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Tragedy Needs Explanation


  We all want to make sense of life.


  Most of the time, we ask immediate questions to make sense of what’s happening in our world: Why did she look at me that way? Why is it cold? Why can’t my team win a championship? Why do I feel hungry? Why can’t I relax? Why do I see so many advertisements?


  Most of us ask big questions of life too. These questions and their answers are at the heart of the world’s religions, the impetus for scientific endeavors and the domain of philosophy. Theology, science and philosophy explore both the minutiae and the big picture to make sense of reality. Big questions and our attempts to answer them are a big deal.


  Those who believe in God—and I am a believer—typically think fully adequate answers to big questions include God. Science, philosophy, humanities, arts or other disciplines contribute to our quest to answer life’s questions. Everyday experiences matter too. Comprehensive answers draw from all these domains.


  Reflection on God—theology—should not be the trump card in efforts to understand reality. Phrases like “God only knows” or “it must be God’s will” sometimes end conversations rather than shed light on how things might work or how things are. Theology doesn’t have all of the answers.


  But if God’s presence and influence have the far-reaching effects most believers think, theology cannot be set aside during discussions of existence. It must be included. In fact, theology should play a central role when seeking adequate answers to the most important questions of life.


  And what an amazing life it is!


  Existence abounds in feelings, facts, information, values, action, desires and unanswered questions. We experience love, joy and happiness, along with evil, pain and sadness. We act purposefully and intentionally. We also encounter randomness, chance and luck—good and bad. We seem to act freely. But circumstances, our bodies and the environment limit what we freely do. We decide, feel, relate and ponder.


  In one moment, goodness and beauty delight us. In the next, we cringe in response to horror and ugliness. At times we’re happy, and at other times we’re not. Most of the time our lives consist of the mundane, usual and routine. And on it goes. We live.


  Making sense of life—in light of such diversity—is a daunting endeavor. But we inevitably take up the task. In more or less sophisticated ways, we try to figure out how things work and what makes sense. We are all metaphysicians, in this sense, because metaphysics seeks the fundamental explanations of reality.


  This book explores the big picture with a special emphasis upon explaining randomness and evil in light of God’s providence. By providence, I mean the ways God acts to promote our well-being and the well-being of the whole.


  In this exploration, I will not ignore purpose, beauty, goodness and love. But the positive aspects of life are fairly easy to reconcile with belief in God. Randomness and evil are far more challenging. Unfortunately, some believers dismiss the challenging aspects of life as inconsequential or unreal. By contrast, I think we must take seriously these aspects, so seriously that many believers will need to rethink their views of God. We may need deconstruction so reconstruction can occur.


  By the end of this book, I will offer answers to some of the most significant questions of life. I take seriously randomness and purpose, evil and good, freedom and necessity, love and hate—and God. I’ll be offering a novel proposal for overcoming obstacles that have traditionally prevented believers from finding satisfactory solutions to the big problems of life. My solutions may even prompt unbelievers to reconsider their belief that God does not exist.


  For millennia, many people have asked, “If a loving and powerful God exists, why doesn’t this God prevent genuinely evil events?” Thanks especially to recent developments in philosophy and science, a related question has also gained prominence: “How can a loving and powerful God be providential if random and chance events occur?”


  In this book, I propose answers to both questions. At the heart of these answers is a particular understanding of God’s power and love. Theology, science, philosophy and Scripture inform this understanding. When appealing to these sources, I aim to account for the cruel and unpredictable realities of life, in their wide-ranging diversity. But I also account for purpose, freedom and love. I draw upon research in various disciplines to proffer a model of divine providence that I find both credible and livable.


  To get at the heart of my proposals, it seems appropriate to begin with accounts of real life situations involving randomness and evil.


  It’s Utter Pandemonium


  On April 15, 2013, Mark Wolfe finished the Boston Marathon. Not long thereafter, Wolfe witnessed the massive destruction of terrorist-devised bomb blasts near the finish line. “It’s utter pandemonium,” he said, describing the chaos. “Everybody’s just in disbelief and sadness.”1


  While Wolfe and others observed the devastation firsthand, people around the nation and world turned to the media for details of the tragedy. The explosions caused more than chaos and damage to nearby structures. At least 250 bystanders and runners were injured. Fourteen required amputations. Three died.


  The stories of the injured, maimed and deceased captured hearts around the world. Reports of heroic helpers at the bombing scene soon emerged. Police officers, firefighters, nurses, physicians and ordinary citizens were good Samaritans in a time of dire need. While the public lauded the helpers, grief and shock prevailed. Making sense of things proved difficult.


  A few days later, FBI agents identified Dzhokhar and Tamerlan Tsarnaev as the disaster’s masterminds. The brothers placed nails, ball bearings and other metals in pressure cookers and detonated the homemade explosives with remote devices. After police had found the two, a chase ensued and authorities killed one. Authorities eventually captured the second, and he admitted to their crime. Religious beliefs motivated them, Mr. Tsarnaev said. This calamity seemed another in a long list of evils perpetrated in the name of God, Allah or some other religious ultimate.


  The Boston Marathon bombing is not unique of course. Terror-motivated bombings occur throughout the world, although in the United States they occur less frequently. Some blasts are more deadly and more damaging. Any terrorist bombing—no matter where it occurs—is one too many.


  Believers in God explain events like the Boston Marathon bombing in various ways. Writing as a guest columnist in the Orlando Sentinel, Josh Castleman affirmed his belief in God despite the Boston horror. “I realize that many people will see this tragic event as evidence against God’s existence,” wrote Castleman in the newspaper. “But the reality is that in order for thousands of people to feel relief and joy, some had to feel unspeakable pain and heartache.”


  Castleman concluded his piece with a rhetorical question: “Where was God during the bombing?” He answers: “I think he was right in front of us, and he was hoping we wouldn’t just focus on the brief moment of evil, but instead, recognize him in the hours and days that followed.”2


  Some believers make sense of life by saying we need evil to appreciate the goodness of God and that God consoles those who suffer. Castleman seems to think evil is necessary for this purpose when he says that “in order for . . . people to feel relief and joy, some had to feel unspeakable pain and heartache.” Without evil, we would not know good, says this argument. To know firsthand the God of all consolation, we need reasons to be consoled.


  We must go through hell to appreciate heaven.


  The belief that God is present with those who suffer is increasingly common. “God suffers with us,” many say. God experienced pain and death in the crucifixion of Jesus Christ, say Christians, and as a Fellow Sufferer, God now suffers with those in the throes of pain. In the midst of our greatest difficulty, God is present and empathetic. Many believers say they worship a suffering God. But must we endure evil to appreciate good? And can we best account for evil by saying God is present to and suffers with victims?


  Most believers think God can do anything. God could control people or situations and stop any evil event, they say. If this is true, God must voluntarily allow evil just to suffer alongside victims. God permits evil in order to feel our agony. God could stop such evil, says this view, but God allows it so that we can feel supported in the midst of our pain.


  Does this view make God a masochist? And do we want to emulate masochists? Do we always allow loved ones to suffer so we can suffer with them? Do we think it more loving to suffer with others than to prevent evil, if we were able, in the first place?


  I think we should doubt that evil is a prerequisite for good, especially the vast amount of evil in our world. The amount of evil far outweighs whatever we might need to appreciate good. Besides, most Christians believe in an afterlife of eternal bliss. If we follow the logic of “good requires evil,” heaven must include pain and evil so saints can appreciate the heavenly hereafter. Not only does this way of thinking make evil necessary, but it causes one to wonder if the saints could experience perfect bliss knowing that evil makes their bliss possible.


  Presumably, the Tsarnaev brothers used their free will to construct and detonate the Boston bombs. Yet their victims were apparently random: runners and bystanders just happened to be where bombs exploded. The brothers freely wreaked deadly havoc, yet their victims unknowingly came near the blast.


  This may prompt believers to ask different questions: Was the Boston Marathon bombing part of God’s providence? Although the victims seemed random, did God pick them to be injured or killed as part of a divine master plan? Are free will and randomness ultimately unreal because they actually manifest God’s all-­controlling hand?


  Should we say evil is required, God-intended or even God-allowed?


  It’s an Act of God


  It was a typical fall day, on a typical Canadian road, with a typical Calgary family. The clan had vacationed in British Columbia, and they were driving south of Fairmont Hot Springs. A news report describes what happened around noon. “The family was in a northbound Subaru Legacy and was approaching a southbound semi with an unloaded low-bed trailer,” reads the report. “A rock measuring 30 by 13 centimetres crashed through the front windshield and hit the mother of two in the head, killing her.”


  In an instant, a stone penetrated a windshield. It crushed a woman’s skull and killed her without warning. A life ended tragically.


  Investigators of the accident stopped the semi driver whose trailer pitched the rock. After analyzing the truck, its tires, the ­victim’s car and the accident scene, investigators determined the stone must have been lodged between the trailer’s dual tires. It shot out from the tires, smashed through the car’s windshield and killed the victim.


  Those investigating said the truck driver was not blameworthy. “‘There’s no intent on the driver to stick a rock between his tires and launch it in the air,’ said Cpl. Tom Brannigan. ‘It’s an act of God.’”3 An act of God?


  This accident is not the first time, of course, that an unintended event caused death and destruction. It’s not the first time an unexplained accident has been called “an act of God.” We’re more likely to hear the phrase “act of God” to describe hurricanes, tornadoes or floods. But perhaps this woman’s death is also a natural disaster: an unplanned event with dreadful consequences.


  Many believers recoil in disgust when God gets blamed for accidents, tragedies and natural disasters. Yet many also think that God totally controls life, or at least that God controls the natural world and its inanimate objects. These people must think such events—including rocks kicked up by semitrailer wheels—are part of God’s providence. After all, they say, an omnipotent God could stop those accidents. Therefore, God must permit them. Yet, for many others, God’s causing or permitting evil conflicts with their belief that God loves perfectly.


  Can we believe that random events or events resulting from chance or luck do occur in the world—especially those with negative consequences—and also believe in divine providence? If God has a plan, how does randomness figure in? Is this a divine blueprint, in which all details are predetermined or foreknown? If God can control people and nature, why recoil in disapproval when some people say the accidents of life are acts of God?


  It Was Just Meant to Be


  Hank Lerner and his wife gave birth to their second daughter six weeks early. An emergency C-section brought Eliana Tova—a name meaning, “God answered with good”—into the world. Even before doctors delivered Eliana Tova, they knew she’d need heart surgery. And at two days old the tiny infant underwent a major procedure to address her life-threatening condition. This was not how her parents imagined life would begin for their child!


  A month later, Eliana Tova’s kidneys began to shut down. Her health deteriorated. Hank and his wife were faced with a decision, as he puts it, “either to put her on dialysis for the next two years or so in the hopes of getting her to the point where they can do a transplant, or just let her go quietly.” Sometimes death is preferable to the grim struggle for life.


  When Hank and his wife met their rabbi, the cleric asked, “Are you angry with God?” Hank certainly was! “Every time I heard someone say something like ‘it’s all part of His plan,’ or ‘it was just meant to be,’” he said, “I growled a little bit inside.”


  Further tests revealed that little Eliana Tova had a rare condition diagnosed only 250 times in the last fifty years. By the time Hank blogged about Eliana Tova’s condition later that year, she had under­gone five operations. More surgeries would be required, in addition to hospital visits for related health problems. Her life, were she to survive, was destined for enormous adversity.


  “I’m more than a little peeved that my child’s life depends on hooking her to machines 12 hours a day, every day, until she can grow large enough for a transplant,” Hank said. This doesn’t include infections and possible health complications Eliana Tova will likely endure as she moves through life. There’s plenty to infuriate Hank!


  “At the end of the day,” says Hank, “it doesn’t matter whether I’m angry at God. What matters is that we—Mom, Dad, and Big Sister—stop thinking about the past and worrying about the future so we can concentrate on kicking down doors and moving Eliana forward just a little bit every day.”4


  Eliana Tova, of course, is not the only infant born with debilitating conditions, disease, defective body parts or severe deformities. Millions of infants are so burdened annually. Some survive but endure a lifetime of surgeries and suffering. Others survive for a short time before succumbing to whatever ails them. Still others are stillborn, not capable of living beyond the womb.


  Parents with severely debilitated children encounter the “rationalizations” given Hank: “it was meant to be” or “it’s God’s plan.” Other parents stop believing in God, or at least stop believing that God makes any difference. They become practical atheists. Along the way, many people rely more on sheer determination than on any reassurance that God providentially directs their lives. “God doesn’t seem to be helping,” they say. “So we’ll have to work this out ourselves.”


  If it’s to be, it’s up to me.


  When children with severe debilities like Eliana Tova are born—or, for that matter, when anyone suffers from diseases caused by random genetic or prenatal malfunctions—we wonder if perhaps God misdialed the controls. If God is responsible for the dialing, are health problems divinely allotted? Are genetic and physical mutations truly random, or are they divinely planned?


  While some believers give up believing that God makes any difference, others turn their anger toward God. In fact, a number of biblical passages report the laments of ancient believers venting their ire. Expressing anger can prove cathartic. But as natural as anger may be, one wonders if God deserves blame when evils occur. Is it really God’s fault? Is God culpable?


  Some say God should not be the object of our anger—in the sense of being blamed for causing or allowing evil. God only does what is good. But if we should not blame God when things go badly, should we praise God when things go well?


  Does God have a hands-off approach to our lives?


  I Don’t Know If My Heart Will Ever Heal


  Zamuda Sikujuwa pushed apart her thighs in grimaced pain, demonstrating, in a lewd-looking gesture, what they’d done. Militiamen shoved an automatic rifle inside her body during the rape.


  Associated Press reporter Michelle Faul wrote of Zamuda’s story from Doshu, Congo. “The brutish act tore apart her insides after seven of the men had taken turns raping her,” Faul reported. “She lost consciousness and wishes now her life also had ended on that day.”


  The story is horrific. Rebels from a Tutsi tribe came to Zamuda’s village demanding money. When her husband had nothing to give, they put a gun to his head and pulled the trigger. Her two children cried at their father’s murder, so rebels shot them too. Then they attacked Zamuda, raping her and leaving her for dead.


  After two operations, Zamuda still has difficulty walking. “It’s hard, hard, hard,” she says. “I’m alone in this world. My body is partly mended. But I don’t know if my heart will ever heal. . . . I want this violence to stop.”5


  Genocide and rape both have extensive and harrowing histories on planet earth. In nearly every society, a frighteningly high percentage of women are raped. In some cultures, raped women constitute the majority. Sexual assault has a ghastly history.


  Some believers think God allows evil to test us and through testing build our characters. According to them, God could prevent pain and suffering but allows it so we might grow. God most wants to strengthen our souls, says this explanation of evil.6 And permitting suffering is God’s way of leading us toward moral maturity.


  What doesn’t kill you makes you stronger.


  Is this true? Are Zamuda and hundreds of millions of raped women better off because of their ordeals? Are they stronger? Do they now have better character? Is the world, overall, a better place? Does an omnipotent God allow every evil—including rape and genocide—as part of some elaborate plan to toughen us up?


  Of course we sometimes must endure suffering for some greater good. We sometimes allow children to endure hardship to build their characters, for instance. But does God cause or allow every evil, whether intended or random, to make us better? If so, how is that working for Zamuda’s husband and children? Is the “lesson” they learned in death worth the evil they suffered? Can dead people mature?


  Some evils are character destroying rather than character building. Many people have lives that are made far worse because of intense pain. They grow bitter, vengeful and tyrannical, making life hellish for others and themselves. The alleged divine strategy of improving personal character is often counterproductive.


  For some people, witnessing evil fails to build their characters and convinces them God does not exist. When Elie Wiesel was forced to watch a young boy hanged in a Nazi concentration camp, Wiesel stopped believing in God. God dies in the belief systems of many who cannot make sense of evil. The problem of evil is the primary reason most atheists say they cannot believe in God.


  Is God the grand disciplinarian?


  Conclusion


  How can we make sense of these true stories? What do they tell us about life and God? There is much goodness, purpose, and beauty in life, and we must acknowledge it. But in doing so, we must not take evil lightly. Pain, suffering, and evil are difficult matters for those who believe in a loving and providential God.


  Each story points to the influence that free will and randomness have in life. Sometimes random events (e.g., rocks accidentally killing people; random genetic mutations causing deformities) cause suffering and death. Sometimes humans use freedom wrongly, and this leads to tragedy (e.g., making bombs, raping and murdering). But humans can also use free will to deal positively with suffering and misfortune (e.g., choosing surgery or helping victims). Free will and randomness seem capable of both abuse and constructive use.


  If we want a plausible explanation for how God acts providentially amid randomness and freedom, we should clearly define what we mean by these terms. Without clarity, we won’t make much progress in understanding life. In the following chapter, I look carefully at the randomness and regularities of life. This examination should help in seeking adequate answers to life’s most difficult questions.
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The Randomness and Regularities of Life


  To a greater or lesser degree, we all want to make sense of life. Yet doing so proves difficult, even for those of us who believe in God. Although we witness beauty, purpose and goodness all around, we also witness random accidents, pain and evil. Simplistic responses to life’s difficult questions—“I just trust God”—leave many of us unsatisfied. We need better answers. Believers want to reconcile randomness and evil with the idea that God acts providentially.


  This task is not merely theoretical. True stories in the previous chapter remind us that the stakes are high. Making sense of life, given our diverse experiences, involves seeking answers to big and perplexing questions. The answers we give incline us to act in particular ways, become certain kinds of people, organize ourselves in various societies and imagine how the future might be. The answers we give to fundamental questions have an impact upon every area of life.


  For believers, making sense of the stories from the previous chapter requires belief in God. But the answers that most give to the question of God’s relation to randomness and evil leave me unconvinced and discontented. They don’t make sense. Believers need better responses than the usual fare.


  To make progress in thinking well about God’s providence, we need to clarify what we mean by randomness, the regularities of life, free will, evil, goodness and more. Scholars like me write entire books on these subjects. But brief explanations of each should facilitate progress toward the answers we seek.


  In this chapter, I offer accessible explanations for randomness and regularities. I draw from research in various disciplines, but especially philosophy and science. Getting a handle on randomness and regularity proves crucial in the effort to formulate a plausible model of providence in later chapters.


  Randomness Rejected?


  Scholars define chance and randomness in various ways. In essence, these definitions point to the idea that an event or set of circumstances had no intended purpose, was not part of someone’s plan, did not follow a pattern or may not have occurred as it did. In the real-life scenarios we examined above, some randomness was present.


  At least it appears so.


  Perhaps we too quickly think these occurrences had random aspects. Perhaps events we believe random—with good consequences or bad—are not random at all. Some people reject randomness ­altogether, so let’s explore the possibility that randomness, chance and accident are illusions. In our exploration, I will use randomness, chance, accident and similar words interchangeably. Although I am aware that one can distinguish among them, these distinctions do not affect my overall argument.


  The word random may just be our way of saying, “we don’t know why.” Chance may be fiction. What we think happened randomly may actually have been a foregone conclusion, necessary outcome or planned event. Someone covertly intended what we perceive as unintentional, or natural causes fully determined what we think was chance.


  We call some events random, some say, because we cannot know their causes. If we could know all prior happenings, we would know with certainty why some event occurred and what will happen in the future. Because we are finite creatures incapable of identifying all prior causes, they say, what we think random is not random at all.


  Historians often cite Pierre Simon de Laplace as the philosopher-scientist endorsing this view. “Given for one instant an intelligence which could comprehend all the forces by which nature is animated and the respective positions of the beings which compose it,” says Laplace, and given that “this intelligence were vast enough to submit these data to analysis . . . to it nothing would be uncertain. The future as the past would be present to its eyes.”1


  In the minds of many believers, an intelligence exists with these omniscient capacities: God. Not surprisingly, those who believe God controls all things think chance and randomness are merely words expressing our limited knowledge. These believers think an omnicausal or omniscient Intelligence presently knows with absolute certainty all things that occurred in the past, that are occurring in the present and that will occur in the future. God knows all this, they say, because God determines all things or stands outside time seeing all history as if it were one moment.


  This seems to be Rick Warren’s view. In his bestselling book, The Purpose Driven Life, Warren says, “Because God is sovereignly in control, accidents are just incidents in God’s good plan for you.”2 Warren seems to be saying “accidents” are not truly accidental from the divine perspective because they were predetermined as part of a divine blueprint. From a timeless divine perspective, it’s all a part of a master plan.


  The biblical witness can be interpreted as supporting this view because some passages seem to deny chance. Some passages suggest that God “pulls the strings” to control seemingly chance events. For instance, Israelites shared with other peoples the belief that casting lots enabled them to discern God’s will (e.g., Num 26:52-65; Lev 16:9; Josh 18:6; Judg 20:28; 1 Sam 10:21; Jon 1:7). And early Christians would sometimes cast lots when making decisions (Acts 1:26). They apparently believed, as the Proverb puts it,


  
    The lot is cast into the lap,


    but the decision is the LORD’s alone. (Prov 16:33)

  


  Yet in other passages of Scripture, chance is affirmed. Jesus referred to a chance event to make the point that no one is necessarily exempt from injurious accidents. “Or those eighteen who were killed when the tower of Siloam fell on them—do you think that they were worse offenders than all the others living in Jerusalem?” asks Jesus rhetorically. People suffer and even die because of random events, such as towers falling upon blameless bystanders (Lk 13:2-5).


  Jesus also says chance can explain a person’s misfortune irrespec­tive of anyone’s decisions. The disciples bring to Jesus a man blind from birth and ask, “Why was this man born blind? Was it because he or his parents sinned?” Jesus says the blindness was not an issue of moral indiscretion or any decision at all. But given this unintended misfortune, God can squeeze some good out of it: “Because of his blindness, you will see God work a miracle for him” (Jn 9:2-3 CEV).


  Many Christians have ignored biblical passages that speak of chance. Like Rick Warren, they have believed that accidents are just incidents in God’s predetermined story. For them, randomness and chance are ultimately unreal. The Heidelberg Catechism, a Christian document dating from the sixteenth century, teaches this. It asks, “What do you understand by the providence of God?” It offers an answer: Divine providence is “the almighty and ever-present power of God whereby he still upholds, as it were by his own hand, heaven and earth together with all creatures, and rules in such a way that . . . everything comes to us not by chance but by his fatherly hand.”3


  We can find passages in the writings of Augustine that deny randomness. “Nothing in our lives happens haphazardly,” he says. “Every­thing that takes place against our will can only come from God’s will, his Providence, the order he has created, the permission he gives, and the laws he has established.”4 John Calvin argues the same: “We must know that God’s providence, as it is taught in scripture, is opposed to fortune and fortuitous happenings.”5 Contemporary theologian R. C. Sproul rejects randomness and chance with these dramatic comments: “The mere existence of chance is enough to rip God from his cosmic throne. . . . If chance exists in its frailest possible form, God is finished.”6


  Not only do some theologians reject chance, but some unbelievers also think what we call randomness merely represents our ignorance; they believe life is absolutely determined. Stephen Hawking and Leonard Mlodinow seem to believe this: “Biological processes are governed by the laws of physics and chemistry and therefore are as determined as the orbits of the planets . . . so it seems we are no more than biological machines.”7


  Albert Einstein can speak as if chance is an illusion: “Everything is determined, the beginning as well as the end, by forces over which we have no control. It is determined for the insect as well as the star.”8 It’s hard to think Einstein could affirm genuine randomness given this statement.


  When we look carefully at the claims of these scientists, however, we often find references to both randomness and determinism. This adds confusion rather than clarity. Frequently, scientists use random to deny planned events, intentions or specific purpose. Science has no room for purpose, they say.


  In sum, it could be that genuine chance does not exist. Randomness simply describes our ignorance. Accidents are inevitable outcomes in some predetermined blueprint or mechanistic system. All is fate; the past, present and future are set, and nothing can be done about it. According to the skeptics of genuine randomness, either God above or the atoms and genes below entirely determine our world.


  Randomness Accepted


  A growing number of scholars think randomness, accidents and chance reliably describe the character of at least some events in life. In other words, these people—and I’m one of them—believe randomness characterizes existence at least sometimes or to some extent. The view that randomness merely describes our ignorance is likely mistaken.


  Neither prior events nor a predestining God entirely determines life.


  Most of us are aware of our intuitions. Those intuitions and our life experiences tell us something true about the way the world works. Most of us are realists, in one sense or another.9 And the way we act presupposes our belief in the reality of genuine randomness.


  Our intuitions of randomness affect how we think about standards of accountability. As members of society, we know accidents happen. For this reason, we take into account the intentions of those who cause pain when we decide whether to be harsh or lenient in our responses. We judge our children, siblings or strangers based, in part, upon whether we think they intentionally or unintentionally act.


  For instance, arsonists purposely start fires so we hold them morally accountable for this. But we don’t hold morally accountable the person who accidentally sets a fire; that person has made a mistake. Our courts of law deal differently with people who cause intentional harm than with those who cause harm unintentionally.


  We often presuppose genuine randomness when we play games. Each year, for instance, the National Football League’s premier game, the Super Bowl, begins with a flip of a coin. In fact, just about every football game in America begins with a coin toss. All involved think this chance-based event is a fair way to decide which team gets the ball first. Few think God above or the atoms below determine coin flips.


  Other games require genuine chance. In fact, we wouldn’t find many games interesting if randomness were not real. Some require dice, which we roll to produce random results. Few of us consider it predetermined by God or prior events when a person rolls double sixes, for instance. We are not fatalists. And we don’t regard a person morally superior for having rolled sixes. We think the gamer got lucky.


  The boulder that slips down an alpine mountain crushing a car below is a random event. The woman who wins the million-dollar lottery is lucky; her win was not predetermined. The man struck by lightning is unfortunately at the wrong place at the wrong time. The girl who finds a crumpled one-hundred-dollar bill on the street has caught a lucky break. The golfer whose ball is caught in a sudden gust is a victim of misfortune. Most of us think one or all of these events are examples of genuine randomness.


  Although many random events occur “out of the blue,” we can purposefully use randomness to our benefit. For instance, sociologists take random surveys of a small set of people. Based on surveys with randomly selected participants, sociologists gauge with great accuracy the views of the whole. Statisticians think random polls have a better chance of being unbiased than most information-gathering endeavors. Polling the randomly selected few also saves time and money.


  An artist may challenge her creative capacities by randomly selecting six colors with which to paint. This selection plays a role in the beautiful art that results as she purposefully uses her random selections. Chance and purpose play a part in producing splendor and wonder.


  A business may conduct a random drawing and give a prize based on it as a ploy to lure in customers. The results of the drawing are not predetermined, but the drawing itself was planned. The lucky winner happily takes her prize. The sponsoring business benefits by using random selection to increase its customer base. Randomization can be useful.10


  Our natural reactions to unintended events, coincidental circumstances, deliberate randomizations or chance-based outcomes suggest we don’t believe life is entirely predetermined. We actually believe neither prior events nor God foreordains all outcomes. Our basic intuitions tell us that sometimes people get lucky. We can set up beneficial scenarios that rely upon chance. And sometimes, through no one’s fault, painful accidents happen.


  If we are to make sense of life, we need to take everyday experiences of randomness seriously. We should believe our intuitions regarding randomness tell us something true about reality.


  The Science and Philosophy of Randomness


  For some time, scientists have wrestled with issues of randomness and predetermination. Physicists have often been at the fore of this work. Many work as both scientists and philosophers as they probe the fundamental levels of existence, observe the stars and galaxies, and design mathematical models to understand reality at its smallest and grandest levels.


  Until the twentieth century, most physicists and philosophers assumed that the basic levels of existence hummed along as a closed causal chain. All events were completely determined by previous events. This idea was part of a worldview shaped by Newtonian physics. Theology reinforced it with a view of divine sovereignty that says God orders, controls and therefore foreknows all things.


  Physicists and theologians in earlier eras compared the world to a well-run clock whose parts were governed by other parts. We live in a “clock-like universe,” the saying went, and God is the clockmaker. Scholars such as Francis Bacon, Robert Boyle, René Descartes, Thomas Hobbes, Johannes Kepler, Isaac Newton and William Paley advocated the view.11 Kepler put it succinctly: “The Celestial machine is to be likened not to a divine organism but rather to clockwork.”12


  In the twentieth century, however, quantum theory overturned the clockwork view. Quantum theory rejects the notion that the fundamental units of reality are entirely determined parts of a ­machine. Indeterminacy—not predeterminacy—occurs at the most basic levels of existence. And the past does not determine the present or future entirely.13 The universe is an open system, not a determined machine.


  The story of quantum theory is well documented, and I will not relate the details here. For our purposes it is most important to note that quantum theory reveals something that is shocking to many: what happens at the basic levels of existence—in atomic and subatomic particles—cannot be predicted. Fundamental indeterminacy of measurements leads physicists to believe we have only probable knowledge of what goes on at elemental levels. At issue is what physicists call the collapse of the wave function. Scientists cannot predict accurately at what instant a particular atom will change.14


  Historians of science often associate Werner Heisenberg’s name with the uncertainty principle describing the unpredictability of quantum events. Heisenberg said that the more precisely we know the position of some particle, the less precisely we know its momentum, and vice versa. It is fundamentally impossible to know the full causal explanation of any event at the quantum level. “We cannot in principle know the present in all determined parts,” says Heisenberg.15 Uncertainty reigns.


  Quantum theory still affirms causation, however. Things partially determine other things. Previous moments causally link to subsequent moments. Things influence other things. But the past never entirely determines the present, which means the fundamental laws of microphysics are at best probabilistic.16


  The behavior of more complex entities and organisms is also unpredictable. Physicists often appeal to chaos theory when exploring more complex and highly organized levels of existence. Chaos theory says that slight changes in initial conditions have unexpected and wide-ranging effects in the wider environment. In fact, the ramifications of slight changes are, in principle, unpredictable. We cannot know how life will play out.


  Perhaps the most famous example of chaos theory is what Edward Lorenz calls “the butterfly effect.” A butterfly fluttering in one location may set off a causal chain affecting weather elsewhere in the world. While the butterfly example may be extreme, many physicists affirm the general principle that a small change in one location—under the right conditions—may be amplified in a cascade of causal interactions. And we cannot predict with certainty how this cascade will tumble.


  Complex dynamic systems present vast possibilities for how events in our world may develop. Like a choose-your-own-ending storybook, life is full of possibilities and possible endings. How things unfold is yet to be determined. Physicist John Polkinghorne puts this succinctly: “The degree of randomness . . . arises from the labyrinth of possibilities open to an inherently undetermined complex system.”17


  A growing number of physicists—apparently the majority—think the unpredictability of the basic levels of existence tells us something true about the indeterminateness of those levels and their impact in the wider environment. Complete determinism is unlikely. The philosopher might say epistemology tells us something true about ontology. The problem of unpredictability is not faulty observation, say many physicists, because randomness describes a fundamental aspect of our world.


  Physicists are not the only scientists who think randomness at least partly describes reality. Randomness also plays a significant role in contemporary biology. The unifying theory in biology—evolution—involves randomness at various levels. Those like me who believe God creates through evolution also believe we must account for this randomness.


  The story biologists tell about randomness usually begins with ­genetics. Thanks to Gregor Mendel and discoveries made by others, biologists believe random genetic mutations occur often in the reproductive processes of life.18 Sometimes genetic mutations affect only one individual and do not pass on. Other times mutations pass to offspring and subsequent generations.


  As far as biologists can tell, most genetic mutations occur randomly. No one can detect prior factors or environmental conditions that ­entirely explain them. Genetic changes have no set code or design. Mutations are not entirely determined or intended by creatures.


  Random genetic mutations are a main factor in the emergence of new species over long periods of time. In fact, the time scale of evolution suggests that randomness played a key role in the slow emergence of complex life. Random changes in the information of the DNA and RNA sequences led to countless changes within species and between them. Sometimes mutations are advantageous to the creature or species, sometimes disadvantageous and sometimes inconsequential. In fact, millions of species have come and gone as new species emerged and others died out.


  Random genetic mutations are not the whole story of evolutionary theory. The environment in which a creature lives, for instance, places particular conditions on whether that creature thrives, barely survives or dies. Evolutionary theory calls the influence of these conditions “natural selection.” Creatures whose genetic coding and behavior afford them an advantage in a particular environment are “selected.” They are “fit.”


  Natural selection does not mean creatures themselves do the selecting. In most cases, it makes little sense to say creatures choose their environments at all.19 Creatures are born into settings not of their choosing. Fungi, butterflies, beetles, rats and most other creatures do not likely contemplate whether to pack up residence for a change of scenery. Some creatures migrate, but we doubt they engage in careful deliberation before journeying.


  Natural selection in biology does not seem driven by any master plan. “The overall process of evolution,” says biologist Francisco Ayala, “cannot be said to be teleological in the sense of proceeding towards certain specified goals, preconceived or not.”20 While various patterns and increased complexity emerge over time, biologists do not speak of evolution itself as having predetermined purposes.21 Life is an open-ended adventure, not an already settled script.


  Biology influences humans, of course. Random genetic mutations and natural selection played roles in the emergence of humans as a species, although other factors also played roles. Scholars debate the extent of randomness in human evolution, however. The research of Stephen Jay Gould and Simon Conway Morris plays a central role in the current debate on the range of randomness in the history of evolution.


  Gould argues that evolution’s range of randomness is immense. It was enormously improbable that humans would have emerged as a species. If the process were to start over a thousand times, each evolutionary outcome would be radically different.22 Evolutionary history is wildly random.


  Morris, on the other hand, argues that various constraints exist in evolutionary history. These constraints guide evolution to the near inevitability that humans would emerge as a species. We might call these constraints “pathways” of evolution because they exclude wild tangents while relying upon genuine chance. In other words, Morris believes the range of randomness is narrower than Gould envisions. If the evolutionary process were to start over a thousand times, says Morris, outcomes would be similar though not identical.23 Evolution is mildly random.
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