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PREFACE


It is now more than fifty years since the events that occasioned the writing of this book. I was then a Fellow of St John’s College, Cambridge and had just been appointed to a lectureship in the English Faculty of the University. As a specialist in English Renaissance drama who was about to publish a study of the interaction of Shakespeare with his contemporaries, The School of Shakespeare (1968), and also as a member of a Church of England Liturgical Commission charged with devising an Alternative Service Book in acceptable modern English for the Anglican Church (my special responsibility, with a panel of Hebraists, being a modern English translation of the Book of Psalms), I must have seemed a godsend to my Faculty colleagues as supervisor for a newly arrived student from India, Mangala Nilakantan, in 1968 the first woman to win the Nehru Memorial Scholarship. She (though a Hindu from a Brahmin family distinguished by many generations of scholarly pundits) had offered a research topic that spanned both Christian theology and literature: ‘The Problem of Evil in Jacobean Drama’.


Recent research directed by the University of Kent into beliefs currently prevalent in five different countries indicates that a large proportion of any population, whether they be atheists, agnostics or followers of an established religion, hold that some things ‘are just meant to be’. But however appropriate the arrangements made by the Cambridge English Faculty, after what was only a year of supervision I felt obliged, by what I still hold to be a proper if unwritten code of conduct, to inform the Chairman of the Faculty that I and my pupil had developed a more than academic interest in each other and hence she should be directed to another supervisor.


We are now two years away from celebrating fifty years of marriage and if ‘By their fruits shall you know them’ be an acceptable test, our meeting was providential for the fulfilment of what we both felt ourselves, as individuals, required to do. Together we have brought up four children, all of whom have experience of differing cultures. We have five grandchildren, to whom I have dedicated this current book, because their existence has confronted me with the basic questions that I wrestle with daily and which are the subject of this present study. Christine Mangala, who before our marriage was baptised into the Christian faith, has fulfilled the aim of the Nehru Memorial Trust to encourage understanding between members of the Commonwealth of nations, by, first of all, publishing a series of novels in English set mainly in India and drawing on her knowledge and experience of the culture into which she was born. Her first volume, The Firewalkers (1991), was shortlisted for the Commonwealth Best First Book Prize and the London Deo Gloria award. Though she currently has a fourth novel, Shalimar Gardens, forthcoming, its narrative set in an India now convulsed by Hindu and Muslim conflict, her fundamental concern for reconciling competing religions, which has been her interest in inter-faith dialogue, has been maintained by teaching comparative religion in the University of Newcastle, New South Wales, Australia (where I was for twenty-one years a Professor of English Literature and for part of that time also Chairman of Religious Studies), and then subsequently back in Cambridge, where for eleven years I held an honorary post as Principal and Administrator of the Institute for Orthodox Christian Studies, part of the Cambridge Theological Federation, where Christine Mangala could further her research interests as an invited lecturer. Finally, by publication of The Human Icon: A Comparative Study of Hindu and Orthodox Christian Beliefs (Cambridge: James Clarke & Co., 2017), she has discharged her obligation both to her Hindu past and her Christian faith.


From all this, one duty remains, which springs from the days of our first meeting and which my own book is designed to fulfil. Our developing personal relationship meant that Mangala had to be directed to a new Faculty supervisor, Wilbur Sanders, who, though eminently qualified, expressed some unease lest her evident religious concerns might dominate what, by its nature, he felt should be a more dispassionate intellectual pursuit.




Then occurred one of those catastrophic irruptions of evil into everyday life that brings everything we have believed about our situation and our very existence into question. The young daughter of Mangala’s new supervisor, crossing the road outside their home in Grange Road, was knocked down by a passing car and killed outright.


We both felt, I as a colleague of Wilbur Sanders in the Faculty and Mangala as his current research student, an obligation to call on the family and, as the conventional term is, ‘to convey our sympathies’.


The memory of that visit has stayed with us for all of the intervening years. We found ourselves, like Job’s comforters in the Old Testament, unable to do more than sit on the ground with him and weep. What else was there to say?


Discovering what more there might be to say has been my recurring preoccupation for almost half a century: I am no longer content to sit on the ground and weep, and would rather try to explore and reconcile what seem our contradictory human experiences as a race or species. Hence, my original title for what was initially a proposed series of lectures for the Antiochian Orthodox Church of Australasia, ‘The Goodness of God and the Problem of Evil’, which the President of the Cambridge Institute, Metropolitan Kallistos Ware, suggested might be emended to ‘The Goodness of God and the Challenge of Evil’, since I might otherwise be read as claiming to have entirely solved the problem! Being myself an incompetent mathematician, my retort to him was that for me a ‘problem’ signified something that you were always unable fully to resolve. But I am especially grateful to my then editor at James Clarke & Co., Frazer Merritt, for perceiving that the immediate interest of my writing for today’s public was likely to be my ‘boots-and-all’ attack on atheistic neo-Darwinism, countering its assertion that evolution had occurred solely by chance and is essentially without direction or meaning. Hence, the stark and questioning title, ‘BLIND EVOLUTION?’, for which my own subtitle, ‘The Nature of Humanity and the Origin of Life’, gives some indication of the range of discussion made possible by a more discriminating approach to scientific evidence. However, I cannot neglect mentioning Frazer’s successor as Production Editor at James Clarke & Co., Debora Nicosia, who achieved that writer’s dream: of giving the author exactly what he or she wanted, without compromising the book-designer’s craft.


It is usual in a Preface to thank those who have contributed to the book – but with the exception of Christine Mangala, who should by rights be credited as co-author – it turns out that, when you reach beyond an eightieth year, most of those who were formative in your life and work have passed on and will now have, if our shared beliefs were correct, a better appreciation of just how I much owe them – a ‘great cloud of witnesses’. Nevertheless, among my family support team, I owe a special debt to son Mark, his wife Fong and children Matthew and Daniel, who have endured living daily with a work in progress, to son Kim, who advised on content and how to make stills, to daughters Juliet and Meera and her husband Dan Juncu, who gathered the illustrations so essential to my argument, and who have also kept me in touch with the likely preoccupations of readers of their generation. But above all, I’d like to thank two pair of longstanding friends who have been with us from the outset, Dr Robert Cockcroft and his wife, Susan, and the Revd Dr Andrew Macintosh, formerly Dean of Chapel of St John’s College, Cambridge and his wife Mary, all of whom stood by us from our first meeting to the present day, and in counselling us both have invariably got their advice precisely right, if judged by its outcome. Andrew has a preferred method for ending a letter, which is an appropriate conclusion to my own Preface: ‘Onward – and Upward!’


David Frost,


Christmas Eve, 2019






CHAPTER ONE



The Answers of the Book of Job and the Experience of Mankind


In one sense, all that could helpfully be said on the problem that my proposed course of lectures was to face – ‘The Goodness of God and the Challenge of Evil’ – is already there in the Old Testament, in the Book of Job, written sometime in the first millennium before Christ. I hardly need to remind you of what it contains but I shall be interested to see if I can get through even a private rehearsal of its conclusion without breaking down in tears – something which I have never achieved when reading in public.


The story opens with Satan (whose name means ‘the Accuser’) suggesting to God that his servant Job, a man to all appearances entirely good and upright, is only so because of the rewards that he gets out of his righteousness: ‘But stretch out your hand and strike everything he has, and he will surely curse you to your face’ (Job 1: 11). So, God allows Satan to do to Job whatever Satan fancies – provided he leaves Job’s person alone. So Job’s work-animals, his oxen and his donkeys, are stolen by the Sabeans, who kill the servants looking after them. Then Job’s sheep, together with their shepherds, are struck by lightning and his camels are taken by raiding Chaldeans. Finally, a desert wind collapses the house where Job’s sons and daughters are feasting and all his offspring are killed (Job 1: 13-19).


But Job refuses to charge God with wrongdoing (Job 1: 22), so that when the angels (in Hebrew, ‘the sons of God’) next assemble before God, God is able to point out to Satan that Job (and I quote the words given to God) ‘still maintains his integrity, though you incited me against him to ruin him without any reason’ (Job 2: 3). Satan is then permitted to inflict what illnesses he pleases on Job, short of killing him: so Job receives ‘painful sores from the soles of his feet to the top of his head’ (Job 2: 7). His wife is exasperated by Job’s claim not to have deserved all this: ‘Are you still holding on to your integrity? Curse God and die!’ (Job 2: 9) but she rightly gets slapped down by him: ‘You are talking like a foolish woman. Shall we accept good from God, and not trouble?’ (Job 2: 15).


Then three friends arrive, trying (much as we moderns would) to help by giving Job their company.


But when they saw him from a distance, they could hardly recognize him; they began to weep aloud, and they tore their robes and sprinkled dust on their heads. Then they sat on the ground with him for seven days and seven nights. No one said a word to him, because they saw how great his suffering was.


(Job 2: 12-13)


If any of us have had to visit a couple whose child has been knocked down and killed by a passing car, could we do anything more than Job’s friends – sit on the ground and weep with them?


At the outset of Chapter 3 of the Old Testament account, Job opens his mouth and curses the day of his birth. He asks, ‘Why is light given to those in misery, and life to the bitter of soul, to those who long for death that does not come’ (Job 3: 20-21). That finally pushes Job’s guests to the point where they feel that have to say something.


‘Job’s Comforters’ are notorious as an instance of the kind of people


who offer comfort that is no comfort at all. But, in a way, they have had a bad press. Eliphaz the Temanite is the first to be moved to say something – and his attempt to help chimes in with a great deal of human experience. He argues that God is just – and if Job is entirely innocent, he will eventually be vindicated: ‘As I have observed, those who plough evil and those who sow trouble reap it. At the breath of God they are destroyed; at the blast of his anger they perish’ (Job 4: 8-9).


The comfort that Eliphaz the Temanite offers Job is something that appeals to unbelievers and Christians alike: the assertion that there is, eventually, some justice in the world is based on widespread experience. Since I want throughout this discussion to tie matters to what we actually feel, I am prepared to testify that, when I think of the wrongs done to me in the course of a lengthy career, those cases where I know I had not been at fault have sooner or later been exposed, and the eventual consequences have been (at least so far) much to my benefit. The problem then seems to be, as the proverb puts it, that ‘The mills of God grind slow’ – vindication is late in coming.


The pagan Plutarch in the first century AD, in his Moralia, writing ‘On the Delay in Divine Vengeance’, sees the idea as one so widespread that even a sceptic must take some notice – although he adds: ‘I do not see what use there is in those mills of the gods said to grind so late as to render punishment hard to be recognized, and to make wickedness to be fearless.’


However, that isn’t exactly what we see happening, for sometimes things seem better than that – and again I am going to venture into personal experience. When I first arrived in Newcastle, New South Wales, Australia, for an interview for the Professorship of English at the University, I was met by an Anglican priest, the Revd. Lance Johnston, Principal of the Anglican training college of St John’s, Morpeth. He was representing the Anglican Newcastle Diocese, since I was an Anglican of some reputation in the Old Country. But he and his wife Jenny went far beyond the call of duty in helping my young family to accommodate to a new country, and we became lifelong friends.


Now jump thirty-nine years, from early 1977 to mid-2016, when I received a phone call across the world from Newcastle, Australia, requiring me to give evidence to the Australian Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse, which was then investigating charges against a ring of senior homosexual clergy in the Newcastle diocese, who were alleged to have grossly, even blasphemously, abused young boys. A former mature student of mine had given evidence to the Commission that she had reported to me after a class that her adolescent son had been violated at a diocesan youth camp run by certain clergy, and I had undertaken to take up the matter with the then Bishop, Alfred Holland. I could not recall the name of the student after a gap of at least three decades but I did recall the incident, because it was unique. I could testify that I had informed the Bishop in confidence and that he later rang me to say he had contacted the boy’s mother. If I suspected that not much might have been done, or that the boy’s mother might have exaggerated, I had alerted the proper authority and had to leave matters there.


But my evidence thirty or so years later supported the mother’s account and Bishop Holland was forced to fall back on the defence that he recalled nothing of the alleged episode – but that answer – ‘I can’t remember’ – was a defence which a letter from the diocesan solicitor had advised the Bishop to make to all awkward questions – and it had been shown to the Commission. The charges of grossly improper behaviour by clergy were supported by a mass of testimony, and the bishop who had done nothing about it was now, in advanced old age, exposed and disgraced.


However, ‘the slow mills of God’ had not done yet. My lifelong friend, Lance Johnston, had been Principal of the theological college where many of the offending clergy had trained and he was at risk of being held responsible for a corrupt clique, or for turning a blind-eye. I was able, thanks to our long friendship that had sprung from Lance’s initial care of my family, to testify that, as a Member of the St John’s College, Morpeth, Board of Management and because our intimate family connection was so close, it was unbelievable that we would have not known of any problem that the Principal had with a paedophile ring.


That friendship led to some further evidence from me to the Commission and to the eventual humiliation of the next Bishop of Newcastle, Roger Herft, who by the time the Commission met had gone on to be Archbishop of Perth. It had been alleged before the Commission that the senior priest, who was a ringleader of the homosexual predators (though now dead) had been cross-examined by Bishop Herft, but the priest had managed to intimidate the Bishop by threatening legal action if any move were made against him. The excuse made for the Bishop doing nothing was that he had insufficient evidence to hand. However, I recalled one visit to my Newcastle home by my friend Lance Johnston, in great distress because he had just been told, immediately after confiding some intimate personal matters to the Bishop in an interview, that ‘You do realize, Lance, that I record all conversations with my clergy, and the tapes are kept in the cellar at Bishopsthorpe’. We were therefore able to point to the likelihood of tapes being made and probably still existing of the Bishop’s discussions with the offending priest, and we could substantiate our allegations as to the Bishop’s practice, since we had been so outraged by it that we had later written jointly to a Committee considering appointments to the Archbishopric of Canterbury, suggesting that Archbishop Herft’s violation of clergy trust made him unsuitable to be a candidate for that high office – and an acknowledgement of our objection was on record from the then Prime Minister’s Secretary. In response to the Commission’s criticisms of his inaction whilst Bishop of Newcastle, Roger Herft felt obliged to resign as Archbishop of Perth.


The problem with Eliphaz’s consolations is that they are true to experience but they don’t go far enough. He asks the protesting Job to ‘Consider now: Who, being innocent, has ever perished? Where were the upright ever destroyed?’ (Job, 4: 7). But take the instance of the Hillsborough disaster in England in 1989, where a football-stand collapsed and the ensuing panic cost the lives of ninety-six people. Responsibility was finally laid at the door of those who had been at fault, even if it took twenty-seven years to do it. Those who covered up what had happened were exposed, and The Sun newspaper, which had spread lies about allegedly irresponsible crowd behaviour, had its reporters banned from the premises of Liverpool Football Club. The bereaved who had campaigned for justice at last had closure and expressed an enormous sense of relief – but nothing could bring back their loved ones, killed for no crime but only because someone had been negligent or incompetent. However, exact justice did not stop there, for in November 2019 the police officer who had responded to pressure to admit insistent fans to stands he knew were already overloaded, and who had admitted to his shame that he had to an earlier enquiry denied his action, was acquitted of manslaughter. Strict justice required that he not be held guilty for more than an accidental, if admittedly negligent slaying, whilst those remaining of the bereaved who had demanded ‘an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth’ were deprived of what would only have been a pointless multiplication of evil.


But even that problem is resolved in the Hebrew version of the Book of Job, which has what Christians are bound to see as an extraordinary prophecy of Christ’s coming, which took place at least half a millennium after the writing of the Book of Job. The prophecy is known internationally through Handel’s Messiah and I’ll quote it from the New International Version of the Bible, because it is a passage in the Hebrew scriptures which for reasons unknown was never reproduced in the much later translation of the Hebrew text into Greek for the Septuagint version of the Old Testament, made for Jews who could no longer read Hebrew. Many Orthodox Christians still take the Septuagint as their version of the Old Testament, even though it is at many other points seriously defective. It is probable that the Orthodox adopted the Septuagint version of the Old Testament because that was the Bible translation known to most early Christians, especially the writers of the New Testament – but in so doing, they have deprived themselves of a passage of extraordinary and crucial comfort:




I know that my Redeemer lives,


and that in the end he will stand upon the earth.


And after my skin has been destroyed,




yet in my flesh I will see God;


I myself will see him with my own eyes – I, and not another.


How my heart yearns within me!


(Job 19: 25-27)





That reads like a prophecy of the God/Man, Jesus Christ, who by his voluntary and innocent sacrifice, a death entirely undeserved, has conquered death itself and promises resurrection to all who have died and forgiveness for any wrongdoing, if only they will accept his gift of himself. How the prophecy got there in the Book of Job, or how it was omitted from the Septuagint translation, are both a mystery. But its promise is the full and complete answer to the problem of evil. And even if it is not in the Bibles of Orthodox Christians, the truth has somehow filtered into Orthodox thinking, for Righteous Job is celebrated as a ‘type’ of Christ, a forerunner of the one wholly righteous God/Man who ‘by death trampled down death’ and by his and our resurrection offers a complete justification of God’s goodness and a total solution to the ‘Challenge of Evil’. If we follow Christ, it will lead to the cross and we are likely in the world’s eyes to be crushed; but our destruction, like his, is not final: justice and restoration await us.


Meanwhile, in the story, Job’s Comforters persist with their insistence that, somewhere, somehow, God being just, Job must have gone off the rails. Job longs for a chance to have it out with God, face to face. ‘So these three men stopped answering Job, because he was righteous in his own eyes’ (Job 32: 1). The last person to speak to Job is the young man Elihu – and he dismisses the arguments of the Comforters altogether: ‘I gave you my full attention. But not one of you has proved Job wrong; none of you has answered his arguments’ (Job 32: 12). Elihu claims to be fired by ‘the spirit within me’ (Job 32: 18) and he argues that only God can refute Job’s charge of injustice: once one fully appreciates what God is, what he has done, the mystery, glory and complexity of all his creation, his ways of communicating with individuals and his care for all things, and how man alone has been equipped to appreciate and reverence his wonders, then all questioning and protest will seem blasphemous. That theme is common throughout the Book of Psalms: God’s nature is revealed in all that he has made. Take the opening of Psalm 19, vv.1-6, which I’ll cite from The Cambridge Liturgical Psalter:1






The heavens declare the glory of God:


and the firmament proclaims his handiwork;


One day tells it to another:


and night to night communicates knowledge.


There is no speech or language:


nor are their voices heard;


Yet their sound has gone out through all the world:


and their words to the ends of the earth.





You may remember how in the Book of Job God eventually does speak in answer to Job’s complaining – and how God silences him by what God’s modern and hostile critics have called a display of overweening power, an appeal to superior divine knowledge and might, a list of his spectacular achievements in creation, even (it is said) by a kind of fireworks display – to the point where Job’s doubts and protests are simply overwhelmed.


I shall quote this time from the King James Authorized Version, for that is where I first met the words that I have never been able to read in public without breaking down:




Then the Lord answered Job out of the whirlwind, and said,


Who is this that darkeneth counsel by words without knowledge?


Gird up now thy loins like a man: for I will demand of thee;


and answer thou me.


Where wast thou when I laid the foundations of the earth?


declare, if thou hast understanding.


Who hath laid the measures thereof, if thou knowest?


or who hath stretched the line upon it?


Whereupon are the foundations thereof fastened?


or who laid the corner stone thereof;


When the morning stars sang together,


And all the sons of God shouted for joy?


(Job 38: 1-7, Authorized Version)





After four chapters of this, in which God appeals to the glory, beauty and complexity of the natural world that he has created, Job cracks:




Then Job answered the Lord, and said,


I know that thou canst do every thing,


and that no thought can be withholden from thee.


Who is he that hideth counsel without knowledge?


therefore have I uttered that I understood not;


things too wonderful for me, which I knew not.


Hear, I beseech thee, and I will speak:


I will demand of thee, and declare thou unto me.


I have heard of thee by the hearing of the ear:


but now mine eye seeth thee.


Wherefore I abhor myself, and repent in dust and ashes.


(Job 42: 1-6, AV) (my emphasis)





This is the point where I too crack – and, whatever the cynics may say – it is not at the display of some almighty power: it is the experience of God as he is, first-hand experience, face to face, that blows away all doubt as to the goodness of God and whether or not he is (as the ancient Orthodox liturgies keep reminding us) ‘the Lover of Mankind’. My doubts then feel like a betrayal of that love and, like Job, I am moved to ‘repent in dust and ashes’.


If direct experience of God is what blows away all doubt, then it follows that an experience of God as he is, as a God in reality both just and loving, must be open to every man, woman and child. We can as Christian counsellors, whether clergy or laity, point to the blocks to faith, and so to the barriers to direct experience of God that are a consequence of human wrong attitudes and human wrongdoing. But when it comes to the apparently meaningless, inexplicable evils that permeate the world around us, we will need to bring to sufferers some explanations that can satisfy both head and heart – and the evil suffered by ourselves and our fellow human beings cannot always be explained by the suspicion that we or they have done something wrong.


Evil extends throughout creation – and Australia forces the fact on newcomers such as my wife and myself when we first arrived to teach at the University of Newcastle in early 1977. Someone in our early weeks presented us with a book entitled The Venomous Beasts of Australia, and I would regale my Indian wife by sitting up in bed at night reading titbits – such as the news that the taipan is sixty times more deadly than the Indian cobra. (How that is measured I cannot fathom: – was it done by lining up 60 persons to be bitten – and then noting that they all died?) The next Sunday we went to Newcastle Cathedral, where the first hymn was Mrs C.F. Alexander’s ‘All things bright and beautiful, All creatures great and small, All things wise and wonderful: The Lord God made them all’. That night I wrote back to ‘England’s green and pleasant land’, to the Dean of Chapel of my Cambridge college, sending a parody that may still exist: ‘All things vile and horrible, All creatures great and small, All things inexplicable – the Lord God made them all!’




These realities touch the lives of Australians more than those in the ‘Old Country’. We were befriended when we first arrived in New South Wales by the much-loved Dean of Newcastle, Robert Beal (later Bishop of Ballarat) and his wife Valerie – and he once told me of an incident in the early days of his ministry when he was called to help a parishioner who had stepped on a stonefish when paddling off the beach in Townsville and who then spent nine hours dying in excruciating agony. What could one do? What could one say?


And yet we must say something to those whose experiences are a barrier to any belief or trust in a good and loving God. That is the whole purpose of theodicy, the attempt to argue that God is good, just and also loving – and it will be the core of everything I have to say.


But because I am not so much concerned with any technical problem in theodicy, with any intellectual enquiry into God’s goodness, I now want once more to get ‘up close and personal’ and try, by showing you two contrasting photographs, to make clear just what the problem is for me.


The first photograph is of two of my grandsons, who live with us and their parents in a joint family:


[image: image]


Daniel and Matthew Frost.


Whenever I am sunk under reports of the wickedness of the world or am swamped by what appears to be its meaninglessness, I sit quietly in a corner of the living-room and contemplate Daniel and Matthew. Eight years ago Daniel did not exist; eleven years ago, neither did Matthew. They came into my life out of nothing. Yet they are so beautiful, so amazing in their skills, in their movement, their intelligence, their ability to communicate and their capacity to give and receive affection, that the only appropriate reaction is reverent and astounded silence. And that is what is due to each one of us, and has been due to each of our ancestors, for thousands of years.


[image: image]


Charlie Gard and his parents.


The second couple of photographs have gone around the world, fed by a media that keeps its audience by trading in vicarious suffering and stirring anger at distant sorrows. Nevertheless, the pictures of Charlie Gard and of his grieving parents bring us up short.


Charlie Gard suffered from a rare inherited disease: infantile onset encephalomyopathy mitochondrial DNA depletion syndrome (MDOS for short). Our genes give the instructions for the growth and maintenance of our bodies, and Charlie had inherited through his parents a faulty RRM2B gene. This defect, which affects the development of the body cells responsible for energy production and respiration, left Charlie able only to move and breathe with the aid of a ventilator, and he had to be fed through a tube. It also causes multiple damage to the organs of the body, including irreparable damage to the brain. On 8 June 2017, after a succession of court judgements had determined there was no hope of a cure, the British Supreme Court decided Charlie’s doctors could cease providing artificial life-support.


The passionate rage that gripped people worldwide was not, I believe, so much against the doctors or the judges, or in sympathy with parents who were determined never to give up the hope that their child might live: the anger was primarily that such things could be. Whether you believed the world was the result of meaningless chance and purposeless evolution, or even if you thought a supposedly loving God had created or permitted such a horror, the protest was against the stark facts of existence as we experience them: against the reality of things as they are.




But I want straight away to warn against one immediate explanation for Charlie Gard’s situation: an explanation so immediate and obvious that one might almost call it ‘natural’: the idea that someone, somewhere, somehow, must have done something wrong. Whether we are believers or unbelievers, our first instinct when confronted by disaster is to ask ‘Where did I – or maybe, where did someone else – go off the rails?’ And in much of our experience, that proves to be the right question to ask. Such an explanation is already creeping into analyses of illness that we might expect to be purely rational and scientific. I have noticed a number of medical papers recently that hint at a possible link between acute anxiety-states and the development of those cancerous cells whereby the human body starts to destroy itself. Further studies may well provide further evidence of such a link. And in the same way it might be argued that, at some time in the life of Charlie Gard’s parents – or of their parents or grandparents - someone did or experienced something that had the effect of interfering with the correct copying of DNA instructions, so that Charlie had before birth the faulty directions for growth and development that would kill him before he had completed his first year of life.


Of course, that’s tough on Charlie and on those who loved him! But aren’t we warned by the Old Testament itself – and in the Ten Commandments, no less – that ‘I, the Lord your God, am a jealous God, punishing the children for the sin of the fathers to the third and fourth generation of those who hate me’? (Exodus 20: 5). And doesn’t experience confirm that children do often suffer because their parents did wrong and through no fault of their own?


BUT HOLD BACK FOR A MOMENT: for orthodox Christians of every denomination are taught that everything in the Old Testament must be read in the light of the revelation of Jesus Christ – and we have in the Gospel according to St John an account of Jesus dealing directly with a case of congenital defect and refusing absolutely to attribute it to any human wrongdoing. In the account of ‘the man born blind’ (The Gospel according to John: 9. v.1 and following), Jesus is asked by his own disciples, ‘Rabbi, who sinned, this man or his parents?’ Jesus replies (v.3) ‘Neither this man nor his parents sinned . . . but this happened so that the work of God might be displayed in his life’. Jesus then mixes his saliva with earth, anoints the eyes of the man born blind – and for the first time in his life, the blind man sees. (I can’t resist enjoying over again the blind man’s reply to the Jews, who first asked his parents and then him directly, how it was that he had been healed, given that this Jesus was a known sinner: ‘Whether he is a sinner or not, I don’t know. One thing I do know. I was blind but now I see’ (v.25). But the key point for our discussion here is that Jesus, in the case of the man born blind, denies that human suffering is always the result of human wrongdoing.




1. The Cambridge Liturgical Psalter (with Notes) (Cambridge: Aquila, 2012), first published as The Psalms: A New Translation for Worship (London: William Collins, 1976, 1977), used in and bound up with The Alternative Service Book 1980 as The Liturgical Psalter.









CHAPTER TWO



Has Modern Science Proved There Is No Creator God?


Before I can go further into a discussion as to whether God can be good, given the nature of the world as we experience it, I need to deal with the argument that God does not exist, that there is no need for the timehonoured belief in a Creator, if we follow the evidence that modern evolutionary science puts before us.


The neo-Darwinist (new Darwinist) account of the emergence of all we know in the world is that it occurred by blind chance, without any direction or meaning, with the survival of life-forms governed by ‘natural selection’: that is what is taught in our schools throughout the western world and especially in English-speaking countries. And since I want our discussions to relate to the realities of our experience, I’m going to start with a health warning: I have never encountered such a tide of evil oppression as when I attempted to do justice to the Darwinian position and to consider the arguments for and against it. There was a weight on my forehead, my brain felt as if it was mined by worms, I couldn’t sleep for the pain, I was prone to sudden bursts of black depression, and my wife couldn’t bear any further talk about my struggles with neo-Darwinian theory. And yet I have been a convinced Christian believer for over sixty years. I have always believed in the truth of Christ’s saying of people and their ideas: ‘By their fruits you shall know them’ and I find the fruits of even considering the Darwinist creed to be dangerously destructive.




So if you have a firm faith in the rational presumption that, if a thing looks to be made, it must have had a maker, you might consider leaving the discussion at this point and coming back a chapter or so later, when I examine the evidence for design in the world that would support that faith. However, there is one good reason for staying with us: however robust your own faith may be, are you likely to have to deal with someone entangled in the consequences of Darwinian belief or in what is called ‘scientism’: a belief that science has supplied or can supply the answers to everything?


In September of 2017, A.N. Wilson published an honest, workmanlike account of Charles Darwin’s biography in Charles Darwin: Victorian Mythmaker,1 paying special attention to the origin and development of Darwin’s ideas and summarizing criticisms of Darwin’s theories as he put them over in his Origin of Species (1859) – criticisms that were made after its publication and continuously up to the present day. Wilson repeated the conclusions of previous biographers and claimed to say little that was new. Yet his study was met with savage reviews, and one comment in a supposedly highbrow newspaper in the United Kingdom, The Guardian, suggested that the only way now to deal with these constant snipings at the great man was simply not to argue back but to ignore them. In 2006 an Oxford Professor, Richard Dawkins, then holder of a Chair for Public Understanding of Science, had published a study entitled The God Delusion,2 where, as an evolutionary biologist of Darwinist persuasion, he attacked religious belief as the pursuit of fools and as dangerous to human stability and happiness. The level of bad argument and of gross abuse in Dawkins’ book gives me, as a product of ‘the Other Place’ (as they call Cambridge), a degree of glee that Oxford should be so humiliated as to have him as a luminary – but what gives me no pleasure whatever is that the book has been an international best-seller: on 3 September 2014 Dawkins tweeted to say that sales ‘have topped three million’. My son-inlaw, whilst working for a technology company in Cambridge, reported that many of his science-trained colleagues were persuaded by Dawkins and had no interest whatever in religious discussion.


Small wonder, then, that on 4 September 2017 The Guardian newspaper reported a British Social Attitudes Survey as showing that ‘for the first time, more than half the population say they have no religion’ – the decline being ‘driven by the young’. Two days earlier, on 2 September 2017, the same newspaper reported that suicides of students had been at a record level in U.K. universities in 2015, having ‘nearly doubled in the last decade’ and that ‘mental problems reported by students rose fivefold’ in the same period.


Another report in The Guardian, on 20 September 2017, pointed to a nationwide problem, in that a government-funded study of more than ten thousand 14 year-old girls showed a quarter of them as suffering from depression, reporting that their lives felt meaningless and without direction – a conclusion confirmed by reports right up to the present time.


Of course, Dawkins and his followers would be outraged at any suggestion that the teaching of the neo-Darwinist view of creation as being by blind and directionless chance, and the fact that it is taught throughout the educational systems of the English-speaking world, had anything to do with the attitude to life of the young – any more than the neo-Darwinists are willing to accept that Darwin’s doctrine of ‘survival of the fittest’ in any way encouraged those developments in eugenics that were held to justify the extermination of the Jews in Nazi Germany as a defective people who ought be prevented from polluting the bloodline of the master-race.


But ‘by their fruit you will recognize them’ (Matthew 7: 16, 20) – and it is small wonder the youth become depressed if they are taught as established scientific truth the account of our world as propagandized by Professor Dawkins. I quote from page 133 of his book River out of Eden: A Darwinian View of Life.3 ‘The universe we observe has precisely the properties we should expect if there is, at bottom, no design, no purpose, no evil and no good, nothing but blind pitiless indifference.’


I can best explain what is so wrong with the neo-Darwinist approach and what is so destructive of right-thinking about our own human nature and our position in the universe by asking you to imagine that you are invited to visit a famous glove factory, which supplies gloves in various shapes and sizes, for a whole variety of purposes, and sells them worldwide.


Some are of heat-resistant material and are obviously suited for work around ovens and blast furnaces. Others appear to have their fingers cut short, presumably to allow finger-ends to handle delicate work, without some covering material blunting their sensitivity. Some gloves are made of thick wool to give protection against the cold; others are of fine silk, which is cooling – but these are clearly intended more for decoration than protection. There is even a company museum, where you can study the evolution of gloves and see some historical throwbacks – such as armoured gloves for knights who fought with swords in medieval battles.


Looking at all the variety of gloves produced by the factory, you notice that, despite their great variety and their differing materials, they have a certain basic and repeated shape and pattern: they are of a size to go over a hand, and (with certain exceptions such as mittens) they have fivefinger offshoots. But they also have extra features: some have laces to tie them to the wrist, some have air-holes to allow the skin underneath to breathe. Some features look as though they once had a purpose but are now simply decorative: fake jewels have been sewn into the holes in the back of the glove, so as to look elegant when you place your delicate hand over the shoulder of your dance-partner.


When we look at all this variety, we make certain elementary assumptions, based on experience. We know that nothing we see in the factory is accidental: somebody made everything we see. Gloves, often looking rather different, follow a basic design and are variations on a pattern drawn up by human intelligence at a point in the past: the variations are purposive, to meet somewhat different needs as they emerged over time.


HOWEVER, when Charles Darwin in the middle of the nineteenth century looked at the variety of creatures in the Great Factory of Life and studied some of the available evidence in the Earth’s museum as to its past products, as seen in the fossil-record, he began with an arbitrary and unexplained premise: despite the wisdom of generations and our automatic assumption that everything we see, if it looks designed, probably is designed, Darwin ruled out any need for a world-designer. Life in all its variety and its astonishing beauty and complexity had for him no origin and no design in its development. There was no pattern behind the variety of life-forms: it just looked like that to the uninitiated.


Instead, Darwin suggested that everything was caused by a process of small changes over millions and millions of years, a succession of small, undesigned and quite accidental variations that produced the enormous variety of life-forms that we see today. Each tiny change, however slight, survived because in some way it made its possessor a shade more of a winner in the pitiless battle for life. Darwin accepted to name this mechanism for change and development ‘the survival of the fittest’: if the change in you helped you somehow to survive against your competitors, you would probably live to pass on that change to your offspring.




Just why Darwin chose to begin from this unargued premise – that no design and hence no Designer can exist – is hard to explain: I’m tempted to exclaim ‘God only knows!’ But if Darwin’s current followers among evolutionary biologists are anything to go by, the virulence of the prime exponents – the arrogant, self-aggrandizing and irrational arguments, for instance, of a Richard Dawkins in The God Delusion (2006), his abusive detestation of believers and his resort to the doing-down of his professional opponents, however unfair the means – suggests an enormous need to convince oneself that no God is there, and a strong corporate desire in modern society to escape from any notion of an Originator to whom we might perhaps be held accountable. As compared to the civility and sad regret of an older generation of unbelievers, who were all too aware of what consolations they might be taking away both from themselves and their fellow human beings, Dawkins and his disciples flail about with the desperation of people who feel they can only survive among the fittest if they can kill off the notion of a God altogether.


I will begin by setting out the objections to what is presently the dominant theory of all life, the neo-Darwinian account of origins, promoted aggressively by the New Atheists, where everything emerges by blind chance; and I will then put up against it the arguments of a younger scientific movement, that which is labelled ‘Intelligent Design’, which sees a complexity even in the earliest and simplest forms of life – one that cannot be explained without positing the existence of a designer. To revert to my image of the glove factory, neither side denies the similarities we observe in the varieties of glove or that one thing looks to have led on to another – it is just that one side suggests that everything looks designed because a glove-maker designed and supervised the surprising developments in usefulness, adaptability and even beauty over time; whereas the other side asserts that, never having observed the glove-maker at work or even having had the pleasure of meeting him, it is really a question of whether he exists at all: it is daft to presume he is around the factory just from what we see in front of us.


But before I leave the issue of chance evolution or ‘intelligent design’ till later in my discussion, I will bring before you once more the case of Charlie Gard.


The distinguished scientist, Francis Collins, headed the Human Genome Project which in April 2003 completed mapping of the human DNA that gives instructions for the building of every human being. If he is right in his book, The Language of God: A Scientist Provides Evidence for Belief (2006),4 to suggest that his Christian faith is compatible with modern evolutionary theory, there seems no way in which the notion of a loving and all-knowing and all-powerful God can be reconciled with what went wrong with Charlie Gard. It is true that the disaster of mis-copied genetic information started Francis Collins on the road to mapping genes, so as to be able eventually to correct genetic defects before they could wreak havoc: but are we prepared to say that a loving God created a system capable of gross malfunction so that people like Francis would have the privilege of putting God’s work to rights? Late twentieth-century theologians in the United States toyed with the idea of a Learner God, not always getting it right first time, and perhaps glad of a helping hand – but no explanation of that kind has satisfied those who from scripture or from their experience encounter a good and loving Creator.


I put my problems in a letter to Francis Collins in March 2017, and his very gracious reply to ‘my thoughtful and provocative letter’ (as he put it) made clear that he believes not in a version of atheist neo-Darwinism but in something he calls ‘theistic evolution’ or ‘BioLogos’. He was as perturbed as I am by any suggestion that God might have set a system up, then jumped ship, leaving everything to blind chance. Nonetheless, he was clear as to the problems modern science creates for theodicy – which is the attempt to defend God’s goodness and justice – and says ‘I don’t have ready answers for that’. So the journey of trying to find reasons for what some of us may be fortunate enough to know by faith to be true still lies ahead of us.




1. A.N. Wilson, Charles Darwin: Victorian Mythmaker (London: John Murray, 2017).


2. Richard Dawkins, The God Delusion (London: Bantam Press, 2006).


3. Richard Dawkins, River out of Eden: A Darwinian View of Life (Basic Books, a division of Harper Collins, New York NY, 1995 and Orion, an imprint of Weidenfeld & Nicholson, London, 1995).


4. Francis Collins, The Language of God: A Scientist Provides Evidence for Belief (New York, NY: Free Press, 2006).









CHAPTER THREE



The Assault of Modern Atheism on Religious Faith


When, some years back, I proposed to give a course of lectures on ‘The Goodness of God and the Challenge of Evil’, I intended to point to that extraordinary prophecy in the Hebrew version of the Book of Job, which gives the ultimate solution both to our questionings as to the nature of this world in which we find ourselves and to our doubts about the goodness or otherwise of its Creator.


Approximately six hundred years before the advent of Jesus Christ, in an ancient story which I would suggest has visionary meaning rather than being a simple, factual narrative, Job the innocent sufferer is brought to assert his belief in the ultimate blessing that awaits us all, if we choose to accept it:




I know that my Redeemer lives,


and that in the end he will stand upon the earth.


And after my skin has been destroyed,


yet in my flesh I will see God;


I myself will see him with my own eyes – I and not another.


How my heart yearns within me!


(Job 19:25-27)





St Paul, anything up to a thousand years later, proclaims in his Letters his belief, based on the eye-witness of the apostles he had talked to but also on his own ‘vision’ of the living Christ, that the Redeemer has come: that Christ’s death and his resurrection after three days give grounds on which all who believe in him can expect their hopes to be fulfilled: that their own death and the death of those whom they have loved is not the end, that they will be resurrected to enjoy the vision of God, the end of all suffering and the putting to rights of all wrong. What clinched that faith in me as a young man was Paul’s honesty, his realism. We have very early copies of two of his actual letters to the Corinthians: in the first he writes: ‘if Christ has not been raised, your faith is futile; you are still in your sins . . . If only for this life we have hope in Christ, we are to be pitied more than all men!’ But he goes on to say: ‘But Christ has indeed been raised from the dead, the firstfruits of those who have fallen asleep’ (1 Corinthians 15: 17-20).


However, in the Biblical story of Job, it was not faith in a future resurrection that convinced Job of the goodness of God. Rather, it was his meeting with God through the glory of God’s creation that brought Job to his exclamation at last of comprehending love:




I have heard of thee by the hearing of the ear:


but now mine eye seeth thee.


Wherefore I abhor myself,


and repent in dust and ashes.


(Job 42: 5-6, Authorized Version)





We shouldn’t deny ourselves the possibility of an encounter with God through his creation. So in this chapter I want to place side by side two accounts of how the world is and how it came to be – and then ask which one looks to be most likely. I will put the neo-Darwinist account of the origin of all things, the devaluing view that everything arose by meaningless chance (something which is taught in our Western schools and universities as if it were scientific truth); and then, against that, I’ll put the more recent suggestion of certain modern biologists, that the deeper we explore into the nature of all living things, the more we see evidence for what has been called ‘Intelligent Design’ – we find signs of there being a creative and directing agent.1


But before I take you into the intricacies of life as increasingly revealed by modern scientific enquiry, I want first to confront you with an experience that is both a puzzle and a wonder.




In 1995 divers began to report seeing some extraordinary and complex designs underwater in the sands off the coast of Japan. They turned out to be the work of a male Japanese Puffer Fish; and what appeared to be an elaborate artwork was intended to lure a female to a central platform in his design, where she could lay her eggs and he could fertilize them.2


[image: image]


Underwater design by a male Japanese pufferfish.


What can we say? By what process did so tiny and simple a creature, as compared with ourselves, learn and store in its memory so complex and beautiful a design? What drove it into persistent activity over a whole week to execute such an artwork? Why should creating something so beautiful be part of its wooing of a female to mate with? And how can it be that, if I were to weave such a design into a shawl for a lady friend, the similar pattern, not in sand this time but in fabric, could also be taken as a gesture of affection? And how strange but how appropriate it is that a Japanese Puffer Fish should produce such a sophisticated design in sands just offshore from a Japanese nation which shows a particular passion for complex and beautiful decoration! And how could the same thing be beautiful enough to attract the attention of a tiny fish yet also be able to delight us humans, whether we are Japanese or Australians or Europeans or Americans or of any other nation? I’ve drawn attention to this extraordinary phenomenon so as to demonstrate, despite the remarkable developments of modern science, how little we really understand.


Now I want to confront you with a second baffling wonder that is also part of the world in which we find ourselves. The Book of Proverbs 6: 6-8 advises us:
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