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39 The Problem of Evil

John Hick

istic theories of religion, '

As a challenge to theism, the problem of evil hag traditionally been
Poscd in the form of 3 dilemma: if God js perfectly loving, he must wish
to abolish evil; and jf he is all-powerful, he must be able to abolish
evil. But evil exists; therefore God cannot be both omnipotent and per-
fectly loving,

Certain solutions, which at once suggest themselves, have to be ruled
Out so far as the J udaic-Christian faith is concerned.

To say, for éxample (with contemporary Christian Science), that evil
is an illusion of the humap mind, is impossible within 2 religion based
upon the stark realism of the Bible. Its Pages faithfully reflect the char-
acteristic mixture of g0ood and evil in human experience. They record
every kind of sorrow and suffering, every mode of man’s inhumanity to

unjust suffering, but as the violent and murderous rejection of God’s
Messiah. There can be no doubt, then, that for biblical faith, evil is
unambiguously evil, and stands in direct opposition to God’s will.

Again, to solve the problem of evi] by means of the theory (sponsored,
for example, by the Boston “Personalist” School)* of a fipjte deity who
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does the best he can with 2 material, intractable and co-eterna] with
himself, is to have abandoned the basic premise of Hebrew—Christian
monotheism; for the theory amounts to rejecting belief in the infinity and
sovereignty of God, :

Indeed, any theory which would avoid the problem of the origin of
evil by depicting it as an ultimate constituent of the universe, coordinate
With good, has been repudiated in advance by the classic Christian teach-
ing, first developed by Augustine, that evil represents the 80ing wrong of
something which in itself is good.? Augustine holds firmly to the Hebrew-
Christian conviction that the universe is good—that is to say, it is the
creation of a good God for a good purpose. He completely rejects the
ancient prejudice, widespread in hjs day, that matter js evil. There are,
according to Augustine, higher and lower, greater and lesser goods in
immense abundance and variety; but everything which hag being is good
in its own Way and degree, €Xcept in so far as it may have become spoiled

CVer exists is, as such, and in its Proper place, good; evi is essentially
parasitic upon good, being disorder and perversion in 3 fundamentaﬂy
good creation. Thjs understanding of evi] 25 something negative meaps
that it is not willed and created by God; but it does lot mean (as some
have supposed) that evil is unreal and cap be disregarded, Clearly, the

first effect of this doctrine is to accentuate even more the question of the
origin of evil,

caterprise, negative rather than positive in js conclusions. It does not
claim to explain, nor to explain away, every instance of evil ip human
experience, but only to point to certajn considerations which prevent- the
fact of evil (largely incomprehensible though it remains) from copsti-
tuting a final and insuperable bar o rational belief in God.

2. See Augustine's Confessions, Book VII, Chap. 12; City of God, Book XII, Chap. 3;
Enchiriu'ion, Chap. 4,

3. The word "!heodicy" from .the Greek rtheos (God) and dike (righteous) means the

i i il.
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A reply to this argument is suggested in another recent contribution
to the discussion.s [f by a free action we Mean an action which is pot
externally compelled byt Wwhich flows from the nature of the agent ag
he reacts to the circumstances in which he finds himself, there is, indeed,
10 contradiction between oy being free and our actions being “caused"
(by our own nature) and therefore being in Principle predictable, There

appears, even to himself, to be free, but his volitions have actually been
Predetermined by another will, that of the hypnotist, in relation to whom

4. J. L. Mackije, “Evi] and Omm’po(ence," Mind (April, i955), p- 209. A similar point
is made by Antony Flew in “Divine Omnipotence ang Human Freedom,” Vew Essays in
Philosophical Theology. An important criicy] “omment on these arguments is offered by
Ninian Smary in “Omnipotence, Evij and Supermen,” Philosophy (April, 1961), with re-

plies by Flew (January, 1962) ang Mackie (April, 1962)
S. Flew, in New Essays in Philosophical T heology. (_) O
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the logically impossible, since there is nothing here to accomplish, but only
a meaningless conjunction of words®—in this case “person who is not a

God,” capable of entering into a personal relationship with their Creator
by a free and uncompelled response to his love,

When we turn from the possibility of moral evil as a correlate of man’s
personal freedom to its actuality, we face something which must remain in-
explicable even when it can be seen to be Possible. For we can never
provide a complete causal cxplanation of a free act; if we could, it would
not be a free act. The origin of moral evil lies forever concealed within
the mystery of human freedom,

The necessary connection between moral freedom and the possibility,
Dow actualized, of sin throws light upon a great deal of the suffering which

from the inhumanity or the culpable incompetence of mankind. This in-
cludes such major scourges as poverty, oppression and persecution, war,
and all the injustice, indignity, and inequity which occur even in the
most advanced societies. These evils are manifestations of human sin. Even
disease is fostered to an extent, the limits of which have not yet been
determined by psychosomatic medicine, by moral and emotional factors

which are entirely independent of the human will, for example, earthquake,

man experience. For our present purpose, however, it is important to
note that the latter category does exist and that it seems to be built into
the very structure of our world. In Tesponse to it, theodicy, if it is wisely
conducted, follows a negative path. It is not possible to show positively

6. As Aquinas said, “, . . nothing that impliies a contradiction falls under the scope
of God's omnipotence.” Summa Theologica, Part I, Question 25, article 4.
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is to be viewed as a completed creation and that God’s purpose in mak-
ing the world was to provide a suitable dwelling-place for this fully-

tains sources of hardship, Inconvenience, and danger of innumerable kinds,
the conclusion follows that this world cannot have been created by a
perfectly benevolent and all-powerful deity.” )

Christianity, however, has fcver supposed that God’s purpose in the
creation of the world was to construct a paradise whose inhabitants would
experience a maximum of pleasure and a minimum of pain. The world
is seen, instead, as a place of “soul-making” in which free beings grap-
pling with the tasks and challenges of their existence in a common ep-
vironment, may become “children of God” and “heirs of eternal life.” A

Was suggested by some of the early Hellenistic Fathers of the Christian
Church, especially Irenaeus, Following hints from St. Paul, Irenaeus taught
that man has been made as a person in the image of God but has not
yet been brought as a free ang responsible agent into the finite likeness
of God, which is revealed in Christ.* Our world, with al] its rough edges,
is the sphere in which this second and harder stage of the creative process

is taking place.

would be- very far-reaching. For example, no one could ever injure any-
one else: the murderer’s knife would turn to paper or his bullets to thin

a scale, proving inflationary); fraud, deceit, conspiracy, and treason would
somehow always leave the fabric of society undamaged. Again, no one
would ever be injured by accident: the mountain-climber, steeplejack, or
playing child falling from a height would float unharmed to the ground;
the reckless driver would never meet with disaster. There would be no

7. This is the nature of David Hume's argument in his discussion of (he problem of

evil in his Diulogues, Part X1
8. See Irenaeus’ Against Heresies, Book IV, Chaps. 37 and 3.
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our world contains, it would have to contain others instead,

To realize this is not, by any means, to be in possession of a detailed
theodicy. It is to understand that thjs world, with all jts “heartaches and
the thousand natural shocks that flesh is heir to,” an environment so
manifestly not designed for the maximization of human pleasure and the
minimization of human pain, may be rather wej adapted to the quite
different purpose of “soul-making, "

These considerations are related to theism ag such, Specifically, Chris-
tian theism goes further in the light of the death of Christ, which is seep
paradoxically both (as the murder of the divine Son) as the worst thing

9. This bricf discussion has been confined to the problem of human suffering. The large
and intractable problem of animul pain is not taken up here. For 4 discussion of i, see,
for example, Nels Ferré, £yif and the Christiun Fuich (New York: Harper & Row, Pub-

lishers, Inc., 1947), Chap. 7; and Austin Farrer, Love Almighty and 115 Unlimited (New
York: Doubieday & Company, Inc., 1961), Chap. 5.

" R
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to be evils; and certainly, in view of Christ’s healing work, they cannot
be said to have been sent by God. Yet, it has been the persistent claim

At this point, theodicy points forward in two ways to the subject of
life after death.

sometimes they Jead, instead, to resentment, fear, grasping selfishness, and
disintegration of character, Therefore, it would seem that any divige pur-
pose of soul-making which is at work in earthly history must continue
beyond this life if it s ever to achieve more than a very partial and
fragmentary success.

Second, if we ask whether the business of soul-making is worth a]l
the toil and sorrow of human life, the Christian answer must be in terms
of a future good which is great enough to justify all that has happened
on the way to it.* '

10. This conception of providence is stated more fully in John Hick, Fuith and Knowi.
edge (Ithaca: Cornei] Univcrsity Press, 1957), Chap. 7, from which some sentences are
incorporated in this paragraph, )

* In his later book, Evil and the God of Love, Professor Hick discusses in detail how
the appeal to0 a life after death compictes his theodicy. The next selection, Seiection 40,
contains some extracts from this work. (Ed.)



