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To those who mourn

ISAIAH 61:3





TRIGGER WARNING

THE MATERIAL PRESENTED and the personal stories told in this book include accounts of violence, abuse, and trauma. A cautionary warning is advised to the reader that these may reactivate memories and trigger subsequent reactionary responses.





FOREWORD

HEATHER DAVEDIUK GINGRICH


I REMEMBER BEING FASCINATED by M. Scott Peck’s book, People of the Lie: The Hope for Healing Human Evil,1 when it first came out in 1983. In it, Peck recounted the story of Bobby and his parents as an illustration of human evil.2 As a Christmas present, Bobby’s parents gave him the gun that his brother had used to kill himself. Bobby’s psychiatric symptoms indicated that he clearly had received the message that his parents were inviting him to follow in his brother’s footsteps. That example haunted me for years.

When I read People of the Lie, I was young, I had grown up in the sheltered environments of a relatively healthy Christian family and supportive church environment, and I was a fledging therapist. So, while as a devoted Christ-follower I believed in the concept of evil as the antithesis of God’s goodness, personified by Satan, evil was not something I had encountered up-close either personally or in my counseling work. According to Peck, human evil, in contrast to Satan, is present when individuals make choices that are so destructive to others that they cannot be explained simply by mental illness. As a psychiatrist, Peck well understood that mentally ill people can do evil things, but in his book, he explains and describes the depths to which people absorbed by the lie of evil can go in perpetrating evil against others.

Within a few years of beginning to practice, I came into more direct contact with evil as my counselees began sharing memories of child sexual abuse. While all child abuse is horrific, the stories that stood out to me were narratives of torture, such as young children being beaten almost to death, starved, violently raped, and left in cellars for hours or days only to be brought back into the world to have the cycle perpetuated multiple times over many years. Evil started to take on some new meaning in the midst of listening to those stories.

Several years later, counselees began to ask me specifically about possible demonic involvement within their life situations. These discussions forced me to think beyond human evil and come to grips with the reality of evil spiritual entities. One counselee, whom I’ll call Nancy, made an appointment to see me two years after her weekly counseling sessions had ceased. Nancy told me that she had experienced some strange things during the time period in which she had been receiving regular counseling services. Being afraid that I would think she was crazy, she had decided not to risk sharing them with me earlier on. But as the months passed, Nancy had continued to wonder how I would interpret these events and so had made this particular appointment specifically to hear my response. Nancy told me that objects in her house changed location overnight, and that she saw objects levitate and then settle back down to their original position. “Could this possibly be spiritual, like maybe caused by demons?” she asked, “Or do you just think I’m imagining it all?” I knew that I did not have enough information, nor did I have adequate understanding of such things, to ascertain whether this was a spiritual matter, a psychological one, or, perhaps both, and I told her so. That was all she needed to hear. She expressed immense relief that I did not automatically conclude that she was experiencing psychotic episodes, and that I at least allowed for the possibility that some malevolent force could be behind these experiences.

Within the same several-month period, another client, Sarah, came to her regular counseling session distraught. A fairly new but dedicated Christian, Sarah reported that she had been unable to attend Easter services despite her valiant attempts to do so. She described mounting the church stairs only to find herself turning around and going back down them despite her willful efforts to enter the church. Extremely distressed after multiple attempts, Sarah gave up on the idea of attending the service and went home. Was her inability to participate in the celebration of Christ’s resurrection due to the actions of evil entities that did not want Sarah pursuing her newfound faith? Or were there deep-seated levels of ambivalence about her faith within Sarah of which she was unaware that led to her strange behavior? I did not know, but her situation certainly got my attention. I began to study what Christian scholars had written about the demonic, evil, and how to help individuals who were struggling psychologically and spiritually from the impact of evil forces.

In prompting me to research this area, I believe that the Holy Spirit was gently leading me into a better theological and psychological understanding of evil before I would be plunged headlong into facing the horrific effects of evil as I began working with individuals who met diagnostic criteria for what we now call dissociative identity disorder (DID). DID is strongly associated with a history of chronic, relational trauma in early childhood. In addition to horrendous familial neglect and abuse, and familial sex trafficking (where parents pimped out their children for financial gain), some of these counselees had also been subjected to Satanic Ritual Abuse.

When I entered the counseling profession, I knew that I was making a choice to enter into others’ suffering and pain to an extent that not every person is called to do. What I did not know is that I would also encounter evil in ways I could not have previously fathomed. If I had recognized the extent of the cost, I do not know if I would have begun this journey. I think that God, in his mercy, shields us from knowing aspects of our futures that would be too scary to contemplate before we have no choice but to face them. But despite the price, I am exceedingly grateful that I have glimpsed the depths of the darkness of evil, because I have also borne witness to the immensity of God’s love, power, and victory over the forces of darkness! I have stories . . . many of them. I will just give you one example to illustrate how God has triumphed over evil.

Several days before a regularly scheduled counseling session, I was filled with fear. I had no idea what I was afraid of and in several years of working with this client I had never before felt this way. But the feeling persisted to the extent that I asked my husband and some godly friends to pray for me specifically during the upcoming session. Ten minutes into the therapy hour I faced an evil spirit that attempted to strangle me. I do not know how many minutes the counselee’s hands were inches from my throat, but I do know that I experienced the presence of the Holy Spirit so strongly that despite my previous fear, I felt no fear in the moment. Only after the demon was forced to flee did my client tell me that she saw my guardian angel spreading her wings across my neck and chest, effectively preventing the demon from harming me! I do not visually see demons, nor have I seen angels, but I have witnessed God dramatically vanquish evil!

I suspect that most of us do not want to address evil because we hope that by ignoring it, we will not be impacted by it. In fact, the opposite is true. It is analogous to an individual that refuses to go to the doctor to get some physical symptoms checked out because they do not want to believe that anything could be wrong. But if they actually have cancer, the sooner the diagnosis is made and treatment is started, the greater the chances of survival.

Demystifying Evil, therefore, is an important book. If it had been available to me several decades ago, it would have saved me much confusion and struggle in my attempts to understand what I was seeing. Ingrid Faro explores evil from every angle, allowing the reader to understand better what it is, how we are impacted by it, and even how we may, often unwittingly, be participants in it. It also looks at the role of demons and Satan in the perpetuation of evil, but then finishes on a victorious note, with how God works and restores in the midst of the evil. Once we better recognize evil and understand it, we are in a much better position to choose what we do about it. My own journey with encountering evil has strongly reinforced what Scripture says: God is more powerful than Satan (Acts 10:38)! Light penetrates darkness (1 Jn 1:5)! Goodness wins out over evil (Prov 11:27)! Remember these truths as you read.

Heather Davediuk Gingrich, PhD
Coordinator, Graduate Certificate in Trauma Therapy
Toccoa Falls College School of Graduate Studies

Author of Restoring the Shattered Self:
A Christian Counselors Guide to Complex Trauma
and co-editor of Treating Trauma in Christian Counseling
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 Part One


  WRESTLING WITH EVIL


  

    

      Underlying all trauma, violence, and abuse lies evil, and
the result of evil is always some kind of suffering.


      DIANE LANGBERG


    


  


  
FACING EVIL and doing something about it take courage. Most people seem to be afraid of evil. We tend to ignore it, hide from it, and cover it up. Sometimes we would rather overlook evil than face what we don’t want to believe or don’t understand. Through many hardships, I have found that ignoring evil is unproductive. Fear ruled much of my life and kept me silent. The process of reconstructing my life began when I started to face evil and take it apart. Hiding keeps us a perpetual victim, confined and imprisoned in our emotions.

Evil is often perceived as shrouded in mystery, ready to pounce without warning or cause. We fear evil because we’re afraid of what we can’t control or don’t understand. The purpose of this book is to demystify evil by taking it out of its dark corners, finding out where it comes from, asking why, and exploring how it operates to disrupt and disable our lives. You can approach this book as a type of mystery-novel solver, asking the question Whodunnit? We’re breaking down evil to examine who or what are the agents that bring harm to your life or those around you. If you or someone you love is paralyzed by evil or trauma into silence, fear, anger, bitterness, or resentment, this book is written for you to pull evil out of the shadows. As Nelson Mandela said, “I learned that courage was not the absence of fear, but the triumph over it. The brave man is not he who does not feel afraid, but he who conquers that fear.”1

It’s tough to face your deepest fears, greatest shame, or inner rage resulting from the wrongs you have experienced or done. The goal of demystifying evil is to expose its sources, strip it of its power, and thereby empower us to take action to prevent or reverse its blows—and turn entrapment into freedom, and mourning into joy.


TRIGGER WARNING


The material presented and the personal stories told in this book include accounts of violence, abuse, and trauma. A cautionary warning is advised to the reader that these may reactivate memories and trigger subsequent reactionary responses. Pay attention to your own emotional health. Take a break if you notice past memories or present circumstances arise with strong emotions. Connecting with a qualified counselor and/or trusted friend may be advised. As you reengage with the material, continue to process the memories in the light of truth, which will allow you to navigate the evil you have seen and experienced.

In addition, you may have questions that I will not answer. There may be pain or loss you have experienced that I will not address. At times my writing may not be sufficiently sensitive to your suffering or your experiences. While everyone’s story and journey are unique, most of us who have not resigned to despair want to know why evil happens and if healing is possible. If you’re on this journey, join me. My hope is that you will find answers to some of your questions, healing for some of your woundedness, and that hope will rise.









Chapter One

ENTERING THE CONFLICT


To everything there is a season, and a time for every purpose under heaven . . . a time to tear down and a time to build up.

ECCLESIASTES 3:1, 3






LIFE IS HARD. The world is filled with evil. Pain and suffering, anguish and anxiety often drive people to despair. Many of us hold God responsible for the evil in our lives. Others have abandoned the idea of God because of the suffering they’ve experienced. People are often blindsided by tragedy and trapped in their trauma, anger, or fear. Most never find the exit. Bad things, and sometimes horrendous evils, happen to good people who are trying to live moral lives. We struggle to understand. Life is supposed to be fair. People are not supposed to be brutalized. Parents are not supposed to molest children. Accidents are not supposed to happen to loved ones. We are supposed to be valued, not treated like scraps or objects used for the benefit of others.

The contradictions may overwhelm us, and we are unable to rise from the despair. “The world feels worse than random, it feels cruel.”1 Most of us are at a loss to handle the blows that come against us, much less to define evil or figure out what to do next. Confusion ensnares us, entraps us in triggers that we don’t recognize or understand. As moral philosopher Carol Neiman writes, “The problem of evil can be expressed in theological or secular terms, but it is fundamentally a problem about the intelligibility of the world as a whole.”2 When we have a sense that things are not the way they’re supposed to be, we’re entering the problem of evil.3

Most literature on the problem of evil in the last few centuries has focused on the philosophical arguments of theodicy, which seek to condemn, vindicate, or eliminate God based on a three-point structure claiming that if God is good and all-powerful, and God created this world, then God is responsible for evil.4 However, the intrusion of evil is not simply a philosophical, intellectual, or theological issue; it is an extremely personal one. Evil, like a phantom, waits to strike undetected. It lurks in dark corners, in shadows, and in unknown and unexplored regions. We never seem to be prepared for its attacks. Biblical scholar N. T. Wright observes the human reaction to evil, “First, we ignore evil when it doesn’t hit us in the face. Second, we are surprised by evil when it does. Third, we react in immature and dangerous ways as a result.”5 Universally, I’ve found that it’s grueling for people to understand what’s happened to them when they encounter evil and the question of why God, gods, people, or the universe allow these serious breaches of goodness. How we navigate evil not only impacts our personal lives in the short and long terms, but potentially has lasting consequences—rippling through our world and affecting whole generations. In this book, I seek to pull evil out of the shadows, define evil, examine sources of evil, and identify things we can do to either prevent evil or greatly alter the wake of its destruction.

In this book, I do not specifically address how to deal with the societal evils that surround us. At times, we may be powerless to do so. However, our personal response to evil along with our proactive engagement against it does impact whether systemic injustices will be prevented or perpetuated. As Abraham Heschel pointedly observes, “Few are guilty, but all are responsible” for the corruptions in society. “In a community not indifferent to suffering, uncompromisingly impatient with cruelty and falsehood, continually concerned for God and every man, crime would be infrequent rather than common.”6 Every movement to stop systemic evil begins with one or two individuals deciding they will not tolerate the wrongs any longer and persevering in the risks to stop them. As we heal from our hurts and traumas and grow to be no longer afraid of evil or those who perpetrate it, we become powerful agents for healing, restoration, and the establishment of goodness.


THE STORY THAT STARTED MY QUEST


My search to understand evil began in spring 2001, after working myself into a disability while managing two startup companies and consulting for a third in the insurance field. Not a likely occupation to begin such an inquiry. The cause of my disability was more than just fatigue from working eighty plus hours a week. My symptoms manifested as severe asthma and oxygen compromised blood that left me gasping for every breath. Up until the illnesses, I was a runner and a regular at the gym. The doctor told me to take thirty days off work. In an effort to comply with his recommendations, I quit the consulting job, but there was no one else to run my businesses: my husband, Walt, was a disabled Vietnam veteran, and our son was in grade school. The weight was on my shoulders. I felt like the weight had always been on my shoulders since I was in grade school. I couldn’t stop. I didn’t know how to stop. But somehow, I knew I had to find the space. An inner prompting led me to sit in my big armchair for an hour every day, stare out the window in silence, and just listen. This was the conscious beginning of my quest.

At first, three minutes of sitting still felt like torture, but I persisted. One morning, after a few weeks of sitting quietly for an hour a day, a strange, almost painful tingling sensation began to creep up my limbs from my toes and fingers. Scared, I asked within, prayerfully, What is that! I heard in response, “Relaxation.” As I continued this meditative journey, in time I came to understand that my addiction of choice had been my own adrenaline. If I was constantly working, I could numb the pain and block out the traumas, which also prevented the possibility of healing.

As Bessel Van der Kolk describes in his book The Body Keeps the Score, my body was telling me things that I was unable, or more accurately, that I was refusing to hear.7 I had no breath—I had lost my voice, my own agency. During the weeks and months that followed, I began to connect with my inner voice, my body, and with God, who I thought had abandoned me. The process led me to study theology. I wanted answers, and I wanted them from God and from Scripture, in the original Hebrew and Greek.

In the years since my disability and through my theological studies, life has often grown even darker. By early summer of 2007, I had completed a Master of Divinity degree, undergone major surgery, hit rock bottom financially and emotionally, and was about to start a PhD in theological studies. I was no master of divinity: I was broke, broken, and beating myself up. I had convinced myself that all the problems in my life must be God’s will. I was desperately trying to figure out what I must have done wrong, or what was wrong with me for my life to be such a mess. For years, I had been praying to know the love of God because, for me, God’s love was only a theological construct. I didn’t know that God loved me. How could I believe in God when I had experienced so much evil, abuse, and loss?

Later that summer during a worship service, my life flashed before my eyes. Science informs us that people who report these flashes are dying, having a near-death experience, or are under severe stress.8 That fit. A burn pile of “supposed tos” and “shoulds” was amassed over my heart, ready to be lit. For years I had been trying to live while hoping to die. I was secretly jealous at funerals, wondering why I had to stay. I was tired of living a “Whack-A-Mole” carnival game where it felt like every time I lifted up my head, some unseen hammer would whack me down again. I felt powerless against dark thoughts that compelled me to comply with covert contracts. The malevolent forces I could not then comprehend impelled me to “just be quiet and the pain will go away.” Retreating, I submitted to physical, spiritual, and emotional abuses, hoping my acquiescence would make the hurting stop. But it never did. I didn’t understand the various forces of evil at work. The subconscious lies I came to accept about myself and the world became the pervading narrative of my day-to-day existence, derailing the boldness intended for me and the wildly beautiful life I was meant to live. Through the lies, I too often allowed evil rather than good to flourish.

That summer morning of 2007, every bad thing that had ever happened to me flashed across the screen of my mind in living color: There were quick clips of my life from my earliest sense of being unwanted, to rejection by my husband, to rejection by my church family. Unique to my experience, however, was an awareness between each scene of walking along a path with a deep chasm on either side. As each hurtful experience knocked me off the path onto one side or the other, I glimpsed the cause behind each blow. Sometimes the cause was someone else’s deliberate harmful intention, sometimes it was my own ignorance or naivety, and sometimes it was unintentional but still devastating.

Incredibly, however, with each fall I felt an unseen hand I knew to be God catch me and gently place me back on the path. With each blow, in place of my self-flagellation for being so stupid or worthless, I felt enveloped with an overwhelming love by the hand that caught me. Never did that hand harm me. This centering and impactful experience became an undercurrent guiding my next steps. Even though the journey ahead was steep and filled with challenges, something within my core connected and grounded me in a knowing love. I was seen. I was not traveling alone. I was never alone.

During the next six years of work in the doctoral program, my research occasionally hit pause as another clip from my flashback reel replayed in my head. Then, as the silent divine voice disclosed, “This is the cause behind that one,” I saw the relationship between the evil that happened, its cause, and how my response affected what came next. Gradually a network of connections developed. Evil gained entrance into my life through different sources and means. Some evils entered willfully and intentionally. Other evils entered as a consequence of a chain of actions, and some were simply acts of nature, but how I responded mattered. Through this process, I began to identify distinct, destructive instruments of evil and various operations through which they worked.

The insights sparked an awareness that I, that we, are not alone and are not powerless against the internal and external forces that assault us. In this book, many of the stories behind the scenes from my flashback will be filled out, along with what was learned about the evil behind them and their implications for how to get back on a meaningful path of life.




APPROACH AND GOALS


My life experiences, research, and conversations are the foundation of this book’s exploration into demystifying evil. I have engaged a broad range of materials including academic studies and people’s stories ranging from ancient history to modern times, on different continents, in different languages, belief systems, and cultures. Universally, I’ve found that it’s hard for people to understand what has happened to them when they encounter evil and why God, gods, people, or the universe allow these serious breaches of goodness.

The fourfold aim of this book is to (1) challenge simplistic answers to the problem of evil; (2) resist passivity or resignation to evil; (3) affirm the goodness and justice of God; and (4) provide tools for transforming the wake of evil into forces for good.

This book is written for those who wrestle with life’s hardships and confusion, those who are questioning their faith, and those who have quit believing in or never believed in God but are willing to engage in the conversation about the intersection of God, humanity, good, and evil. That’s a broad goal. I continue to engage and wrestle. Mine has not been an easy quest—few are. The hope is that my stories and studies can point to paths that cut through evil and move toward personal empowerment and peace. May the excrements of evil be overturned into manure for fertile soil where goodness can grow.




WHAT’S AHEAD?


While it’s presumptuous to pretend that we’ll solve every mystery about evil, this book seeks to provide clarity by examining the various ways harm, distress, and other destructive forces work to prevent our flourishing. Five major instruments of evil and/or good are presented that give us insight into how evil enters our lives and how we can alter its impact by the choices we make and the actions we take.9

The book of Genesis is the premier account of the beginnings of good and evil. The opening chapters provide a framework for this book by examining the ways good and evil operate. Each of the major instruments, or sources, of evil in the five parts of the book is paired with a corresponding image from Genesis. Discussion of the sources of evil and their operations offers a way to objectively evaluate evil so that we are better equipped to find healing, motivation, and power to transform their devastations into good. The major instruments of evil addressed in this book are as follows:


	action-consequence


	natural forces


	human agency


	nonhuman malevolent spiritual forces




In the final section, we will explore the role of God and Jesus Christ in all of this.

Part one, “Wrestling with Evil,” (the part you’re currently reading) continues in chapter two, “Distinguishing Between Evil, Suffering, and Pain and the Ambiguity of Evil,” along with a cautionary note on the misuse of the terms evil and good. Chapter three, “Defining Evil—Biblically,” provides a definition of evil as the corruption of good, with emphasis on God’s creational and relational goodness.

Part two, “Natural Causes: Cosmic Seed and Natural Evil,” contains two chapters. Chapter four, “Action-Consequence and the Cosmic Seed,” explores the oldest beliefs about the cause of good and evil. This concept is the basis of the adages “you reap what you sow” and “what goes around comes around,” and most understandings of karma. The image from Genesis is the seed. Almost all living things on earth come from seed: plants, animals, people, and metaphorically speaking, thoughts, words, and actions. This universal expectation can be seen in ancient texts and prayers, in most religious systems, and in New Age vernacular. It makes sense logically, but it doesn’t always hold true. Chapter five, “Nature: Are All Natural Forces Natural?” considers the role of nature to gain perspective on the wildness of creation, along with ways in which the willful intent of sentient beings can affect biological and environmental factors to bring good or harm. We’ll look at biblical perspectives on the relationship between nature, humanity, and God, and examine the role of physical forces and laws of nature that are part of the ebb and flow of living on this earth.

Part three, “Human Causes: Surprising Ways We Participate in Evil and Good,” contains three chapters. In chapter six, “Human Need and Desire: The Misuse of Intended Good,” considers the fact that we all have needs and desires, and that they are meant to be good and intended by the Lord! We will conversely examine how our needs and desires can work for us or against us depending on how we respond to them and what we do to fulfill them. In chapter seven, “Self-Sufficiency: The Root of Pride and Insecurity,” readers consider how both pride and insecurity are related to self-sufficiency and our need to be in control. This approach either elevates self by squashing others or becomes ineffective by diminishing personal agency by focusing on our inabilities. In their own ways, both responses can contribute to the proliferation of evil, harm, and wrongdoing. Positive expressions of these negative attributes are confidence and humility, which at best, work together in a healthy personality to foster human flourishing. Chapter eight addresses “Human Responsibility and Authority.” This may be the most challenging conversation in the book, calling us out of lethargy and passivity toward evil into our God-given vocation to act as his image-bearers. Chapter nine explores “Human Freedom and the Path to Restore the World,” beginning with the question of what human freedom is and what it means for the operation of evil and good.

Part four, “Unseen Causes: Spiritual Forces at Work,” investigates the participation of nonhuman, spiritual entities that act with purposeful intent in human lives and world systems. Chapter ten addresses “Malevolent Forces and The Rise of the Satan.” Although the concept of spiritual forces has been scorned by intellectuals since the Enlightenment, a global perspective together with the acknowledgment that there’s more out there than meets the eye will be openly discussed. Chapter eleven, “Demons, Angels, and Other Spiritual Entities,” examines scriptural evidence of malevolent and beneficent spiritual beings and their engagement with the physical universe. In chapter twelve, “The Divine Council and the Rules of Engagement,” the reality of the divine council is explored, especially regarding their participation in heavenly, human, and world systems. The section on “rules of engagement”10 provides further explanation of God’s response to spiritual conflict and cosmic involvement in the administration of good and evil.

Part five, “God at Work,” may raise the biggest questions for most people. In chapter thirteen, “The Power of Mercy and Grace,” we look at God’s approach to human evil. Chapter fourteen addresses “The Costly Work of Forgiveness” for God and for us. Too often the words “just forgive” or “you have to forgive” are tossed around without understanding the price of the process. Chapter fifteen, “For Those Who Mourn: Turning Ashes into Beauty,” concludes our exploration with hope.

Welcome to this journey. I believe you won’t be the same by its conclusion.








Chapter Two

DISTINGUISHING BETWEEN EVIL, SUFFERING, AND PAIN AND THE AMBIGUITY OF EVIL


To understand the nature of the problem of evil,
we also need to reflect on the nature of suffering.

ELEONORE STUMP






EVIL AND SUFFERING in the world are the basis for most arguments against the goodness, justice, and existence of God. Today’s news is filled with suffering and death: another mass shooting, genocide, sex abuse scandals, racially motivated attacks. Globally, tensions between opposing religious, political, and cultural groups break out in violence, kidnappings, and massacres. The human toll can be measured in rising rates of depression, anxiety, suicide, addiction, and abuse. Beyond what we see in the news is the hidden ugliness in homes, schools, workplaces, and neighborhoods, compounding the impact on each of us from everything that could broadly be called evil. The evils around us, and throughout history, seem endless.


DISTINGUISHING BETWEEN EVIL, SUFFERING, AND PAIN


In exploring a definition of evil, it’s helpful to first note the distinctions between evil, suffering, and pain.1 These terms don’t always equate with one another and often do not carry the same meaning or weight. Yet, they are intricately interrelated. Each affects the other, but they are not the same. Further, there are different types of suffering, afflicted and chosen, and there is negative and positive pain. For example, death could be thought of as evil, but it is possible for a person to die suddenly with only momentary suffering or pain. Pain can be welcomed as good when it drives one to seek medical attention, uncovering a previously unknown illness and leading to a cure. Pain causes a hand to swiftly recoil from heat prior to incurring injury, and this, too, is good. Pain may also lead one to recoil from a potentially harmful relationship before suffering is endured.

In Wandering in Darkness, religious philosopher Eleonore Stump explains that suffering implies a loss: an unwanted, unwilling, unwelcomed taking away of something valued, needed, or wanted.2 Suffering can be born from desire and expectations, but frequently these are subconscious. We often don’t know the root of our suffering, our longing, or our felt but unidentified needs. So, whether or not we suffer in a particular instance could depend on our ability to make peace with our circumstances or to find contentment in the midst of loss. When pain is unwanted, unexpected, or mishandled, it usually becomes suffering. For example, the pain associated with muscle ache after a “good” workout or a healthy childbirth is associated with a positive outcome and not perceived as suffering or evil, but as part of the process of an expected good that is willfully endured. Similarly, with delayed gratification the process of waiting may be painful, yet it’s considered well worth the delay when one experiences satisfaction from a desired result or reward. The effort involved in education, exercise, investing or saving money, and parenting is perceived as worthwhile and good. These are examples of tasks that require enduring hardship for a period of time, leading to a long-term reward, not evil or suffering.

However, the pain associated with an expected good becomes suffering if the outcome is a stillbirth, disease, financial collapse, or any other hardship or loss correlated with evil. In other words, pain that is not accepted voluntarily and brings an unexpected loss brings suffering. Suffering can be psychological, physical, spiritual, and/or empathic. While we may willingly enter into the pain or suffering that another experiences, we may suffer because we are unable to relieve the pain of the one we care for or love. The evil that human beings endure constitutes suffering for them because it is contrary to human flourishing or contrary to the core desires of the sufferer, or both.3 However, there is a good suffering: when a person willfully chooses to suffer along with or in the place of another for the purpose of relieving suffering, or suffering in place of the other in order to prevent or reverse evil with healing and good.




TYPES OF SUFFERING


Differentiating between suffering as a result of evil and intentional suffering to bring about a positive end result is helpful. Three types of suffering can be distinguished by the nature and source of the suffering:


	1. External Suffering—suffering imposed by an unjust and broken world on broken people.


	2. Internal Suffering—suffering from internal struggles that places pressure on our choices and character.


	3. Intentional Suffering—suffering that arises from willfully laying down our lives for the sake of others, without seeking reward or affirmation.




All three of these can have transformative effects in our lives, but the first two come from brokenness (our own or others) and can lead us to personal wholeness only if we process the internal or external broken parts. The third is chosen suffering from a place of personal wholeness that leads to the wholeness of others.

External suffering is common to all humanity. This includes persecution, affliction, sickness, accidents, and all kinds of evil. This world is not the best of all possible worlds. This is not how it’s supposed to be (and not as God intended in his good creation). Creation is marred by fragility and taking for oneself at the expense of another. While self-care is important, acting without a moral compass with concern for the part (self, or a single system) at the expense of the whole (others) breaks us apart. If we recognize that all of us are susceptible to harmful thoughts and actions and, to some degree, we’re all broken and vulnerable and in need of healing to our body and soul, it’s possible to see external suffering as normative but still corruptive or evil. Integrality, intraconnectivity is the divine intent, not shattering. We need to expose and fight the brokenness of the external systems that bring suffering while being willing to expose and change our own harmful ideas and behaviors.

Internal suffering involves the feeling of loss, fear of loss, or unfulfilled longings. Suffering often comes from our unmet needs, desires, or expectations. Part of the experience of suffering is the anxiety and torment of thinking of life without something or someone. Internal suffering can come from the fear of losing something or someone. The thought of living without this person, this experience, or this thing can be too painful to imagine. Suffering caused by fear of lack or loss can trap us into clinging to an object, person, or circumstance. It can cause us to manipulate or be manipulated in the effort to control or change a person or an outcome. It’s a vicious cycle that robs many of sleep and peace. As the apostle John wrote, “There is no fear in love. But perfect love drives out fear, because fear has to do with punishment. The one who fears is not made perfect in love” (1 Jn 4:18).

Intentional suffering is chosen suffering leading to the wholeness of others. It involves deliberate acts of giving of ourselves and our resources or even laying down our lives for the sake of others. We see this kind of intentional suffering on battlefields, in hospitals, on streets of the poor, and in daily acts of kindness by those who willingly act in the best interest of another at the risk of their own personal loss or harm. This does not mean being a “doormat” or a “garbage can” for other people’s anger, cruelty, or problems, but it does involve elevating the needs of others for their wholeness at our own expense. Intentional suffering takes strength, courage, and personal wholeness. Jesus expressed this through the parable of the Good Samaritan and by his words, “No one takes [my life] from me, but I lay it down of my own accord” (Jn 10:18).

Evil, suffering, and pain overlap, but recognizing the distinctions between each can help us identify our feelings and responses.




THE AMBIGUITY OF EVIL


For most, evil is whatever they think is evil, but many draw false conclusions based on their perceptions of their experience. What one calls evil another may call good, especially if they think it is in their personal best interest. People may think they’re doing good things for a person or for the environment but may actually be producing greater harm. This is illustrated well in the books When Helping Hurts: How to Alleviate Poverty Without Hurting the Poor . . . and Yourself by Steven Corbett and Brian Fikkert, and Toxic Charity by Robert Lupton.4

What is considered evil is often defined within a culture and can quickly change based on social norms. For example, a slogan appearing in the Google Code of Conduct from about 2004–2018 read, “Don’t be evil.”5 There was no explanation and no definition of evil. It was understood as part of the corporate culture at Google that nothing should be done “that in any way can compromise people.”6 Former CEO and executive chairman of Google Eric Schmidt responded to questions about the nebulous nature of this rule in a National Public Radio interview on May 11, 2013, stating, “There’s no book about evil except maybe, you know, the Bible or something.”7

In more global terms, people generally identify evil with moral wrongs such as human trafficking, exploitation of the poor, oppressive governmental regimes, institutionalized evil, war, and abuse. The term evil has been used for political purposes as well. President George W. Bush’s State of the Union address on January 29, 2002, used the phrase axis of evil to describe Iraq, Iran, and North Korea in their use of terrorism and weapons of mass destruction. This phrase became part of the rhetoric used to identify enemies of the United States and to justify the War on Terror, the attack of Afghanistan, and other military actions taken by the US government.8 However, as philosopher Susan Neiman points out, the axis of evil phrase has not been revisited, reconsidered, or lamented for not being used in reference to other countries that commit acts of mass destruction, such as the bombing of Hiroshima, for example.9

Evil may be associated with those who pollute the environment or with acts of nature (which insurance policies have often woefully labeled “acts of God”). An evil person may be thought of as one who holds differing views from another. Someone who claims to be tolerant identifies the evil other as intolerant or ignorant for perceived wrongs such as voting for the “wrong” party, or holding to any number of perspectives a person associates with harm. But, “If evil can’t be defined in a way that ensures we will recognize it, what’s the point of using the concept at all?”10

English philosopher Michael Palmer provides a helpful definition in his Atheist’s Creed: “I believe that not everything is permissible. For while that which increases happiness is not always a good, that which increases misery is always an evil.”11 Nevertheless, some modern cultures may lack the perspective of a long view of history, or an understanding of evil from ancient times, from sources, including the Bible, which have been formative in the establishment of values and laws for a few thousand years across continents and cultures.




MISUSES OF THE WORDS GOOD AND EVIL


I’m compelled to include a cautionary note that is simultaneously a call to humility in this discussion. Be wary of people who use the terms good and evil too easily or ascribe them too readily to others. Sometimes good intentions are nullified by the wake of their effects. For example, the consistently overprotective parent can stunt the child’s growth and development into confident maturity. Or a parent may want to toughen up a tender child by being harsh or cruel, only to throw the child into solitude, despair, or seeking love in potentially harmful ways for lack of kindness and affection. Another example is illustrated in When Helping Hurts, which explores the harm done by many helping endeavors that end up mirroring forms of colonialism.12 With good intentions, we may bring more harm than good.

Then there are those who have sufficiently extinguished their conscience and empathy and no longer feel a responsibility for the well-being of another—caring only for their own benefit or the benefit of their inner circle. An inflictor of pain who embarks on a path to bring intentional misery, harm, or torment to a person or a people group with no remorse may ultimately be recognized as evil. This lack of conscience includes harmful actions against or neglect of fellow human beings as well as animals and the natural world.

There is another, often subtle, kind of evil. Those who seek to abuse or oppress others by weaponizing words for the purpose of doing harm: to subdue, to demean, or to silence a person or a people group. The words themselves are an act of evil. If you have been called evil by one who has the power to instill in you guilt, shame, or blame, it is likely a misuse, or indeed, an abuse of that power. It is a verbal act of violence on your soul. In such cases, recognize that you are empowered to identify as evil the words and actions of that person—or collective of persons—who forms a system that abuses or oppresses.


FROM MY STORY: EVIL AS ABUSE


Before my first marriage I was well trained to obey those who I was told had authority over me. That included my pastors and my husband. Two weeks before my wedding, my soon-to-be husband informed me that he had cheated on me and then kicked me. I married him anyway. I didn’t tell anyone what had happened because I thought that covering it up was the right thing, as if it was my job to protect him. He was a pastor in training and had one-third of the New Testament memorized. We even started in seminary together. For over six years I never divulged his infidelities or increasing physical and emotional abuses, except once. When he broke my nose, I drove myself to the ER. The doctor urged me not to go home. When I lied and told him I had run into a door, he replied kindly but firmly, “I know that’s not true. I can see the imprint of a ring on your nose.” So, when I left the ER, I checked myself into a hotel and, for the first time, called our pastor and told him what had happened.13 His advice was short and swift, “Go home and love your husband!” I obeyed as I was accustomed to do. The violence escalated unchecked, as abuse always does, until he tried to kill me.

One day, without warning or incident, the man who had vowed to love, honor, and protect me, shoved me into the bedroom and pinned me down on our bed with the full force of his weight against my throat. There had been no discussion or disagreement preceding this event. Looking into his eyes for some compassion all I saw were shark eyes, two black holes with no expression; no one was home in his soul. He was a body builder, so I didn’t struggle for long. As I closed my eyes, I resigned myself to the inevitable and silently said, “Lord, into your hands I commit my spirit.” I fully expected that to be my end. I felt no pain or fear, just peace. At that moment, our doorbell rang. An old friend I hadn’t seen for years told me years later that at that time, he couldn’t shake the thought that kept coming into his head that he urgently needed to come visit me and my husband, right now. When the doorbell rang, my husband sat up, stopped choking me, got up, answered the door, sent him away, and sat down in the living room as if nothing had happened.

Eventually, I escaped, found a safe place to live, and started going to a counselor for the first time in my life. One of the first questions she asked me was, Why did you stay? I was shocked. I didn’t even know I could ask that question, or the many that followed in the coming months and years. I hadn’t been asking the right questions. I thought that if I tried harder or if I was smarter, I could figure out how to make him love me or make the abuse stop. I began to believe that maybe I deserved the cruelty. Like most who experience abuse or trauma, I was looking through a broken lens, a distorted perspective. It took some time for me to absorb the idea that the abuse was not my fault.14 I also had to learn what it means to recover from codependency and to retrain my thinking. The best alternative word for codependent is “self-love deficit disorder.”15

Sometimes those who remain in abusive situations stay because they think they can figure out how to make things work. They may believe they can change the abuser, or that it’s their duty or responsibility to stay. Many who stay in abusive relationships are determined to keep trying to fix the other person or the situation. But the truth is, although we have the ability to influence others, we are not powerful enough to change anyone except our own selves. Everyone must choose their own response to life’s hardships. Abusers rarely change.

Statistically, most perpetrators come from families where they witnessed or experienced abuse themselves.16 Unless an individual makes a conscious, strategic decision to change, those who have been violated as children either become violators or select relationships where they will continue to be abused as adults. Tragically, my pastor never stepped in to speak with my husband or take steps to protect me. I believe my husband could have been saved from his traumatic disorders before he lost his own life in an accident not many years later. Logically, we know that brokenness does not grant the right to abuse others. It’s wrong, horribly wrong. But how do we learn to “see” differently? If we’ve never learned that we’re valuable and worthy of great love and respect, how can we learn what is good or evil, or what these words mean practically and personally? How can we heal and learn how to respond in ways that are helpful and restorative? In the process of healing from abuse, however, we need to identify and call out what is evil.

When I told my parents about my husband’s abuse, they just shook their head. But my sister jumped up from the dining room table, ran into the kitchen and yelled at him, “How dare you hurt my sister!” Seeing her response of rage at my abuse paved the way for me to get angry myself and motivated a much-needed courage within me to recognize the tremendous violation of my worth that had taken place. I came to realize that facing and naming the evil as evil was an important step in restoration from evil.

My story is a poignant example of calling evil good. I thought I was doing something good by trying to protect my husband’s reputation. But I wasn’t saving our marriage by my silence. Rather, I was sealing in a potentially ongoing generational cycle of abuse. What we permit we condone. I came to learn that it’s neither good nor nice to allow evil to run over you. Toleration of evil actions from a person is standing in agreement with the evil, giving free rein to do violence physically, psychologically, emotionally, or spiritually.17 We must take a stand against abuse in all its forms, and come along side those who are being abused.





Everyone has experienced evil. However, to the person who has been severely broken by evil, evil can feel comfortable and become their norm. Those who have not processed their traumas in the light of what’s true can allow the evil propagated against them to be inflicted to other through them. Even though everyone experiences evil and suffering, it never feels right or normal unless one is so broken by evil that they become someone who inflicts it. When evil or trauma goes unprocessed and unhealed, we may become its hand. As the saying goes, “Hurt people hurt people.” And to some extent, we are all hurt people, hurting other people. But I am calling us to become part of the “healed people who heal people.” As we grow in our healing, we join with those who intentionally take on the suffering of others to destroy the works and effects of evil, untwisting the corruption to bring about good.








Chapter Three

DEFINING EVIL—BIBLICALLY


Woe to those who call evil good and good evil, who put darkness for light and light for darkness, who put bitter for sweet and sweet for bitter.

ISAIAH 5:20






ANTHROPOLOGISTS CLAIM THAT “there is no universally agreed-upon notion of evil throughout all the various cultures of the world.”1 What people generally consider evil is often best determined by its effect on their self-worth and is, therefore, intricately tied to perceptions of what they see, feel, and believe. However, as Nobel laureate Elie Wiesel writes, “When words have lost all meaning for children, it is a sure sign of disaster.”2 This is true for adults too. How do you talk about or face something you can’t define? Defining a word so daunting and conceptual as evil is a challenge that must be taken on.

Historically, many societies have drawn their most articulate definition of evil from the Bible. As Old Testament scholar Walter Moberly points out, “The assumption that the Bible has something vitally important to say about the fundamental needs and concerns of human beings draws people to the Bible . . . (for people of faith and) from the perspective of no faith at all.”3 Psychologist and trauma specialist Diane Langberg states, “That which has the capacity to destroy what God has created deserves our serious attention.”4 Therefore, having looked at perspectives and attempts to define evil from our current times, we turn now to how the Bible presents evil and how this compares and contrasts with modern conceptions.

While many definitions and descriptions of evil are offered in this chapter, principally I find that evil is the corruption of goodness. Further, it is fundamentally the corruption of creational and relational goodness.5 Evil consists of thoughts, actions, or forces that diminish life. Evil takes what is good and twists and defiles it. When it comes to human behavior, evil injects lies to steal, destroy, and kill what was originally good. These behaviors are starting points for the perversion of good. However, evil has a broad range of meaning and comes at us from multiple sources.6


CREATIONAL GOODNESS AND EVIL


Interestingly, the Bible doesn’t address the philosophical problems of evil or the question of theodicy (essentially, the argument that if God is good and all-powerful, and God created the world, then God is responsible for evil). Rather, the Bible assumes God is good and always does justly (Ps 145:9; Gen 18:25). Its focus is on the fact that there is evil and wrongdoing, that we as human beings are supposed to do something about it, and that God wants to work in and through us to overcome it and to transform the impact of evil into something good. The Bible doesn’t ask what is evil or why did it happen because it’s a given. Rather, it seems to ask, “How will we/I/you respond to evil whenever it strikes in whatever form it takes? Will we let evil define us? Overtake us? Will we let bitterness, resentment, or hatred distort our behavior, or will we master them and work in cooperation with God to overcome and reverse the devastations of evil with good?”7Origins and beginnings are important to every story. Most cultures have a narrative of how the world began and how human beings came to be. What we believe about how we got here directs the way we view the world and ourselves. The contrast between the biblical story of how humans were created and other ancient stories of origins have some similarities, but even more important are their distinctions.

The Bible opens with resounding emphasis on the goodness of creation through the symbolic sevenfold repetition of the word tov (good). In the first chapter of Genesis, every step of creation begins with God’s intention expressed in words (e.g., “Let there be light”), the actualizing of God’s words (“and it was so”), and God’s evaluation of what was made, “and God saw that it was good.”8 The sevenfold use of “good” in Gen 1:4, 10, 12, 18, 21, 25, and “very good” in 1:31 is an expression of emphasis and completion. This word, tov (good), is also used to describe all the trees of the Garden, which were both “pleasing to the sight and good for food” (Gen 2:9). Goodness is a state of being, related to shalom, to wholeness. In the beginning, everything is as it should be: it is good, beautiful, appropriate, and harmonious. Everything that God says and does is consistent with his character. In sum, the narrative tells us that God is good and that all he made and does is in the best interest of his creation and humanity. All that he says and all that he does is consistent with who he is. Yet, the universe is not God, so it is not perfect.

In the narrative of God’s final act of creation, he makes humanity in his image and according to his likeness. In this narrative, God created us for the purpose of establishing and maintaining his reign of goodness, fruitfulness, abundance, and wholeness in the earthly realm as his coregents, his viceroys, empowered to act in his name (Gen 1:26-28). The biggest difference between the Bible’s account of humanity’s creation and that of other ancient narratives is that in other stories of creation, the world was made through warring gods in conflict with each other. In general, only human kings or rulers were made in the image of the gods and empowered to rule in the domain of the gods. In contrast, the biblical story speaks of only one God creating the world and humanity, with every human being made in his image and empowered to rule as his representatives to carry out his goodness in his domain of the earth. Here, every human being, male and female, has special status with God, and God takes personally how we treat one another and his creation (Gen 1:26-28; 5:1-2; 9:5-7; Mt 25:40-45).

However, along with authority, humanity was given the choice to either cooperate with God or to defy him. These two choices are represented by the two trees in the Garden of Eden: the choice of living in thankful cooperative relationship with God for all his goodness, or the choice of doing what seems right in their own eyes, wanting to decide autonomously what’s good or evil, and taking to fulfill their own desires. Since humanity chose the latter, as Abraham Heschel said, “There was a moment when God looked at the universe made by Him and said: ‘It is good.’ But there was no moment in which God could have looked at history made by man and said: ‘It is good.’”9 Evil is more clearly understood in contrast to good. Good is that which promotes flourishing and harmony.

The biblical concept of good (tov) is identified as (1) something desirable, abundant, healthy; (2) inner or relational well-being; (3) protection of a person or property, sparing or preserving life; and (4) moral or ethical uprightness, redemption, and forgiveness.10

Evil is routinely contrasted with good (tov). In the Hebrew Bible, the main word for evil is ra (ra as an adjective, raah as a noun, or raa as a verb). A study of this word in context reveals that ra carries a wide range of meaning, referring to anything perceived as bad, deficient, harmful, or wicked.11 It is “related to the concepts of death and cursing, in direct opposition to good, life, and blessing.”12 The biblical concept of evil (ra) is identified as (1) something deficient or negative; (2) emotional or relational distress; (3) harm or death to a person or property; and (4) moral failure or wickedness.13 Good promotes flourishing. Evil consists of actions or forces that hinder flourishing. Evil vandalizes what is good.14 Tremendous confusion and harmful behavior arise when evil is called good or good is called evil.

The New Testament has a similar concept of evil. The words used in the Greek usually describe a morally bad person or action but also refer to something that’s undesirable, harmful, or painful. A good summary is given by Scott Gleaves, “The identification of something as evil or bad depends on one’s perspective with relation to what is considered good or right. The biblical standard of ‘good’ is established by God (Gen 1:31; 2:9), so anything that deviates from divine expectations of goodness is evil (Gen 6:5; Eph 5:16; 6:13).”15 Satan is identified as “the evil one,” and demonic spirits are called evil.16 In both Testaments, what is evil is often contrasted with what is just and right.




RELATIONAL GOODNESS AND EVIL


Biblically, the most important relationship is between people and God. From the creation narrative through the entirety of the Bible, God created humanity to be in relationship with God as well as one another. As Jesus poignantly recaps, every law, responsibility, and teaching stems from two commandments: to love the Lord with all your heart, soul, mind, and strength, and to love your neighbor as yourself (Mt 22:36-40; Deut 6:4; Lev 19:18). Further, it is made clear that your neighbor is everyone you meet (Lev 19:33; Lk 10:25-37). In contrast, evil is anything that destroys relationship with God or your neighbor.

A significant finding of my study of the biblical concept of evil is the close connection between evil and sight. In Genesis, evil is most frequently associated with seeing or perception.17 The correlation between evil and sight begins in the first chapter, with the phrase “God saw that it was good” repeated seven times. This sentence structure occurs again in the third chapter of Genesis when “the woman saw that the fruit of the tree was good” and she took from the tree and ate its fruit, in direct contradiction to God’s warning that this tree would bring death. The same sentence structure occurs next in the sixth chapter of Genesis, when the sons of God saw that the daughters of men were good (tov), and they took whoever they wanted. God called their actions evil and corrupt. The contrast between the way God sees things and the way people see things continues throughout the Bible. For example, at the end of Judges, when people had become corrupt and were doing horrific evils, the final words are, “Everyone did what was right in their own eyes” (Judg 21:25 NASB95). In 1 and 2 Kings and 1 and 2 Chronicles, the story of nearly every king of Judah concludes with an assessment of whether the king did what was right in the eyes of the Lord or did what was evil in the eyes of the Lord. In other words, the distinction between what is good and what is evil is directly related to whether a person’s actions are in alignment with God’s perspective or are against God’s perspective.

To expand on the concept of evil and perception: people who see themselves as the center of their universe view others through the lens as an entitled person who takes or grasps from others to fulfill a personal desire. Their perspective and consequent actions treat people like objects. Therefore, others are viewed as mere commodities, used to fulfill their own needs. People are seen as objects to be consumed. The result is harm and misery to the used. The hallmark of evil is the association between evil and selfishly taking for oneself without regard for others or God.

Evil is associated with ideas and forces that seek to steal or destroy what rightfully belongs to another. In opposition to viewing self as the center of creation, God’s perspective sees every human being and all his creation as highly valuable. Unlike the world power systems where the weak are oppressed to serve the strong, God’s intended power dynamic is for the strong to serve and lift up the weak. Jesus dramatically demonstrated this when the night before his crucifixion he took on the role of the lowest servant in any household, took up a towel, and kneeled down to wash the feet of each of his disciples, even the one that he knew would betray him to his death that very night. Then he admonished them, saying,

“Do you understand what I have done for you?” he asked them. “You call me ‘Teacher’ and ‘Lord,’ and rightly so, for that is what I am. Now that I, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you also should wash one another’s feet. I have set you an example that you should do as I have done for you. Very truly I tell you, no servant is greater than his master, nor is a messenger greater than the one who sent him. Now that you know these things, you will be blessed if you do them. (Jn 13:12-17)


When we violate our God-given purpose of serving and protecting all of creation and each person’s value, we are doing evil. When we submit ourselves to the desires and will of those who abuse people and power, we are serving evil. When we passively accept the words and actions of those who oppress and silence, we become participants in the corruption of divinely intended justness and rightness.

Biblically, therefore, what is good aligns with God’s view of creation—for the world to be a place of harmony and abundance and for relationships to be based on the mutual caring and respect for the dignity and value of every human being. Evil sees and acts contrary to God’s perspective and purposes, no matter how good it may appear to us. The ability to see God’s way is learned, by cultivating relationship with God through prayer and engaging with Scripture, by faithfully following Jesus Christ, and by listening to God’s Holy Spirit. These practices will never contradict each other.

As Heschel observes, “The root of all evil is, according to Isaiah, man’s false sense of sovereignty and, stemming from it, man’s pride, arrogance, and presumption. . . . There is no limit to cruelty when man begins to think that he is the master.”18 According to the biblical perspective, people’s desire for autonomy—to be independent gods who are not answerable to anyone, especially the Lord—will ultimately pervert what is just and right. They will try to either rule over others as sovereign or subject themselves to another as their lord.
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