching.

Augustine approached the problem of evil from two angles: philosophical and Biblical. We’ll look at the Biblical approach first.

Augustine wanted to know where evil had come from in the first place and felt that the Bible would be able to give him an explanation. He found two answers, one in the letters of St. Paul and the other in the book of Genesis.

Genesis 1-3 is the story of the Creation and the Fall. Adam and Eve, the first humans were created by God and placed in a perfect world called the Garden of Eden. There was no death, no disease in short, no suffering or evil of any kind. Adam and Eve were then tempted by the serpent and disobeyed God, committing the sin of pride: believing that they were equal to or better than God. As a punishment, they became mortal, were banished from the garden, were to toil on the earth and Eve was to endure pain in childbirth. Suffering and evil had arisen from the Original Sin (committed through free-will) of Adam and Eve. When Adam and Eve began to sin, the whole created order began to go wrong. This was Augustine’s first answer.

Augustine found his second answer in Romans ch5, which states that through the sin of the first man, death entered into the world. Augustine used this to argue that all humans had inherited a tendency to sin from Adam and Eve. He believed that this sin was passed on through concupiscence, or human selfishness. Augustine argued that it was only the grace of God that could save us from this tendency to sin.

Augustine having worked out the source of suffering and evil wanted to know exactly what it was. Augustine did not believe that there was a separate force of evil. He did not believe either, that anything could be pure evil. Some people often say that “Hitler was pure evil” Augustine would disagree, saying that this is an impossibility: if something is alive, it has some goodness and chance of redemption.

Augustine described evil as a privation of the good, or a falling away from the good. Augustine believed that God could only create good things; therefore, the world was created good by God, as were humans. Despite this, the only thing that is perfectly good in the universe is God, the only thing incapable of change in the universe is God. Everything created by God was subject to change and slowly began to shrink away from its original good created state rather like a balloon that has been left in the sun will start to deflate

Also, because God gave humans free will, we could choose to not be good. As soon as Adam and Eve chose to disobey God, they were falling away from their perfect nature. Evil then, is not created by God and it is not something that exists by itself. Evil is simply the word used to describe something that doesn’t work as it should do and has fallen away from its true nature. This is known as the free-will defence.

It may seem odd that Augustine would argue that God has created something and allow it to go wrong; it’s almost like arguing that God is a cowboy builder. Augustine believed in two principles called the principles of plenitude and harmony. The principle of plenitude argues that there has to be a variety of creatures (both good and bad) in the world for it to be good. The principle of harmony suggests that the world consists of opposites (from Plato) and must do so to be good. Therefore the righteous must be accompanied by sinners to help them understand what good lives they are leading. 

What are the consequences of this theory?

Augustine was a Christian and believed that only by being a Christian could we overcome the consequences of Adam and Eve’s sin. He also believed it was not possible to live a sinless life without the grace and help of God; humans have a natural tendency to sin which we cannot freely choose to overcome (he used wet-dreams to argue this: that our desires caused us to sin even in our sleep). Augustine made it very clear that God was in no way responsible for any of the evil or suffering in the world, this was entirely the fault of created beings. Augustine also believed that God would make things right in the afterlife; those who had lived sinfully would receive eternal punishment in hell, whereas good Christians would enjoy paradise with God.

The theodicy of Irenaeus: suffering with purpose

Irenaeus was the bishop of Lyons in France in the second century CE and is therefore much closer to early Christian thought than Augustine. His theodicy is radically different to Augustine’s in a number of ways.

Irenaeus based his theodicy on the idea that humans were created in the image and likeness of God (Genesis 1). The image of God means that we are a similar physical shape to God, and the likeness means that we are like God in terms of his attributes. Irenaeus believed that humans had retained the image of God, but had lost the likeness through the Fall of Adam and Eve. This is where Irenaeus’ use of the Fall ends. He believed that the Fall was like the innocent sin of a child and does not see that the rest of the human race can be held to account for the sins of the first humans.

Whilst Augustine believed that God had created a perfect world that fell away from its perfect state due to the sin of Adam and Eve, (natural evil being a punishment for their sin) Irenaeus believed that the world was more or less as God intended it to be. This is very important. Whereas Augustine tried to ‘let God off the hook’ for both natural and moral evil, Irenaeus argues that natural evil is allowed by God. Irenaeus argues that moral evil is the fault of humans who misuse their free will, but that this is permitted by God.

This may appear odd. The inconsistent triad suggests that if God is omnipotent and omni benevolent, he would not and could not allow evil to exist on earth, as this would remove either or both of those qualities. Irenaeus disagreed. He believed that God allows natural evil for a purpose; the purpose being to encourage humans to develop a relationship with God. This also disagrees with the Augustine who is anxious to make sure that God cannot be blamed for suffering in any way.

Irenaeus believed that humans were created by God to have a special and unique relationship with him, but because we have lost the likeness of God, the affinity has been lost and an epistemic gap (a gap of knowing) has developed. Irenaeus believed that humans close this gap by experiencing suffering and desiring the help of God to overcome it. Through experiencing suffering, the soul grows to fullness and becomes ready for union with God after death. We often see this idea of people turning to God or religion in times of suffering. After Holly Wells and Jessica Chapman were abducted and murdered in Soham, the village church was filled with people looking for answers and support. Similarly, after the Asian Tsunami, many people discovered belief in God and a relationship with him that had lain dormant for years, or not been there at all.

Irenaeus’ theory depends upon belief in the afterlife for success. Irenaeus believed that the suffering and misery of this life was made perfect in the next life. It is only through appreciation of suffering that we can appreciate perfection and we experience this perfection in the next life.

This is where another significant difference between Irenaeus and Augustine emerges. Augustine believed that God judges all and punishes sinners, but rewards the righteous by welcoming them into his kingdom. Irenaeus believed that all humans eventually join God in his kingdom. This is called universal salvation. It may of course take some a little more time to get to God than others; Adolf Hitler for example was clearly a bad person and his soul making would not have been complete at death, but Irenaeus believed that all people were valuable to God and that after a little posthumous soul-making, Hitler’s soul would have been purified and ready for union with God.

This theory is a teleological theory, as it speaks of a slow period of growth towards a final goal, which is union with God. Irenaeus’ theodicy is popular with many as it rejects the idea of hell and damnation and provides hope for all. It also does away with the idea that God is a strict judge and presents him as a much more loving being who takes a personal interest in each of his creations, aiming to ensure that they grow and are eventually perfected.

One of the main criticisms of this theory is that it trivialises evil in this world through presenting it as a challenge to be overcome. However, it also states that the unpleasantness of this life will be far outweighed by the joy of experiencing heaven with God; many agree with this approach as it gives suffering an eternal purpose and enables people to see suffering not as a burden caused by Adam and Eve, but as something that will have great benefits if it is seen in the right way.

Some criticisms of the theodicies of Irenaeus and Augustine.

Irenaeus:

· Irenaeus’ theodicy is based upon two assumptions. These assumptions are that:

1. God exists.

2. There is an afterlife.

If one believes neither of these things to be true, then his theory ceases to explain the existence of evil.

· If one follows his theory to its conclusion, one cannot avoid developing theories of quantities of evil. For example, how much evil do I need to encounter to get near to God? It turns evil into some kind of Sainsbury’s reward card which one swipes for points when one endures suffering. Is a holocaust worth more points than a car crash?

· It has also been argued that it undervalues suffering and does not take it seriously. If you think of child abuse, rape and other horrific things, how would it make someone feel if they were told; “it’s O.K., the suffering you are going through now will help you get closer to God”?

· The theory is incompatible with the idea of a loving God. How could a loving God put evil into the world in the hope that we respond to its challenge? Why would God give us the gift of existence, only to make it miserable?

· It could also be argued that it takes away the responsibility we have for our actions. We could spend our lives causing suffering to others, secure in the knowledge that we will be saved eventually; Hitler is a good example of this.

· Also, it is incompatible with the idea of Divine justice; that God punishes evildoers. What kind of punishment is it to be saved (albeit later than the righteous)? Surely God, Who has laid down a moral code for human life, will punish the people who cause us pain and make them burn in hell in eternal torment?

Augustine:

· Augustine has traced the origin of evil back to man and a single historical event; the Fall in the Garden of Eden. Modern science and Biblical criticism cast doubt on this event ever taking place. Does his theory still work if the Fall did not actually happen?

· Augustine tries very hard to defend the image that we have of God as all loving and all-powerful, by refusing to admit that God was responsible in any way for evil existing. Creation started to go wrong because of man. But if God was all-powerful, why did He let man be tempted by the serpent into sinning?

· Augustine’s theory, if followed to its conclusion, could be accused of turning God into a cruel, arbitrary tyrant (the theory of predestination). This is perhaps incompatible with Jesus’ teaching of God as being a God of forgiveness, e.g. the story of the prodigal son.

· Much of Augustine’s thought is dominated by the philosophy of Plato and a man called Varro. He tries to apply the principle of measure, number and weight to everything. It could be argued that Augustine does not conceive of God in a ‘Godly’ manner, i.e., Augustine’s God has the mind of a human being.

