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  INTRODUCTION




  There are few topics in the history of Christianity—indeed, of Western thought in general—about which more has been discussed, debated and published than this one. Perhaps the main reason for so much reflection is that most people (in the West at least) have believed that there is a God who created and sustains the world and that the reality of evil in this world is a real problem. Put concisely, people generally believe that God exists and that evil is ubiquitous. The problem is that these two claims seem to conflict. Can we reasonably maintain that both of them are true? If so, how do we make sense of them? If God really exists, why is there evil? Where did it come from? And why doesn’t God eliminate it? Does he not want the removal of evil? Is he unable to do it? Is God disinterested in the troubles of our world? The central goal of this book is to provide reasonable answers to these kinds of questions and to present various ways evangelical Christians have wrestled with the issues.




  The book is divided into four parts. Part one begins by looking at the nature of evil and the problems it creates for those who believe in God. Even though, historically, reference has typically been made to “the problem of evil,” there are, in fact, a host of problems that theists face given the reality and extent of evil. This section hones in on three broad kinds of problems: evidential, logical and gratuitous evil.




  Part two explores some of the reasons God might allow evil to come to be and continue to exist in our world. These chapters explore both defenses and theodicies. A defense is an attempt to show that there is no logical incompatibility between the existence of evil and the existence of God. Defenses take a defensive posture and attempt to deflect the charge of inconsistency or incoherence of the claims that both God and evil exist. A theodicy, on the other hand attempts to demonstrate that for every evil that exists, there is a morally sufficient reason for God’s allowing it to exist. So evil is completely justified in a world God created. Throughout history Christian theologians and philosophers have tackled these issues, offering defenses or theodicies of one sort or another, and their rich insights have much to teach us today. Throughout these essays the authors sometimes utilize, build on or engage with these and other brilliant minds within Christian theology and philosophy.




  Part three covers eight significant themes relevant to God and evil. Topics here range from the origin of sin and evil to divine hiddenness and prayer to evil among the various religions. The last two chapters examine specifically whether evil counts as evidence against God and Christianity (as the new atheists maintain) or whether it provides evidence for God and Christianity (perhaps a surprising claim to many).




  In part four—a kind of point-counterpoint section—there are four essays on topics about which there are serious disagreements among evangelical Christians. One of the beautiful dimensions of the Christian faith is that it is broad enough to include disagreement. In this book, some of the contributors disagree with other contributors. Some people see such disagreement as a liability of faith. We see it as a marvelous asset. In fact, even we the editors don’t agree on everything in this book! For example, one of us—James—does not affirm inclusivism as a plausible evangelical position, while the other—Chad—does. Yet, given the gravity of these issues, we think it is important for us to dialogue about such things even when we disagree. We recognize that as humans we are not only less than omniscient, we are really quite fallible. As evangelical Christians we take our faith (trust, beliefs), the history of our faith (the church), the author and guide of our faith (God) and the central instrument of our faith (the Bible) quite seriously. While we believe the biblical text is inspired, we don’t maintain that our interpretations of it are. So there will likely be disagreement, but it should be respectful and kind. And it is in and through such affirmative disagreement that we can learn from one another, as iron sharpens iron.




  The first two essays of part four cover the issues of evil and hell (and other relevant themes). Each of the authors of these chapters takes the biblical texts to be inspired by God. And they each maintain that the reality of eternal separation from God, even eternal suffering in hell, is a plausible notion. But on the subject of precisely how such a reality is a reasonable one, given a perfect and loving God, they do not agree. In the second set of essays another controversial issue is addressed: the relation of evil to the creation of the world. While both of these essays affirm the reality of a Creator God, they disagree on what that creation process entails. The first essay argues that, unlike creationism, evolution does nothing to mitigate the problem of natural evil. The second essay argues for the contrary conclusion, namely, that evolutionary processes, guided by God, make the most sense of the natural evil in the world.




  Finally, the appendix includes a very significant debate by two leading philosophers: William Lane Craig and Michael Tooley. Professor Craig argues for the contention that the evidences for theism are better than the evidences for atheism. Professor Tooley focuses primarily on the problem of evil to argue that it is more reasonable to believe that there is no God than that there is.




  We have structured this book somewhat systematically and sequentially so that if you read it from cover to cover you will find a general flow and coherence to the material. However, each of the chapters is a stand-alone piece, so feel free to jump ahead or skip around if a particular chapter captures your fancy. Our hope is that as you work through this book you will, with each of the authors, engage in thinking critically about this fundamentally important matter of God and evil. We trust that as you do this you will come to see that, while there are still unanswered questions, it is nevertheless reasonable to believe that even given the reality of evil, a creative, infinitely loving and omnibenevolent God exists.
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  What Is Evil and Why Is It a Problem?




  1
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  EVIDENTIAL PROBLEMS OF EVIL




  Gregory E. Ganssle and Yena Lee




  The arguments against God’s existence under the heading of the logical problem of evil claim that there is a contradiction in asserting that God and evil both exist. The basic strategy for a response to such arguments is to show that there is a logical or metaphysical possibility that God has a good reason to allow evil. If it is possible that God has a good reason to allow evil, then the existence of evil is not incompatible with the existence and nature of God. With some exceptions, philosophers have generally agreed that this response to the logical problem of evil is successful. Now, many philosophers have turned from the logical problem of evil to the evidential problem of evil.




  There are many kinds of arguments that fall under the description of evidential. What they have in common is not the claim that evil disproves the existence of God but that it provides strong evidence that God does not exist. The conclusion of such an evidential argument usually has a form such as “Therefore it is probable that there is no God who is omniscient, omnipotent and wholly good.” In what follows, we will introduce two of the most important evidential arguments that have been offered in recent years, and we will articulate a fruitful response to each. Finally, we will discuss an important objection to our response. The arguments we will consider are the ones put forward by William Rowe and Paul Draper.




  The Evidential Argument of William Rowe




  Philosopher William Rowe articulated an especially influential version of this argument. He states his argument as follows:




  

    1. There exist instances of intense suffering which an omnipotent, omniscient being could have prevented without thereby losing some greater good or permitting some evil equally bad or worse.




    2. An omniscient, wholly good being would prevent the occurrence of any intense suffering it could, unless it could not do so without thereby losing some greater good or permitting some evil equally bad or worse.




    3. There does not exist an omnipotent, omniscient, wholly good being.[1]


  




  It is important to note that this argument is a valid deductive argument. That is, if the premises are true, then the conclusion must be true. What makes this an evidential argument is that the support of the first premise is not decisive. Rowe thinks he can argue that (1) is probably true. If (1) is probably true, then the conclusion that follows will be a probabilistic conclusion as well. He can conclude, then, that probably there does not exist an omnipotent, omniscient, wholly good being.




  Most theists will grant Rowe’s second premise.[2] The major dispute is over the first premise. Rowe claims that though we cannot prove (1), we have rational grounds for thinking it is true. Rowe takes a particular case of evil as his starting point: a fawn suffers badly for several days after being burned in a forest fire caused by lightning. He claims that it is likely that there is no reason such that, if God exists, the reason would justify him in allowing this evil.




  Consider again the case of the fawn’s suffering. Is it reasonable to believe that there is some greater good so intimately connected to that suffering that even an omnipotent, omniscient being could not have obtained that good without permitting that suffering or some evil at least as bad? It certainly does not appear reasonable to believe this. Nor does it seem reasonable to believe that there is some evil at least as bad as the fawn’s suffering such that an omnipotent being simply could not have prevented it without permitting the fawn’s suffering. But even if it should somehow be reasonable to believe either of these things of the fawn’s suffering, we must then ask whether it is reasonable to believe either of these things of all the instances of seemingly pointless human and animal suffering that occur daily in our world.[3]




  Rowe’s argument for the claim that we are rationally justified to think premise (1) is true is that it simply does not seem reasonable to deny its truth. In other words, he argues in the following way:




  

    4. It appears there is no reason sufficient to justify God in allowing this evil.




    5. Therefore, there probably is no reason sufficient to justify God in allowing this evil.


  




  If (5) is true, then premise (1) of the original argument is probably true and it is probably true that there is no God. At first glance, this reasoning appears to be strong. After all, if we search for a justifying reason long enough, and we come up empty, we can begin to think that it is more likely that there is no justifying reason for the evil in question.




  Wykstra’s Response




  Philosopher Stephen Wykstra has provided a response to Rowe.[4] We can introduce his line of thinking with a story: Imagine that you walk into a dog park on a sunny morning. Upon seeing only dogs and their owners, you observe, “It appears there are no hippopotami in the dog park today.” You then conclude, “There probably are no hippopotami here.” You are entitled to your conclusion because it is reasonable to believe that if there indeed had been a hippopotamus in the park, things would have looked different to you. In other words, you were in a position to tell the difference. You had sufficient access to the situation to judge reasonably whether or not there was a hippo present.




  Now imagine that you strain your ears for a few minutes and hear only the dogs and their owners. So you observe, “It appears that no dog whistles are being blown today.” Would it be reasonable for you to conclude, “There probably are no dog whistles being blown”? You are not entitled to make this claim because you do not have sufficient access to the situation to judge reliably. Even if dog whistles had been blowing, you would not have heard them.




  The lesson we learn from the dog park is this: we are entitled to move from an “appears” claim to a claim about what is likely to be the case only when a certain condition is satisfied. In other words, a move from




  

    8. It appears there is no x




    to




    9. Therefore, there probably is no x




    is entitled only if the following condition is satisfied:




    10. If there were an x, we would probably know it.


  




  You can judge that there probably is no hippo in the park because if there were a hippo, you probably would have known it: you would have seen the creature. In contrast, if there were dog whistles blowing, you would not probably know it: you cannot hear the sound. Because the condition in (10) is not satisfied, you are not entitled to the claim that there are probably no dog whistles being blown in the park.




  Rowe’s argument, it turns out, relies on the same kind of move illustrated in the dog park example. The question to be raised is whether or not Rowe or anyone has sufficient access to the situation to judge reliably in this case. Again, Rowe’s move is:




  

    4. It appears there is no reason sufficient to justify God in allowing this evil.




    5. Therefore, there probably is no reason sufficient to justify God in allowing this evil.


  




  Does this move satisfy the condition in (10)? Substituting for x, we have:




  

    10. If there were a reason sufficient to justify God in allowing this evil, we would probably know it.


  




  Is this claim true? How likely is it that we would know whether there is such a reason for permitting the particular evil event in question?




  In many cases we may be able to discern that there are reasons to permit evil. For example, God may allow some evils to help develop the character of the people involved. Some he may allow so people will turn to him and experience answers to prayer. Some evil may contribute to the good of others. It is also reasonable that some evil may allow for free choices. These suggestions, and more, may provide some reasons that God may allow particular cases of evil. So, it is not the case that we can never discern that there are good reasons available that might justify God in permitting the evil.




  But given the gulf between God’s knowledge and our knowledge, it seems unreasonable to expect that we could know the God-justifying reason for every case of evil, even if such a reason were to exist. In fact, if God knows everything and our knowledge is limited, it seems reasonable to expect cases of evil for which we do not know a justifying reason. A five-year-old may consider her pediatrician evil as he gives her a shot each time she sees him. No matter how much she thinks, no justifying reason appears for the sharp metal prod in her arm. But her mother, who has the wisdom of decades, knows the reason for the pain. If the difference in knowledge from a few decades supplies a justifying reason unimaginable to the five-year-old, the difference between finite and infinite knowledge may also supply a justifying reason unimaginable to those with limited understanding.




  So it turns out that (10) is false when applied to reasons God might have to permit evil. It is not the case that if there were a good reason to allow the particular evil, we would probably know it. We are not entitled to move from a claim about what appears to be the case to a claim about what probably is the case. In other words, we cannot conclude that the claim “Therefore, there probably is no reason sufficient to justify God in allowing this evil” (5) is true. Because Rowe needs this support to argue for the probability of (1), his argument does not go through. In fact, if theism were true, we would expect there to be situations for which we cannot give a full explanation. The existence of some evil that cannot be fully explained is just what we should expect if theism were true.




  The Evidential Argument of Paul Draper




  Paul Draper has presented another version of the evidential argument from evil.[5] Rather than arguing directly for the conclusion that theism is unlikely given the amount or kinds of evil in the world, Draper provides a hypothesis that is an alternative to theism. He claims that this alternative hypothesis explains what we observe about evil better than theism does. Since the alternative he provides is incompatible with theism, the alternative hypothesis is more likely to be true than theism is. As a result, it is more likely that theism is false than that it is true, given our observations about evil. Because it is unreasonable to believe something if it is probably false, theism must be rejected. Draper calls his alternative hypothesis the “Hypothesis of Indifference,” which, for the purposes of this chapter, we will simply call atheism. He expresses it as follows:




  Neither the nature nor the condition of sentient beings on earth is the result of benevolent or malevolent actions performed by nonhuman persons.[6]




  Draper considers all of our observations of pain and pleasure, whether they are experienced by human beings or by other animals. Furthermore, he includes not only what we observe directly but what we learn about pain and pleasure in the world from the testimony of others. Draper’s central argument is that atheism explains the facts we observe about pain and pleasure much better than theism does.




  How does Draper argue for this claim? He looks at both the biological and the moral utility of pain and pleasure, and he argues that in each of these cases atheism provides a better explanation than theism does. If God is all-powerful, he could create sentient beings without biologically useful pain and pleasure. Because pain is intrinsically bad and pleasure is intrinsically good, we expect that God would create as little pain and as much pleasure as possible. But then our observations about pain and pleasure in the world are surprising: there appears to be a great deal of pain and not an overabundance of pleasure. In contrast, if atheism is true, and no higher being cares about our welfare, we would expect pain and pleasure to play biological roles. Regardless of any intrinsic badness or goodness, they are merely parts of a biological system, and we should expect no happy balance between the two.




  One feature that makes Draper’s argument fruitful is that he provides a theory to explain pain and pleasure that is an alternative to theism. This move strengthens his argument because it is hard to tell the degree to which some evidence counts for or against a theory without comparing the explanation with alternative explanations. That is, we can have a better idea of whether some evidence (our observations about evil) counts for or against one theory (theism) when we compare how well that evidence counts for or against a rival theory (atheism).




  A Response to Draper




  There are similarities between the arguments of Rowe and Draper. As a result, a response to one may resemble a response to the other. The response we will pursue centers on Draper’s use of probabilities. The kind of probability Draper is working with is called epistemic probability. That is, it concerns the probability of a claim given what we know. It is not a numerical kind of probability, such as the fact that the probability of a coin toss coming up heads is 50 percent.




  A good way to grasp how to compare which of the two claims is more probable, given a certain body of evidence, is to ask which claim would make the evidence less surprising. The claim that makes the evidence less surprising, given the evidence, is the more probable claim. Another way to look at it is that the claim that makes the evidence less surprising makes it less surprising because it explains the evidence better than the other claim. For example, imagine that you are confronted with the evidence that your cookie jar is now empty. There are two possible claims: either your two-month-old nephew or your dog ate the cookies. Your nephew has not yet learned to crawl, let alone use his hands. So the evidence that faces you—the empty cookie jar—would be surprising on the claim that your nephew pried open the jar and ate the cookies. Meanwhile, the family golden retriever has shown a history of being particularly cunning and always hungry. This second claim seems to explain the evidence before you: the empty cookie jar is surprising on the nephew claim, but not very surprising on the dog claim. So though we do not know the exact numerical probability of Fido gobbling down the cookies, of the two claims, the one that better explains the evidence is comparatively more likely.




  Draper’s argument depends upon our ability to compare the likelihood of two claims, given the evidence of the observations we make about pain and pleasure. In short, given our observations about pain and pleasure, Draper claims, the existence of God would be more surprising than the nonexistence of God. Atheism, he thinks, is more probable because it provides a better explanation for our observations of pain and pleasure than does theism.




  One response to Draper’s account is to point out that we are not in a position to compare the probabilities of atheism and theism with respect to pain and pleasure. To show that this claim is the case, we must explore what conditions are necessary in order to make a reliable comparison about the probabilities of two claims.




  When comparing probabilities we must distinguish between probabilities that are related to one another and those that are not related to one another. For example, the probability that a particular zoo contains egg-laying mammals is related to the probability that the zoo contains mammals. “Egg-laying mammals” is a subset of “mammals,” so the probability of there being egg-laying mammals will always be less than the probability of there being mammals.[7] Even without knowing the numerical probability of there being mammals or egg-laying mammals in the zoo, because they are related, we can still say that one probability is always greater than the other. In other words, we can make a judgment of comparison of the probabilities involved.




  Other probabilities we may wish to compare are unrelated. For example, imagine there are two independently operating zoos, Zoo A and Zoo B, and we know that 95 percent of the animals in Zoo A are mammals. If we are shown a particular mammal (named Fred), and we are asked to guess from which zoo he came, what shall we say? Is it more probable that Fred is from Zoo A or from Zoo B? Can we make such a judgment?




  Whether we can make a judgment about which zoo is more likely to be Fred’s home depends upon whether we have another piece of information. What is the percentage of animals in Zoo B that are mammals? If we know the answer to this question, and if the percentage is different than that pertaining to Zoo A, then we can make the judgment. If Zoo B contains only 50 percent mammals, we can judge that it is more likely that Fred is from Zoo A. But suppose that we do not know the percentage of animals in Zoo B that are mammals. It may be more than 95 percent or it may be less or the same. In any case, we simply cannot make a judgment about which zoo is more likely to be Fred’s home. We do not have enough information.[8]




  What we learn from this story is that we can make comparisons of probability only under certain conditions. First, if the probabilities are related, as in the case of the mammals and the egg-laying mammals in the one zoo, we can judge the comparative probability. If the probabilities are not related, as in the case of Zoo A and Zoo B, we can make a comparison of probability only if we know the probabilities relevant in each case. If one of the cases with unrelated probabilities remains unknown, as in the percentage of mammals in Zoo B, we cannot make a judgment of comparative probability.




  But Draper’s argument requires that we compare probabilities of this third kind. The probabilities of atheism and theism respectively explaining our observations about pain and pleasure are not related to one another. Even if the observations we make about pain and pleasure are not surprising if atheism is true, it does not follow that the observations are surprising if theism is true. They are unrelated probabilities.




  Furthermore, these unrelated probabilities involve at least one unknown feature. We are not in the position to judge how well theism explains or makes not-surprising our observations on pain and pleasure. For reasons similar to those given by Wykstra, we are not in a position to judge what God’s purpose is in permitting the various cases of evil. We do not know what reasons God might have that would render the observations unsurprising. Because we lack this key information, we cannot compare the relevant probabilities. Draper’s argument, then, does not succeed.




  Skeptical Theism




  What these responses have in common is that they acknowledge a crucial limitation to human knowledge. We ought to be skeptical about our ability to make the relevant judgment about whether or not it is likely that there is a justifying reason for the evil we observe. This kind of response has come to be known as “skeptical theism” (ST).[9] The skeptical theist is not skeptical about the existence of God but skeptical about our ability to make the kind of judgments that the arguments of Rowe and Draper require. In general, the skeptical theist’s position consists in two claims:




  

    (ST1) We do not know whether the good and evil we know of are representative of all the good and evil that exist.




    (ST2) We do not know whether the connections between a case of evil and various goods that we know of are representative of all the connections between good and evil that exist.


  




  The first claim (ST1) allows that there may well be goods we do not know of that can enter into God’s reasons for permitting evil. (ST2) allows that there may well be connections that we do not know of between evils we observe and goods that we already recognize. These connections may provide a good reason for God to allow the evil. The relevant connection in this case is that in order for the good to happen, the evil also had to happen. For example, consider again the child receiving the vaccine. In order for the child to be protected against disease, it is necessary for her to experience the pain of the shot. The child does not recognize the connection between the pain and the protection, but the connection is real nonetheless. The skeptical theist acknowledges that there are cases in which we cannot recognize a reason God might have to allow something evil no matter how hard we search. But he will go on to claim that this fact does not imply that there are no such reasons.




  Each of these claims expresses doubt about whether or not what we know is a representative sample of the total picture. A sample can be representative of a total with respect to one property and not another. For example, a sample of dachshunds can be representative of the total dog population with respect to the property “number of legs,” but not with respect to the property “body-to-leg length ratio.” The property we are interested in regarding (ST1) and (ST2) is “justifies God in allowing this evil.” The sample of good and evil we know of may be representative of all the good and evil that exist with respect to the property “knowable goods and evils,” but not with respect to the property “justifies God in allowing this evil.”




  So then, (ST1) prevents us from saying that a God-justifying reason does not exist among unknown goods and evils: there may be goods we do not know of that figure into a God-justifying reason. (ST2) prevents us from saying that a God-justifying reason does not exist among known goods and evils. There may be the right kind of connection between the goods and evils we know of such that the relevant goods provide a God-justifying reason for the evil. In other words, we do not have good reason to conclude that what we know about good, evil and their connections to one another is representative of the property we are interested in: the property of justifying God in allowing this evil. Skeptical theism does not positively claim that there is a God-justifying reason; rather, that we cannot claim there is not a God-justifying reason.




  Generally, we are justified in not making a judgment if we do not have enough evidence to make it. In this case we lack the evidence to judge that it is likely that there is no God-justifying reason for the evil because we do not know whether our sample is representative or not. Further, we have positive reasons to assume a position of doubt. One is the reasoning we have already seen behind Wykstra’s condition: we may not be in an appropriate position to scrutinize good and evil adequately. Additionally, it seems unlikely that the good and evil we do know of happen to be all the good and evil that exist. A random sample may have a high chance of being representative with respect to a certain property. But a sample of good and evil we know of is a sample entirely composed by those that are accessible to our limited cognitive faculties. As Daniel Howard-Snyder points out, it would be an “extraordinary stroke of good epistemic luck” if we possessed all the faculties to pick out and comprehend all good and evil.[10]




  An Objection to Skeptical Theism




  An objection has been raised to skeptical theism (ST). If it is true, when I see an evil act I should be in doubt whether I should intervene to prevent it. For all I know, there may be an outweighing good to that evil act that I cannot discern. Thus the evil act may be justified. For example, you spot someone attempting to kidnap your neighbor’s child. With minimal effort and cost to yourself, you could prevent this evil act from happening. But if ST is true, then, for all you know, there may be some outweighing good to this evil act that you just cannot presently discern. Since you are not in a position to judge whether the act is justified or not, you should not intervene to help the child. But, so the objection goes, this conclusion cannot be correct: our intuitions strongly instruct us to intervene. And, in fact, we should intervene. Therefore, ST is false. This is known as the moral skepticism objection to skeptical theism: that is, if ST is true, then we are obligated to a further skepticism concerning our moral assessments.




  The skeptical theist, however, can reject the claim that ST obligates us to be in doubt over taking obvious moral action. The intuition that I should intervene comes from the common-sense principle that I should intervene and prevent the evil I can unless I have a good reason not to intervene and prevent it. The fact that I cannot judge whether it is likely that there are reasons God could have to allow the evil does not provide me a reason not to intervene. Reasons that someone else may have not to intervene do not overrule the belief that I should intervene to prevent the evil. But if God has those reasons, shouldn’t I think that those reasons could be good reasons for my not intervening as well? This objection rests on a confusion. Being in doubt whether there exists a good reason for someone else’s nonintervention is not the same as positively having a good reason for nonintervention.




  Moral skepticism, then, does not follow from the skeptical theist’s response to the evidential argument from evil. It is reasonable both to suspend judgment about whether there are reasons that would justify God in permitting certain evil events, and to follow our common-sense moral intuitions when it comes to our responsibility to try to prevent evil.




  Conclusion




  We have raised significant objections both to William Rowe’s and Paul Draper’s versions of the evidential argument from evil. Each of these arguments rests on unwarranted assumptions about our ability to discern whether there are God-justifying reasons for permitting the evil we see. Given our human limitations, especially when compared with the cognitive capacities of God, if he exists, we simply are not in a position to claim that such reasons are not available. This kind of response to the evidential arguments has led some philosophers to argue that this stance implies that we ought to be skeptics about moral choice in general. This objection has been shown to have little weight. While the kind of evil we observe in the world can seem to provide strong evidence that God does not exist, we have seen that belief in God can withstand the challenge of evil.
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  THE LOGICAL PROBLEM OF EVIL




  James K. Dew Jr.




  The presence of evil and suffering in this world is clear and undeniable. How well this fact fits with the notion of an all-good, all-knowing being, however, is not as clear. For many people the presence of evil in this world makes it both existentially and intellectually difficult to believe in such a being. As atheist William Rowe states, “The existence of evil in the world has been felt for centuries to be a problem for theism. It seems difficult to believe that a world with such a vast amount of evil as our world contains could be the creation of, and under the sovereign control of, a supremely good, omnipotent, omniscient being.”[1]




  But why, exactly, does the existence of evil cause problems for belief in God? Historically speaking, the problem of evil has been broken into three different categories: the logical problem of evil, the evidential problem of evil, and the religious problem of evil. This chapter will focus primarily on the logical problem of evil, as opposed to the evidential or religious problems. To better understand what is unique about the logical problem of evil, however, it would be helpful to say something about the others first. The evidential problem of evil considers the amount and kinds of evil in the world and concludes that, in all probability, God (an omniscient, omnipotent and omnibenevolent being) does not exist. The religious problem of evil considers the experiences of evil and the existential difficulty of it as it relates to religious belief. In the midst of personal suffering, or the suffering of someone close, the person finds it difficult to affirm an appropriate attitude toward or belief in God. John Feinberg explains that this problem arises “from a particular instance of suffering and evil that someone is actually experiencing.”[2] As such, the religious problem of evil refers to the way instances of evil cause emotional difficulty for belief in God, as opposed to some kind of formal argument from evil. By contrast, however, the logical problem of evil centers on an alleged inconsistency between the idea of God’s existence and the existence of evil itself. Again, Rowe’s description is helpful: “The logical form of the problem of evil is the view that the existence of evil in our world is logically inconsistent with the existence of the theistic God.”[3] To many, the charge of inconsistency might not seem like a problem. Perhaps, one might think, we can simply affirm both God and evil, and claim that both fit mysteriously into a Christian understanding of reality. But this approach has never satisfied many Christians or atheists, and for good reason. If a genuine contradiction exists in affirming both the reality of evil and God, then one of them must be false. As Michael Peterson explains, if the critics of theism are right,




  then the dilemma facing the theist is whether to retain his theistic position and the propositions that constitute it (and thus be saddled with the contradiction) or to relinquish one or more of the relevant propositions (and thereby escape the contradiction). To embrace a contradiction is irrational, but to surrender any key theistic belief is to abandon standard theism.[4]




  Rowe agrees, arguing,




  For if two statements are logically inconsistent, it is impossible for both of them to be true. If one of them is true, then the other must be false. Moreover, since we could hardly deny the reality of evil in our world, it seems we would have to reject belief in the theistic God; we would be driven to the conclusion that atheism is true.[5]




  This problem has been stated differently by various philosophers. All, however, seek to show that there is logical contradiction within a given set of propositions. We might represent this set as follows:




  

    1. God is omnipotent




    2. God is wholly good




    and




    3. Evil exists.[6]


  




  Let’s now call (1), (2) and (3), taken together, the classical theist set.[7] What we identify in this set are certain claims that are normally affirmed by all classical theists. What all formulations of the logical problem of evil argue is that the classical theist set is logically inconsistent such that at least one of the propositions within the set must be false. And, since no one can question the existence of evil in the world, advocates of the logical problem of evil suggest that (1) or (2), or both (1) and (2) must be false.




  Later in this chapter we will give very careful attention to this argument and the accusation of inconsistency to see if in fact the classical theist set is logically contradictory. But before doing this we should first consider a bit more about the history of the argument and the philosophers who have been its greatest advocates. While numerous examples might be considered, I will focus on just three brief examples: David Hume, H. J. McCloskey, and J. L. Mackie.[8]




  A Brief History of the Logical Problem of Evil




  David Hume is one of the most important and significant historical advocates of the logical problem of evil. In his own day, Hume was known mostly as a historian of England. In recent history, however, his philosophical works have received greater attention and emphasis. In his Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion—which is largely devoted to offering a critique of the design argument for God’s existence—Hume briefly develops an argument against God’s existence. More specifically, it is also here that Hume develops his version of the argument in book 10 of the Dialogues.[9] Like others who formulate a version of the logical problem of evil, his approach rests upon an apparent contradiction within the classical theist set. Though not stated formally in these terms, it is clear that this is the problem that Hume points to in his argument from evil as presented in book 10. He asks, “Is he willing to prevent evil, but not able? Then he is impotent. Is he able, but not willing? Then he is malevolent. Is he both able and willing? Whence then is evil?”[10] And then to further clarify the issues, he states:




  Why is there any misery at all in the world? Not by chance, surely. From some cause then. Is it from the intention of deity? But he is perfectly benevolent. Is it contrary to his intention? But he is Almighty. Nothing can shake the solidity of this reasoning, so short, so clear, so decisive, except we assert that the subjects exceed all human capacity, and that our common measures of truth and falsehood are not applicable to them.[11]




  At the heart of Hume’s criticism is that evil cannot be reconciled with the notions of divine power and goodness. If God is all-good, then he would eliminate evil. If he were all-powerful, then he could eliminate evil. If all this were true, then it seems that evil simply would not exist. According to Hume, these two ideas appear to be logically contradictory, making at least one of them false. If so, then one idea or the other must be rejected. Now, since evil obviously exists, God must not exist.




  Commenting on Hume’s argument, Pike clarifies why the classical Christian understanding of God should lead to the elimination of evil. He says,




  If God is to be all-powerful, all-knowing, and perfectly good (using all key terms in their ordinary sense), then to claim that God exists is to preclude the possibility of admitting that there occur instances of evil; that is, is to preclude the possibility of admitting that there occur instances of suffering, pain, superstition, wickedness, and so forth.[12]




  Now if this is true, then in Hume’s argument,




  the statements “God exists” and “there are current instances of suffering” are logically incompatible. Of course, no one could deny that there occur instances of suffering. Such a denial would plainly conflict with common experience. Thus it follows from obvious fact that God (having the attributes assigned to him by Cleanthes) does not exist.[13]




  In book 10, then, Hume argues that the classical theist set is logically contradictory. It is important to note here, however, that Hume merely states that these two propositions are logically contradictory, without actually showing that they are. As Pike notes, “the argument against the existence of God presented in Part X of the Dialogues is quite unconvincing. It is not at all clear that ‘God exists’ and ‘there occur instances of suffering’ are logically incompatible statements.”[14] Later philosophers who advocate the logical problem of evil, however, would go further than Hume by trying to demonstrate that this really is the case.




  H. J. McCloskey is another important advocate of this kind of argument. McCloskey was an Australian philosopher who taught at the University of Melbourne and was known for his emphasis on ethics and political philosophy. Most importantly, he also thought that the existence of evil in the world “implies either that there is no God or that the ‘god’ who exists is imperfect either in power or goodness.”[15] Like others before and after him, McCloskey thought that the classical theist set is logically contradictory. He says, “There is evil in the world; yet the world is said to be the creation of a good, omnipotent God. How is this possible? Surely a good, omnipotent being would have made a world that is free of evil of any kind.”[16]




  Like Hume, McCloskey evidently believes that if an all-good, all-powerful and all-knowing God exists, then there would be no evil. For him, like other advocates of this problem, these two ideas simply cannot be affirmed together. He concludes, “The fact of the existence of evil entails several alternatives: either there is no God, i.e., no perfect being; or he is not all-powerful; or he is not good; or there are two or more powers, of which at least one is evil and neither or none is omnipotent.”[17] And so he thinks the theist must “face and explain evil if he is to be rational in his theism.”[18] While it is certainly true that the Christian theist needs to give careful consideration to the issues that arise from the presence of evil in this world, McCloskey’s argument suffers from the same problem that Hume’s argument suffered from. He never actually explains or demonstrates that the classical theist set actually is logically contradictory.




  The most important proponent of the logical problem of evil was J. L. Mackie. Written just prior to McCloskey’s work, Mackie sets forth the most vigorous and viable version of this argument. As he makes clear, if his version is successful, it would disprove the God of classical theism. He says:




  It can be shown, not that religious beliefs lack rational support, but that they are positively irrational, that the several parts of the essential theological doctrine are inconsistent with one another, so that the theologian can maintain his position as a whole only by a much more extreme rejection of reason than in the former case. He must now be prepared to believe, not merely what cannot be proved, but what can be disapproved from other beliefs that he also holds.[19]




  In his view, this is a problem that exists for traditional or classical theists, but not for those who are willing to depart from traditional beliefs about God. “The problem of evil,” says Mackie, “is a problem only for someone who believes that there is a God who is both omnipotent and wholly good. And it is a logical problem, the problem of clarifying and reconciling a number of beliefs.”[20] But, “If you are prepared to say that God is not wholly good, or not quite omnipotent . . . then the problem of evil will not arise for you.”[21]




  But how, exactly, does he formulate the problem? He says,




  In its simplest form the problem is this: God is omnipotent; God is wholly good; and yet evil exists. There seems to be some contradiction between these three propositions, so that if any two of them were true the third would be false. But at the same time all three are essential parts of most theological positions: the theologian, it seems, at once must adhere and cannot consistently adhere to all three.[22]




  In other words, according to Mackie, (3) is incompatible with (1) and (2). Or, put another way, if (1) and (2) are affirmed, it would be logically contradictory to also affirm (3). But as we have seen with Hume and McCloskey, it is not immediately obvious why the existence of evil is incompatible with the notion of an all-good, all-powerful being. This, however, is where Mackie’s argument is stronger than the ones previously considered. Mackie attempts to show why this set of propositions is actually contradictory. He says,




  However, the contradiction does not arise immediately; to show it we need some additional premises, or perhaps some quasi-logical rules connecting the terms “good,” “evil,” and “omnipotent.” These additional principles are that good is opposed to evil, in such a way that a good thing always eliminates evil as far as it can, and that there are no limits to what an omnipotent thing can do.[23]




  So, as Mackie notes, by adding additional “quasi-rules” or propositions to the set, the contradiction would become apparent. He suggests that the following propositions might just do the trick.




  

    4. A good thing always eliminates evil as far as it can.




    5. There are no limits to what an omnipotent thing can do.


  




  In his view, the addition of (4) and (5) to the original set create a logically contradictory set. He says, “From these it follows a good omnipotent thing eliminates evil completely and in the propositions that a good omnipotent thing exists, and that evil exists, are incompatible.”[24] But is this really the case? Is it true that by adding (4) and (5) we now have a logically contradictory set of claims? To answer that question, we now turn to a more careful analysis of the argument itself.




  Evaluating the Argument




  As we have seen so far, there is no explicit contradiction in the classical theist set. This does not mean, however, that no implicit contradiction exists within the set. As most philosophers will note, if an atheist can identify other propositions that are necessarily true and essential to the classical theist set, but that also make a contradiction within the set clear, then the logical argument from evil would still be successful. What is important to note here, however, is that for the added propositions to succeed in fleshing out a contradiction, the additional propositions must not simply be true but must be necessarily true. In other words, the propositions cannot just be true in fact, but it must be impossible for them to be false. Rowe agrees, saying:




  In order for this procedure to work, the statement or statements we add must be not just true but necessarily true. . . . If, however, the additional statement or statements used in order to deduce explicitly contradictory statements are true, but not necessarily true, then although we may succeed in deducing explicitly contradictory statements, we will not have succeeded in showing that the original pair of statements are logically inconsistent.[25]




  With this important point in mind, let’s reconsider Mackie’s argument. As we saw, he admits that within the classical theist set of (1), (2) and (3), there is no explicit contradiction. But he believes that by adding (4) and (5) the revised classical theist set will now prove to be contradictory. With these additional propositions, the revised classical theist set would now go as follows:




  

    	God is omnipotent.




    	God is wholly good.




    	Evil exists.




    	A good thing always eliminates evil as far as it can.




    	There are no limits to what an omnipotent thing can do.


  




  With the addition of (4) and (5), Mackie suggests that the classical theist set now entails a logical contradiction. Once again, however, the alleged contradiction is not immediately apparent. But if (1), (2), (4) and (5) are true, Mackie suggests that (6) would also follow.




  

    6. Evil does not exist.


  




  Now, if (6) is properly deduced from (1), (2), (4) and (5), then (6) must also be added to the classical theist set. And if the set now includes both




  

    3. Evil exists




    and




    6. Evil does not exist


  




  then the classical theist set is logically inconsistent. And so, by adding (4) and (5) to the set, Mackie seems to suggest that the classical theist set is contradictory.




  So then, does the addition of (4) and (5) succeed in producing a logical contradiction within the classical theist set? If it does succeed, both (4) and (5) would have to be not just true but necessarily true. In other words, if either (4) or (5) are even possibly false, then this set is not contradictory. But it does not appear that this is actually the case. Despite Mackie’s hope that the addition of (4) and (5) would produce a logical contradiction, his argument fails as neither (4) nor (5) are necessarily true. That is, there may in fact be good reasons why a God would allow evil to exist in the world, such that (4) and (5) are false. The theist need not demonstrate that there actually is a state of affairs such that (4) and (5) are false. All he needs to do is show that (4) and (5) are possibly false. Fortunately for the theist, this is not a difficult task. If, for example, there are certain evils in the world that cannot be eliminated without eliminating some good, then this would show that (4) and (5) are possibly—if not actually—false. As Rowe notes, “Perhaps, then, some evils in our world are connected to goods which outweigh them in such a way that even God cannot achieve the goods in question without permitting the evils to occur that are connected to those goods.”[26]




  No one has had a greater influence on demonstrating this weakness in the logical problem of evil than Alvin Plantinga. In response to Mackie, he notes that the existence of human freedom might make it impossible for God to actualize a world without the presence of evil. He says, “The heart of the Free Will Defense is the claim that it is possible that God could not have created a universe containing moral good (or as much moral good as this world contains) without creating one that also contained moral evil. And if so, then it is possible that God has a good reason for creating a world containing evil.”[27] Rowe agrees, noting:




  It is logically possible that no matter what free creatures God causes to exist, each of them will use his freedom on some occasion to do evil. Since this is so, it is possible that God could not have created a world with free creatures who do only what is right; it is possible that any world that God can create containing creatures free to do good or evil is a world in which these creatures sometimes do evil.[28]




  So what does this mean for Mackie’s argument? In short, it means that neither (4) nor (5) are necessarily true, and as a result his argument is unsuccessful in producing a logical contradiction within the classical theist set. If, as Plantinga argues, human freedom would be eliminated by eliminating the possibility of performing evil acts, then it is not necessarily true that (4)—a good thing always eliminates evil so far as it can—is necessarily true. As such, it does not look like Mackie’s argument, or any version of the logical problem of evil, succeeds in disproving the existence of God.




  Responses and Rejoinders




  Before we set this argument aside, however, it is important to note the various ways that people have responded to Plantinga’s free will defense. Atheist philosophers have challenged his defense in at least three ways. First, some have questioned his understanding of human freedom as it relates to God’s role in creation. This objection goes as follows. There does not seem to be any reason to think that God could not create creatures who are caused by God to always do what is right, even if they are totally free to choose what they do. Antony Flew put the objection this way:




  To say that a person could have helped doing something is not to say that what he did was in principle unpredictable nor that there were no causes anywhere which determined that he would as a matter of fact act in this way. It is to say that if he had chosen to do otherwise he would have been able to do so; that there were alternatives, within the capacities of one of his physical strengths, of his I.Q., with his knowledge, and open to a person in his situation.[29]




  He then adds, “Now if this sort of argument is sound, then there is no contradiction involved in saying that a particular action or choice was: both free, and could have been helped, and so on; and predictable, or even foreknown, and explicable in terms of calls to causes.”[30] If this is really the case, then Flew thinks there are dire consequences for the free will defense. He says, “If it really is logically possible for an action to be both freely chosen and yet fully determined by caused causes, then the keystone argument of the free-will defense, that there is a contradiction in speaking of God as arranging the laws of nature that all men always as a matter of fact freely choose to do the right, cannot hold.”[31]




  What Flew proposes here is an alternative view of human freedom than the one presented by Plantinga. Flew’s construal of human freedom is more in line with a compatibilistic view of human freedom. In this account, one is fully caused to do as he does based on his beliefs, desires and inclinations. And so he is free in the sense that he does what he most wants to do, but caused in the sense that he can only do what he most wants to do; he could not do otherwise. With this understanding of human freedom, Flew believes that it is possible for God to create a world where we always do right and always act freely.




  There are at least two ways to respond to Flew’s construal of human freedom and its implications for the free will defense. First, one might note that Flew’s construal of human freedom does not help the argument since it fails to establish the necessary truth of either (4) or (5). In fact, all he seems to do is raise the debate on the nature of human freedom. In other words, all Flew really does is note that freedom might not be as Plantinga thinks it is (libertarian) since it could be otherwise (compatibilistic). But for this to be relevant to the logical problem of evil he must show that human freedom actually is the way he presents it. If human freedom is actually compatibilistic in nature, then perhaps (5) might be true as well. But since it is at least possible that we have libertarian freedom and not compatibilistic freedom, then (5) is not necessarily true. And as we have seen, unless (4) and (5) are necessarily true, then the argument does not succeed. Second, one might also question, as Plantinga does, the adequacy of the compatibilistic view of human freedom. He states, “This objection to the Free Will Defense seems utterly implausible. One might as well claim that being in jail doesn’t really limit one’s freedom on the grounds that if one were not in jail, he’d be free to come and go as he pleased.”[32]




  There is a second objection to the free will defense which is a bit more powerful. Mackie puts it this way:




  If God made men such that in their free choices they sometimes prefer what is good and sometimes what is evil, why could he not have made men such that they always freely choose the good? If there is no logical impossibility in a man’s freely choosing the good in one, or several, occasions, there cannot be a logical impossibility in his freely choosing the good on every occasion. God was not, then, faced with a choice between making innocent automata and making beings who, in acting freely, would sometimes go wrong: there was open to him the obviously better possibility of making beings who would ask freely but always go right. Clearly, his failure to avail himself of this possibility is inconsistent with his being both omnipotent and wholly good.[33]




  In this objection, Mackie allows for libertarian freedom wherein a person maintains the power to do things contrary to his desires or inclinations. Yet, he suggests that even with this kind of freedom, it still seems logically possible that God could have actualized a world where all people always freely chose to do the right thing in all circumstances. It would certainly seem that since we sometimes do what is right, that it is logically possible for us to always do right in every situation throughout life. But if this is true, then it looks like God could have eliminated all instances of evil in this world without eliminating free will. In this case, (4) and (5) might be true after all.




  The theist will admit that Mackie’s challenge to the free will defense is logically possible. But once again, this would not be enough to create a logical contradiction within the classical theist set. As we have seen, for this to succeed, any added propositions must not just be possibly true but necessarily true. And as it turns out, there is good reason to think that this is not necessarily true. Plantinga demonstrates this by arguing for the possibility of transworld depravity. In other words, perhaps God cannot actualize a world where all people always freely do right, because it is possible that in all worlds where human beings have libertarian freedom, people would perform at least one action that is morally evil. He explains:




  What is important about the idea of transworld depravity is that if a person suffers from it, then it was not within God’s power to actualize any world in which that person is significantly free but does no wrong—that is, a world in which he produces moral good but no moral evil. . . . If this possibility were actual, then God could not have created any of the possible worlds that include the existence and significant freedom of just the persons who do in fact exist, and also contain moral good but no moral evil. . . . And the price for creating a world in which such persons produce moral good is creating one in which they also produce moral evil.[34]




  Now, we need not worry about whether transworld depravity is actually true. All that needs to be noted is that it is at least possibly true. And if transworld depravity is possibly true, then it is not necessarily true that God could eliminate evil without eliminating human freedom. All Mackie’s objection shows is that it is logically possible that God had the option of creating free creatures who always choose the right thing available to him when he created the world. It does not establish any kind of necessity and therefore it does not succeed.




  Conclusion




  At one time in the past, some philosophers thought that the logical problem of evil had disproven the existence of God. Back in 1952, for example, W. T. Stace said that this argument had “never been answered and never will be.”[35] Today, however, the logical problem of evil seems to have been successfully answered and put to rest. As Rowe notes:




  No one has succeeded in producing a statement which is known to be necessarily true and which, when added to [the classical theist set], enables us to derive explicitly contradictory statements. In view of this, it is reasonable to conclude that the logical form of the problem of evil is not much of a problem for theism. Its central thesis, that [the classical theist set is] logically inconsistent, is a thesis that no one has been able to establish by convincing argument.[36]




  Contrary to what Hume, McCloskey, Mackie and other atheists argued, the classical theist set does not contain an explicit or implicit contradiction. Thus, the logical problem of evil fails to disprove God’s existence.
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  GOD AND GRATUITOUS EVIL




  Bruce Little




  William Rowe and other atheists have repeatedly argued that there appears to be some suffering so horrific that God could have prevented it without losing some greater good or allowing some greater evil. In other words, they claim that it appears some evil is simply gratuitous—that is, it has no purpose in the sense that the purpose would explain why it was allowed by God. Rowe’s objection to theism gains its traction on precisely this point. That is, the theist who affirms the greater-good (G-G) theodicy denies gratuitous evil. By this view (G-G), God allows into this world only that evil from which he can bring about a greater good or prevent a worse evil. It appears the last portion is dubious because evidentially it cannot be affirmed or denied. On the strength of the first part of the greater-good justificatory scheme, if God is truly sovereign, then gratuitous evil has no true referent in any evil in the human experience. For the atheist, however, it seems likely that there are numerous cases of gratuitous evil.




  The theist’s response to the atheist’s claim that human beings experience gratuitous evil is that, in fact, the good actually obtains but it might be beyond our ken, or it only appears to be gratuitous. Unconvinced by the theist’s response, the atheist maintains that if it looks like gratuitous evil, then there is no reason to think otherwise—the principle of credulity. The atheist’s conclusion: it is more likely that God does not exist than he does exist. It seems the theist’s denial of gratuitous evil is precisely the very claim that strengthens the atheist argument from evil against the theist’s position. In this case the burden of proof now passes to the theist to demonstrate all evil either has a divine purpose or the good obtained, but it is beyond our ken. Both seem extremely difficult to demonstrate evidentially.




  While it is generally conceded by both theists and atheists that one cannot prove or disprove the existence of gratuitous evil, theists who hold to the G-G theodicy categorically deny the existence of gratuitous evil as contrary to the character of God. As Michael Peterson points out, by denying gratuitous evil the burden of proof rests on the theist.[1] This places an excessive burden on the theist even to demonstrate that, say, 75 percent of the most horrific evils results in some good.




  Meticulous Providence Strengthens the Atheist’s Argument




  The position held by G-G proponents requires what has been referred to as “meticulous providence.” In this case, God supervises every potential event of evil/suffering so that only those evils that can be used for God’s good purposes are actualized. The good that obtains from the evil in turn provides the moral justification for God allowing the evil.




  Yet, in spite of varied attempts by theists to demonstrate that the good always obtains, most atheists (and some theists) think that those arguments, at least to this point, fail to meet the necessary burden of proof, leaving the debate between the atheist and theist at a stalemate at best. However, even if one grants the theist meticulous providence, other serious problems attend the position. It can be argued that the major premise of the G-G theodicy contains certain theological/philosophical problems, thus opening it to serious question. The question raised at this point is whether it is necessary for the theist to deny the possibility of gratuitous evil.




  Gratuitous Evil Would Not Count Against God




  The thesis offered here posits that if or when gratuitous evil exists it would necessitate no denial or redefinition of any of the attributes of God, nor would it subvert the moral perfections of God.[2] If demonstrated, it would offer a reasonable alternative to the problem of evil, removing the burden from the theist to demonstrate that good always obtains from each suffering/evil in this world. Furthermore, it would alleviate some of the theological/philosophical problems generated by the G-G theodicy—or so it seems. In turn it would seriously undercut the atheist’s argument from evil because the theist would not be required to argue every evil has a purpose. No attempt here is being forwarded that suggests one can prove when gratuitous evil occurs, only if or when it occurs it would not in any way count against the moral perfections of God. It would mean that concerns raised by the doctrine of meticulous providence, a weakness in the G-G theodicy, would be overcome.




  Consider that when the theist pleads meticulous providence he or she merely erects a theological fence that prohibits gratuitous evil in the present human experience. The position begins with the idea that there is no gratuitous evil and then posits meticulous providence as the reason. The atheist, on the other hand, begins with the reality of horrific evils and suggests they certainly appear as gratuitous evil because any justifying good cannot be seen. The atheist then argues the idea of meticulous providence fails, concluding that it seems more likely that God does not exist than he does exist. The only response the theist has is that the good did obtain and it only appears to be gratuitous.




  The Burden of Proof Belongs to the Theist




  Still it appears, as Peterson argues, that the burden of proof rests on the theist. Remember, the atheist only says it seems that certain evils appear to be gratuitous, while the theist denies that as a possibility. In this case the theist has the responsibility of showing how the existence of evil is consistent with the claim that God exists and that meticulous providence prevails. The theist makes the stronger claim. The atheist makes only a probability claim, while the theist makes a categorical claim.[3]




  In order for theism to sustain a semblance of coherence,[4] the theist must demonstrate that meticulous providence prevails especially in light of so much intense, unequally distributed horrific evils, which include the horrible suffering of children. However, it is God’s exercise of meticulous providence that provides a key operational plank in the G-G theodicy. It is precisely the weakness of the evidence that is so unconvincing to the atheist (and some theists). Theists such as Gregory Boyd affirm the reality of gratuitous evil and reject the idea that evil is “allowed for a specific greater good.”[5] He notes that the idea that God can “bring more good out of their evil than he could without” is “traditional, but problematic.”[6]




  The rather tenacious complaint from the atheist is that the theist cannot show that some justifying good obtains from each evil, and particularly the most horrific evils. Or at least no goods seen or imagined that would sufficiently justify God morally for allowing such evil to enter the human experience. Whereas the theist has claimed the good always obtains, the atheist merely asks, “Where is the good?”




  Gratuitous Evil as a Possibility




  In light of this, it seems the G-G theodicy unnecessarily gives traction to the argument from the atheist. However, if good and sufficient reasons could be found allowing for the possibility of gratuitous evil, then a serious blow would be delivered to the atheist’s argument from evil. Theist Ronald Nash has noted that if gratuitous evil does exist (and he thinks there are good reasons that is the case), then “there would be good reason to believe the stalemate is over and that the probabilities favor theism.”[7]




  Theist Michael Peterson suggests at least two reasons why gratuitous evil is possible and not merely apparent. Peterson reasons, “First, accepting the existence of some gratuitous evil is more consonant with our common experience than is the position which denies gratuitous evil a priori. Second, rejecting the principle of meticulous providence opens the way for a deeper and more profound apprehension of God than that widely accepted position allows.”[8] After considering Peterson’s reasons, Nash writes, “The presence of gratuitous evils in God’s creation is consistent with God’s purposes for creation; moreover, it is what we might expect to find in a natural order designed to serve as an arena in which free human beings are given an opportunity to respond to real dangers and challenges in the process known as soul-making.”[9] Bruce Russell points out in his critique of John Hick and Richard Swinburne, “I cannot agree that it [the greater good] is so valuable that it could justify someone in permitting suffering like that endured by the little girl [brutally murdered] in Flint.”[10] Within Peterson’s argument, he rightly notes that the possibility of gratuitous evil is logically linked to the reality of significant human freedom. He writes, “One interesting benefit of this conception of gratuitous evil as a possibility which is logically linked to free will is that it does not necessitate limitation of any of the divine attributes, not even omnipotence.”[11]




  Libertarian Freedom and Evil




  The fact is, human freedom is the major, if not the central, point in this discussion. At the deeper level, however, we find that the sticking point centers precisely on what is meant by significant human freedom. Alvin Plantinga has argued regarding human freedom that “if a person is free with respect to a given action, then he is free to perform that action and free to refrain from performing it; no antecedent conditions and/or causal laws determine that he will perform the action, or that he won’t.”[12] For Plantinga, this is the only reasonable account of human freedom.[13] As Richard Swinburne (a proponent of the G-G theodicy) concludes, “the free-will defense becomes more plausible if ‘free will’ means libertarian freedom,” which he later states to be precisely how he understands human freedom.[14] Peterson notes, “if the conception of human free will is taken to involve the possibility of bringing about really gratuitous evil (specifically, moral evil), then God cannot completely prevent or eliminate gratuitous evil without severely diminishing free will. That would be logically impossible”[15]




  However, if meticulous providence expresses the relationship between God and evil, many real evil choices would never see the light of day—only those evil choices from which God could bring some good. This, it seems, places a serious limitation on the idea of freedom, which would be no freedom at all. The point is not that God merely limits the number of choices a person may have (a fact I think is self-evident), but rather that meticulous providence requires that once someone chooses to do something, God prevents the evil decision from materializing if God could not bring some good from it. That is, the evil intent could not become a part of the unfolding of human history as the evil could never become an actuality.[16] Someone could consider doing an evil deed and even make a conscious decision to commit the evil deed but would simply be prevented from doing it. That is, one could consider doing an evil deed, but could not accomplish it—unless, that is, God could bring some good from it that would serve his creative or redemptive purposes. Yet it is difficult to read biblical history and be convinced that this reflects the realities of that history. Consider Genesis 6 or Isaiah 5:1-7. Still, this is precisely what is required for meticulous providence to mean anything.




  Significant human freedom means that we can obey as well as disobey God—those are real choices before us. A choice is a true choice if and only if it is a choice that can actually be made and corollary consequences follow—such as in the Garden (Gen 2:17; Rom 1). Furthermore, and maybe more importantly, significant human freedom (libertarian freedom) is the only grounds on which it is possible for human beings to have an authentic love for God and neighbor (Mt 22:37-40).




  On this account of human freedom, we are in some respects free to commit or cause (as a casual agent) gratuitous evil as well as do good, and in either case both are real, not imagined. For Nash, “God’s program for humanity includes this risk.”[17] To prevent this possibility would require that many choices only be imagined and someone could only think that he could do this or that good or evil when, in fact, he would not be allowed as determined by God. This would seem to change the meaning of human freedom as previously discussed. Furthermore, it would mean that try as one might, one could not choose to do that which does not serve the purposes of God.




  A review of the biblical text reveals that there are few, if any, unambiguous statement(s) in the Bible committing God to prevent any evil that would be gratuitous. The more often quoted, at least in sermons, would be Romans 8:28. This text, however, only affirms some good for those who love God and are called according to his purpose. With that qualifier, the verse cannot mean all evil anytime, everywhere. It should be noted here that there is no denial that God works for good for those who love God. Furthermore, the text appears to point to suffering for righteousness sake—not just any suffering. The position suggested here in no way hints that God cannot bring a good from evil once a part of human history. That is, however, very different from saying that the good is always the moral justification for God allowing the evil.




  To affirm libertarian freedom as suggested here would put one in the accepted position of the first four centuries of church history, according to Swinburne.[18] And for what it is worth (as Peterson reasons), it seems consistent with human intuition as well as human language. Parenthetically, language does tell us something about the reality we live in. The mode of possibility in our language (not just ours but all languages) where one says “if I would have done such-and-such, things would have been different,” is highly suggestive that people have real choices, even choices to the contrary. If this is not the case, then God has created a world in which we are deceived by the normal way of thinking and speaking. In fact, it seems an argument can be made that meticulous providence, when carried to its logical conclusion, ends with a world that is highly determined. It would, however, support the idea of meticulous providence but at a rather high cost.




  Some theists have argued that it is logically impossible and existentially implausible for significant human freedom to exist in the context of meticulous providence.[19] Nash suggests that “when proponents of meticulous providence suggest that God prevents or eliminates all gratuitous evil, they (perhaps unwittingly) place constraints on the type of human freedom that makes possible the most praiseworthy human actions.”[20] To deny meticulous providence, however, does not necessitate a denial of God’s sovereignty.




  Some would argue that to deny meticulous providence is to be left with a chaotic and purposeless world. However, at a minimum, such a position clearly confuses the difference between purpose and reason. While all purposes entail reasons, not all reasons entail some purpose. In the case of evil, there would always be a reason for evil, but not necessarily a divine purpose. If a reason can be given, then gratuitous evil would not necessarily mean we live in a chaotic world. Purpose has to do with the end, while reason only explains cause. For example, I might tell you I did not pay my taxes because I did not have the money—that would be a reason. On the other hand, I might say I did not pay my taxes because I am protesting the rate increase—that would be a purpose. Of course there is some overlap in meaning, but the emphasis is clearly different.




  An argument can be made that a libertarian view of human freedom opens up history to be shaped in part by human choices (good and bad). In fact, this seems to be precisely what we have in the biblical record, especially in the Old Testament. This, if true, presents an exceptional exhibition of God’s sovereign wisdom and power in the way he has created the universe. Furthermore, it speaks something to the glory of humankind. As Francis Schaeffer noted, “Perhaps you do not like the word nobility, but whatever word you choose, there is something great about man.”[21] Schaeffer notes:




  The Reformation confronts us with an Adam who was, using twentieth-century thought-forms, an unprogrammed man—he was not set up as a punch-card in a computer system. One thing that marks twentieth-century man is that he cannot visualize this, because modern man is infiltrated by a concept of determinism. But the biblical point is clear—man cannot be explained as totally determined and conditioned—a position that built the concept of the dignity of man. . . . [M]an is made in the image of God. He was an unprogrammed man, a significant man in a significant history, and he could change history.[22]




  Gratuitous Evil and Creation Order




  Instead of gratuitous evil being a strike against the God who is there, it would be a testimony to the wonder of creation and the nobility of human beings as well as to the design and ordering of the universe. On this account, humankind is presented as a true moral being—capable of true personal relationship with God, where real choices in respect to potentials really exist. Furthermore, it accentuates the moment-by-moment radical providential interaction of God with his moral agents living within this wonderful creation. In this way he would be governing the flow of human history, assuring its determined end.




  The argument here affirms God’s creation as morally structured, where humans have libertarian freedom within the boundaries of that order. While this position may well argue against meticulous providence, it does not entail a denial of divine providence. In fact, it affirms and requires a robust view of divine providence. Furthermore, to suggest the possibility of gratuitous evil is not to suggest that all evil is gratuitous. In addition, there is no question here that whatever happens on this planet is not only allowed by God but known by God.




  Zooming out (so to speak) to gain a larger view of creation and God’s creative purposes reveals the reality of significant human freedom as part of what it means to live in a morally structured universe. In fact, it seems to be the only authentic way we can have a personal and meaningful love relationship with God. With human freedom there must be order, just as in an athletic game that requires rules whereby people are free to make choices (the game cannot exist as a game without this), but choices within a prescribed boundary. God’s intentional moral structure in his creation gives us the boundaries within which libertarian freedom is exercised. As C. S. Lewis writes, “But though freedom is real it is not infinite,” meaning that we are not free to do just anything; there are boundaries.[23]




  Since creation there are two kinds of minds in the universe—necessary mind and contingent mind—where the contingent is real but subservient to the necessary mind. The moral ordering of the universe is the result of God’s deep wisdom made possible by his creative omnipotence and supervised by his providence. God voluntarily commits to working with humans within this creation order so that, as a real person, they can have a person-to-person relationship with God—one mind to another mind, where the second mind is patterned after the first mind. Admittedly, this seems to require that in God’s relationship with human beings, he would limit or restrict the manifestations of some of his divine attributes as he works within creation for the higher value of having a personal relationship with us.[24] We see this same kind of self-limitation of the manifestation of divine attributes in the incarnation. As Lewis puts it, “Next, is it not a frightening truth that the free will of a bad man can resist the will of God? For He has, after a fashion, restricted His own Omnipotence by the very fact of creating free creatures.“[25] Yet, it seems logically impossible for us to love God without this kind of freedom (Mt 22:37-40). God allows us to make real choices with real consequences because he respects his own created order. This makes gratuitous evil a real possibility without denying the moral perfections of God.[26]




  Philosophical Weaknesses in the G-G Theodicies




  However, meticulous providence and human freedom are not the only concerns relative to the G-G theodicy as a plausible framework for understanding evil/suffering in this world. Equally troubling are the theological/philosophical implications such a view would have for understanding other aspects of Christian theology.
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