Why There is No Satisfying Answer to the Problem of Evil,

and Why Christianity is Right.

By Kent Richter

The classic "problem of evil" consists of the apparent logical contradiction between the reality of divine love and the suffering of God's creatures.  Defenses and theodicies, in turn, attempt to reconcile the ideal of divine love with the suffering we see and experience, in order to show that the omnipotent love of God is not denied by that suffering.  And all of this logical dispute has been going on for a long time.  That logic is important, I think, and indeed it may well be necessary for us intellectually -- insofar as intellectual integrity is itself necessary, or at least good -- that we strive to understand some such defense.  At the same time, all the logical defenses in the world miss an obvious point:  suffering hurts.  Thus there is an emotional and experiential side to the problem of evil that must be examined as well.  Indeed, I believe it is what drives the issue.  This emotional and experiential drive must also, I argue, remain unanswered.  That is, we might well find logical theodicies there in the ocean of explanations, but we cannot find satisfaction.  And this is not, I will argue, a shortcoming of logical analysis, but a logical necessity inherent in the problem of evil itself.  Thus I hope to show that even the best theodicy, or rather what I take to be the best "answer" to the problem of evil, is still not enough.  And it cannot be enough.  Indeed, part of what makes the unsatisfying answer of Christianity right is precisely that it is not enough.  Here's why.

The Basic Problem of Evil


It seems that if God had the power, as the Omnipotent Being surely must, then God could certainly end our woes and make good all that is evil.  This, of course, presumes that God wants to help and save His feeble creatures in their need.  But if then the healing does not appear, if the solution is not coming, then we must conclude either that God lacks the power to save, or that God does not want to help.  This is the basic problem.


There are well known theodicies, of course, that essentially concede this logic and admit that God lacks the power to change the physical world according to God's loving desire.  Perhaps to save God's "love", process theologies like Hartshorne's deny the omnipotence.  It is more common, I think, for philosophers to hold onto the omnipotence and to defend God's love or justice in the face of the suffering we see.  I will argue this way myself later.  For now, I don't think I have the room, or perhaps the ability, to argue against the process view coherently, except to raise one point.  Even if some characterization of the process God is coherent, I am not sure that this explains much about what we see as "evil" in this world relative to divine love.  For there are millions of examples of suffering and degradation in places where human love should and even can respond with healing.  But the love of God for Hartshorne, as far as I can tell, is, like His-her power, spread thinly and evenly across the cosmos, so that He-She loves atoms as He-She loves people, really doing nothing for either.  I suppose we still have a powerful Creator God that loves with all-embracing love, but when we examine the evils of the world, the power is impotent and the love is useless.  Maybe I don't understand.


In any case, I am back to considering answers that directly face the challenge of explaining divine love in the face of worldly suffering.  And here, oddly enough, I don't think the task is so difficult in itself.  I mean, all that really needs to be done is to suggest some way in which love can accept the suffering of the beloved.  As Plantinga
 has pointed out, this need not prove that we know what God's motivation really was, but only suggest how love might be compatible with the suffering of the beloved.  And there are ample defenses possible in this way.  Loving parents do allow children to fail, they might even punish the children themselves.  Love allows the beloved to suffer when only that suffering can cure a worse ailment.  Of course all such answers have prior presuppositions:  children must learn, children have done something to deserve punishment, children have some ailment.  But even these might be logically reconciled with love, since love might well want the child to learn and not just to know, might want the child to act on his/her own, even if the act results in punishable or harmful effects.  I will not defend these ideas much further; I only want to claim that the answers are strongly suggestive, and therefore that a logically sufficient theodicy or defense might well be found by minds greater than mine.


But I would emphasize another point in the argument.  Since the logic of the defense focuses on the reconciliation of divine love with the reality of suffering, it is absolutely necessary to both the problem and its "answer" that we recognize suffering.  There is pain, there is need, there is failure, and there is sin; and we must take such things as problems for there to be a problem of evil at all.  Thus the entire issue rests not just upon an apparent logical contradiction, but upon a feeling, an experience, or at least an anger.  There is pain and sin, and something is wrong with that.  If we do not hate the sin and suffering, then there is no problem of evil and no need for answers.  I hurt; and even when I'm doing fine, somebody else hurts, and -- damn it -- I don't like it.  And you shouldn't either.  And our dislike is essential to the problem of evil.


This is fundamentally why arguments against the existence of a loving God are so powerful.  Any short list of the sufferings that go on around us must be an outrage, and no outrage is ended just by explaining how it is compatible with some abstract love.  Indeed, where all the theodicies and defenses in the world fail on the emotional level is precisely in the fact that they explain "evil" and "suffering" in the abstract, as reconciled to divine love in the abstract.  But no theodicy, no philosopher's defense, ever explains this suffering, my pain.  Divine love allows us our mistakes or teaches us our lessons, but why did my daughter die, why do these people starve, how did we get to murder and abortion and hatred to this extent?


H. J. McCloskey, along with others, touches this same nerve, I think, in a different way.  The famous atheist seems almost to accept that divine love would allow some suffering for some lessons or other reasons, but he goes on in his annoying way to ask how there could be an explanation for the "amount" of suffering we see.  Referring to a kind of "greater good" defense, he says,

This kind of argument if valid simply shows that some evil may enrich the Universe; it tells us nothing about how much evil will enrich this particular universe, and how much will be too much.  So even if valid in principle . . . such an argument does not in itself provide justification for the evil in the universe.  It shows simply that the evil which occurs might have a justification.  In view of the immense amount of evil the probabilities are against it. (emphasis his)

Personally, I have never been able to figure out what terms like “amount of evil” even mean, grammatically speaking.  Are there even quantities of suffering?  Or is there a priori some quantity of suffering that would be acceptable to McCloskey?  I think not.  I mean, suppose tomorrow God spoke and made it clear that He has been doing exactly 12,000,000 interventionary miracles every day to keep our suffering below some acceptable level.  Why not 13,000,000?  Why not 12,000,001?  And why did He intervene to save that child, but not my daughter?  Let us then suppose that God should explain the case of "my daughter," and perhaps of a thousand other evils.  What of the thousand-and-first?  Shall we ever be satisfied?  Would McCloskey be satisfied?  No, for there are further explanations and more evils to be explained and we can never receive them all.  Thus McCloskey declares that the final explanation here is "in principle impossible."  But note that this is not because God lacks reasons, but because we can never be satisfied.  Thus, even if McCloskey found out that God was constantly intervening to save us from our sufferings, he would probably say that there is still too much suffering.  And he would be right.


For in the end, what McCloskey really wants is not an answer to the problem of evil.  That isn't what I want either, nor is it what any or us really wants.  And this, I suggest, is why all the answers to the problem of evil, however logically profound, do not thereby make the problem solved.  For with any theodicy or defense, be the suffering and pain ever so well explained, they, the suffering and pain, are still not removed.  And by “removed,” I don't just mean finally brought to glorious recompense in heaven, or given some reward for endurance.  For recompense and endurance are themselves only symptoms of the same evil; they are only on-going signs that something was wrong that should not have been wrong.  Ever!  I don't want a reward, just as I don't want "less suffering."  And I certainly don't want one more "explanation" of the logical compatibility between God's love and the evils of the world.  What do I want?  I want what you want:  I want evils to be abolished and human suffering obliterated.  No, I want more than that!  For even if sufferings were ended, it will remain eternally true that there was suffering, that innocents did die and wickedness flourished, if only temporarily.  The evils are a problem because they never should have been, and thus what I want is for there never to have been suffering.  Nothing else will satisfy us, and nothing else should.


My point so far, then, is that the anger that drives the problem of evil, by its very nature, cannot be satisfied.  And this, I am insisting here, is a logically necessary foundation to the whole problem of evil, for without such rage, without such dissatisfaction, there is no problem at all.  Yet with such rage, no answer can be enough.  So now what do we do?

Unacceptable Denials


One option, in fact, is to turn to explanations of the suffering that actually give us what we want.  It is possible to deny that there ever was any evil, and numerous religious sources make this claim.  Perhaps the most obvious are Eastern philosophies that explain the world itself, and thus the suffering that it contains, as illusions.  There are Western, even Christian versions of the same logic, I'll suggest, but I would argue that none of them are ultimately coherent.


Prime examples of the simple denial of evil's reality are evident in Buddhist and Vedantic explanations.  Buddhism, in particular, provides an interesting philosophical study precisely because it begins its soteriology with an emphasis on the suffering of life, and therefore seems to assert as strongly as any atheist the painful reality that would deny any eternal being of love.  But this dukkha, this suffering -- or ill, or unsatisfactoriness, or whatever more palatable term you prefer -- is not itself exempt from the impermanence of all phenomena, as it, too, has a cause.  Indeed, the entire soteriology depends upon recognizing this cause and eliminating it.  And that cause is desire, thirst, craving.  For it is precisely because we crave to hold on to what cannot last that we suffer.  Craving plus impermanence equals suffering.  Yet even craving is caused, and in the great chain of causation the dependence of craving, and hence of all suffering, ultimately stretches back to ignorance.


I realize that the "12-fold chain of dependent co-origination" is not so simply linear, but it is evident in the soteriology as a whole that ignorance is our basic defect.  For the solution, ultimately, to our suffering is not some act of God, but is human enlightenment.  When we come to know, when we see that all phenomena are merely caused and temporary, when we discover in the depths of our understanding that there is nothing worth craving, then at last ignorance yields to wisdom, and with the end of ignorance desire, too, ends, and with desire, suffering.  This, as I understand it, is the basic salvation story of Buddhism.


But the implications are significant.  For it seems that this teaching would suggest that there is nothing intrinsically wrong with, let's say, the death of my daughter.  There is rather a foolish tendency in me to want my daughter to live forever, and thus I cannot let go.  My own ignorance has me clinging to her life as to some eternal gift, and so when she goes I suffer.  Like Kisa Gotami in the Buddhist story, I should learn that death is inevitable and universal and, in place of frantic concern, I should submit myself to the Buddha's teaching in order "to see the deathless region."
  Suffering, therefore, is not so much in the world as it is in my perception of the world, and if I were to perceive the world rightly, there would be no suffering.  We are therefore like sleepers in a nightmare who, while asleep, think themselves suffering in terror.  But upon awakening, the sleeper knows that the pains are unreal, only a phantom of a disturbed consciousness.  The Buddha, as teacher, may well have great compassion on the terrified dreamer, but at the same time he knows the suffering is only a dream.


But there is a basic logical fallacy here, I think, rooted in a fundamental equivocation.  For the concept of “evil” or “suffering” that Buddhists use at the beginning of their soteriology is not the same concept that which appears at the end.  For we all know what “suffering” means in daily life, but when that experience is explained away as the result of ignorance, then it is no longer suffering in the same sense.  The term has changed meaning, from suffering to "suffering".  And the difference is that the first suffering hurts; the second does not.


I think I could make similar arguments with reference to Vedantic Hinduism or even Taoism.  I can think of references in Sankara
 and in the Chuang Tzu
 where it is emphasized that all personal concerns for body, mind and emotion, are like crying over an illusion or an error in judgment.   Throughout the East, it seems to me, sages rise above the distinction between good and evil, and in the enlightened mind know that that distinction is unfounded.  Death and pain are therefore to be seen only as the reflection of life and pleasure in a Tao beyond distinctions, the tiresome round of samsara is itself to be seen only as the superimposition of ignorance upon the absolute unity of Brahman, and the suffering that starts the Buddhist quest, like the death of Kobayashi Issa's daughter, is really just "a dew drop."
  And thus, in such schools of philosophy, we find what we wanted above, namely that the evils of life, to the awakened mind, were never really evil at all.


Maybe it seems unfair to argue against these foreign traditions in this context of the theistic problem of evil.  And maybe it is.  But my point is primarily to emphasize the logical problem within what I'd call an "ignorance defense."  And there are Christians, too, I think, that have versions of "the ignorance defense."  Of course we might look at Christian Science and its denial that illness has any real substance, and indeed Mary Baker Eddy wrote that "any material evidence of death is false, for it contradicts the spiritual facts of being."
  Thus suffering, it seems, is more a matter of perception than an experience of pain, so that "what appears to separate us from God" (the stress is in the original), "whether it is sin, cruelty, betrayal, a chronic moral problem, a tormented relationship, anxiety, feelings of personal inadequacy, or disease . . . is the result of an ignorance of God, a blindness to his presence."
  I confess here, that I am not sure if perhaps we should read such statements as saying that the possibility of perfect healing is so immanent that only ignorance keeps us from using the power of God to heal ourselves.  This statement needn't explicitly deny that the suffering is real.  But the appeal to ignorance, and the emphasis on the mere appearance of suffering is haunting.


I am similarly haunted by an apparently more orthodox, and perhaps more pernicious version of a suffering-as-ignorance argument that similarly clouds the reality of suffering by emphasizing the immediacy of perfect healing.  Look out, I urge, for any who glean a "victorious Jesus" from their scriptures, to the extent that any weeping or continued sense of the woe of life is eclipsed.  Beware of encouragements toward "faith" in the light of sorrow, and curious calls to "give thanks in all circumstances" in the face of a loved one's agony, when the pious say, "These are only tests," or "The victory is already ours."  Thus Kenneth Hagin says we suffer only because of our "lack of knowledge of God's word" and thus our "failure to exercise the rights of Christ."  Similarly, Charles Capp urges us simply "forbid any malfunction in this body, in the name of Jesus."  And for Robert Schuller, God, in Schuller's "Let Go, and Let God" poem, begins to look like a smiling Daddy who watches with some humor as small children cry over a toy He knew was made to come apart.
As children bring their broken toy

With tears for us to mend,

I brought my broken dreams to God

Because He is my friend.

Our lives aren't really broken after all, we imagine God saying, and if we only knew how good everything really is, or how much the healing power of God is already in our hands, there would be no weeping.  Thus in this view, too, suffering is essentially rooted in the sufferer's failure to see with the eyes of faith.


Oddly, I suggest that there is one more kind of "ignorance defense," and this one comes from a quite unexpected quarter, namely atheistic materialism.  On this point, C. S. Lewis has argued
 that once one denies the existence of God due to the sufferings of the world, the basis for the evaluation of that suffering in the first place is undermined.  Thus it seems that if one ends up with no God, no Being from whom we would have expected a better existence, then it is not very clear what the suffering was in the first place.  For example, if the world is really an unusual ball of matter circling an otherwise very usual star, and if by accident organisms have evolved and passed one another over billions of years in a steady stream of mutations and extinctions, then it is not very clear what is so bad about the death of my daughter.  Indeed, it is not very clear what is so bad about the extinction of the human race, even by nuclear holocaust or environmental disaster.  For as the Ian Malcolm character in Jurassic Park so adroitly pointed out,
 we will not, indeed cannot, kill the earth; and long after our extinction and our destruction of the ecosystem, new species and perhaps even new intelligence will emerge through the same mindless process that serendipitously bumped intellect into our own DNA a mere epoch or two ago.  Big deal.


But in all this, Lewis' critique points out a significant difficulty.  He would argue that there is a contradiction in starting with "evils" which, when the final philosophical viewpoint is clarified, are not really evil at all.  My emphasis in the argument with Buddhism was a little different.  For my point above was that the argument from evil to a position that denies evil is guilty of equivocation.  And the equivocation, in turn, lies precisely in the fact that evil, as we must understand it in order to begin the argument, must make us mad.  It is only the wrongness of suffering that makes it evil at all, and this judgment of wrongness requires an essentially emotional and passionate quality.  If the love of God is contradicted by the suffering of creatures, it is only because suffering is itself unlovely.  Thus the passion of disdain for and anger at suffering, whether mine or a Biafran stranger's, is a logical necessity for any argument in the problem of evil.


Consequently, we must be outraged by the starvation and death and injustice around us for any of the discussions of Buddhists, materialists or "victory Christians" to make any sense at all, and yet we end up, in these cases, with the outrage merely an aberrant perception or an anthropocentric folly.  We cannot, I suggest, accept as logically coherent any response to evil that would leave us without rage at evil, or even a response that simply denies the significance of the suffering we know.  If the answer to evil does not leave us angry at evil, then it cannot make sense as an answer.


The implication here is, I think, properly disturbing.  It means that the only kind of answer to suffering that we really want is precisely the kind we cannot accept.  When I take seriously the suffering of the world, I must want the suffering simply to be false, to be gone.  I don't want a reward or a comforting hug in the end; I want absolute resolution.  But the only kind of absolute resolution would be one that denied the existence of the evil altogether, and this denies the rage itself.  We are, and must be, angry that the world suffers in us and around us.  But do not, oh God, now appear on earth and tell us with a smile that it never really mattered, for that must only make us angrier still.


So the irony here is that any answer that gives us a dissolution of the evil is not one we can accept logically, but at the same time, any logical compatibility between divine love and worldly suffering is an "answer" we cannot find satisfying.  Thus we are doomed to never being satisfied with any answer to the problem of evil, however logically coherent it might be.

A Christian Answer


So let me now take the suffering of the world seriously and propose an answer that I find logically sound but utterly dissatisfying.  Indeed, it is not only the logical coherence of this answer, but also the emphatic unsatisfactoriness, that commend it.  It is a backward kind of apologetic, perhaps, but my point will be that a biblical-sounding free-will defense not only offers the logical compatibility of divine love and worldly suffering, but accepts our outrage and makes it significant.  Indeed, this Christian answer makes our anger eternal.


The "answer" is about Eden, the Fall, the Curse and Christ.  It starts, as if you didn't know, with the suggestion that God created a world of living things, beings other than Himself, and in particular at least one kind of being with free will.  These free willed beings are placed within an environment devoid of need and exigency.  There is food and sleep and sex, as well as creative work, vibrant companionship, and useful study toward growth in knowledge and understanding.  And oddly, let us imagine, there are no moral rules, for whatever the free beings choose to do, it will be good, given the way they were created.  This seems to be clearly an act of love, even a self-sacrificial one on the part of God, insofar as God let's there be beings outside His own control, even if that limit is only self-imposed.  In any case, I think we have still a loving God and, notably, no "evils."


Yet within this idyllic world, there is a single prohibition, which amounts only to the fundamental choice of whether or not to remain in this idyllic world.  That is, God's love, in giving these beings freedom, gives them even the freedom to choose whether or not they shall remain in this relationship with God.  And as any wise parent knows, it is consistent with love that one can raise a child to be capable of rejecting the parents and their ideals.  Thus Eden includes the possibility of Fall, and yet it is "very good."


Now let us then suppose the beings rebel.  This is the Fall.  Let me here emphasize that, if this story is true, God gave them no reason or incentive or invitation to rebel, and yet they chose to do so. Their act, therefore, is, in a sense, their own creation, even if God gave them that capacity and even if He foreknew they would make that choice.   Here is the beginning of "evil," but note also that this act is groundless.  That is, the Fall is a thorough and complete surd, baseless and worthless, as it must be if it is rebellion against the definition of the good.  It was not for a "greater good," nor for "soul-making," nor so that we could know evil in order to know good.  It is absurd.  Thus there can be no explanation for the act; nothing Adam can say will explain or make us accept it.  We and he ought to be fundamentally, irrevocably disgusted and outraged by the choice.  And this I have argued is precisely where we still are in the "problem of evil."


To use standard lingo, we have now in the creation of a loving God the existence of "moral evil," which is utterly inexplicable and unacceptable, even though the possibility of that evil is reasonably compatible with some idea of God's love and power.  At this point in the story, we now add the Curse.  The Curse, as I read it, is an act of God, in which the Eden that God gave to the rebellious beings, the Eden they rejected, is taken away, and in its place come thorns and thistles.  I will not pretend to explain the justice of the Curse on all humanity, nor how "thorns and thistles" might include earthquakes and cancer.  But some sense that the rejection of God is humanity's own rejection of Eden, and perhaps some "aesthetic argument" like Augustine's,
 suggest that it is less unjust for there to be a fallen world surrounding fallen humanity than for fallen humanity to remain in Eden.  Notably, even Kant, with his argument about the "greatest good" might be construed to agree, since, this ideal envisions "happiness in exact proportion to morality."  Thus "to be in need of happiness and also worthy of it and yet not to partake of it could not be in accordance with the complete volition of an omnipotent rational being."
  Or, conversely, "the sight of a being who is not adorned with a single feature of a pure and good will, enjoying unbroken prosperity, can never give pleasure to an impartial rational spectator."


For my purposes, it is useful to note one other point about the Curse, namely that it not only does not deny the severity of Adam's sin, it emphasizes it.  As Lewis suggests in Perelandra,
 the choice of the world's sin is not a game, not a toy, and if we fall then the world is truly fallen.

His journey to Perelandra was not a moral exercise, nor a sham fight.  If the issue lay in Maleldil's hands, Ransom and the Lady were those hands.  The fate of a world really depended on how they behaved in the next few hours.  The thing was irreducibly, nakedly real.  They could, if they chose, decline to save the innocence of this new race, and if they declined its innocence would not be saved.

My point, then, is that the Curse, an act of God that creates, in a sense, the physical evils, is, on the one hand, compatible with divine love, while at the same time it emphasizes the significance of human choice.  Thus here we can see the reason for the act (it is, after all God's act), but we cannot like it.  Or to put it the other way around, we suffer now a world torn apart by God's reaction to rebellion, and though the action be ever so reasonably grounded, and indeed a mark of love in the significance it lends to our actions, we must hate the evils that result and, indeed, have a tendency to blame God.


And thus, in the end, we do blame God, and God accepts the blame.  The Christian story -- as you all know -- ends not with the Curse, but with the Christ, and if the stories are true, then God Himself, in His aspect as Eternal Logos, became a human being and, in the end, suffered and died for sin.  If this is so, then God Himself, even in uttering the Curse, chose to feel the pain of the Curse Himself.  We see the Curse and its evils, and we may well know that its absurdity lies not in God but in Adam; yet we want to blame God, want to complain that God is responsible, that He ought to do something.  But oddly, when God does "do something," rather than eliminating the pain of the significant, if absurd, choice of sin, He suffers the effects of sin.  God does not stop the pain, but takes the pain on as divine experience, and in so doing God raises the significance of human choice to unimaginable heights.


Y'all know this story, and I don't pretend it is news.  It may not even be "good news."  My point has been only to emphasize that this story does not do what we really want:  it does not eliminate the suffering and evils of the world or deny that they were real.  Indeed, it does the most extreme opposite that we could have imagined.  I argued above that the answer we want, the non-existence of the suffering, is not really what will make sense of our experience, and indeed it adds a curious absurdity of its own to the whole issue.  In the Christian story, the absurdity is ours, it lies in sin, and the response of God in solving this problem is to raise its significance to the status of divine experience.  God Himself knows the suffering of the world and, indeed, knows what it is like to be a sinner, ugly in His own eyes. 


But left here, you might say, it is not the Christianity I was taught.  What about heaven and redemption and eternal bliss and "by his stripes we are healed."  Well, yes; that's a bonus, and we are rightly thrilled.  But because it occurs by making suffering eternal, we must find the story disturbing, lamentable, dissatisfying.  And it could not be otherwise, for we cannot reasonably accept the denial of the significance of suffering, however much we want to.  And the act of the love of God is instead -- and in stark contrast -- to become sin and to suffer death.  And even if we are redeemed and saved unto heaven in the divine act of that suffering, it will forever be true that there was suffering, and it will forever be true that God knows and feels it.  It may even be that, because God in Himself is timeless, God suffers forever the death of sin and the Curse of the Fall.  For in heaven, where "every tear is dried," there may yet be the eternal tears of God; and we who watch with wonder will know it's right.
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