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Mark Vernon
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Is God in suffering?




Where is God when people are suffering? We begin with this perennial question because it is both the major obstacle that modern individuals have to belief in God and one that will surely not go away for so long as there is pain, loss and evil in the world. And you can be sure that events and attitudes that mar life will exist whilst there is life, for with life always comes one eventuality: death.


In some ways, attempting to resolve this question in a rational way is offensive in itself. In the book of Job, in the Hebrew Bible, Job’s friends offer explanations for why he has been plagued with boils and sores, the annihilation of his family and the destruction of his goods.


Their themes are that God is righteous, not evil, and saves good people, so Job must have done something wrong. Or they argue that human beings are by nature repulsive to the holiness of God and that punishment is a form of purification. Or that God does not care for sinners. Or that we simply can’t understand and as mere mortals should not expect to. Job is tortured by their platitudinous remarks; hence the colloquialism ‘the patience of Job’. Their efforts are dehumanizing of Job’s dreadful, agonizing reality. Anger at them and God surges up inside him. Little wonder that the novelist Louis de Bernières has called Job’s comforters ‘possibly the most irritating characters in all of literature’. This is a powerful warning to anyone who is tempted to understand what is often referred to as the ‘problem of evil’ – how a good, all-powerful God can allow malevolence in the world He created.


That said, when a firm eye is kept on the limitations of the task, some possibly useful reflections might emerge. It is not that they solve the problem. In a way, they deepen it, though in a particular way: by deepening an understanding of what it means to be human. That may offer dignity, if not release, by finding meaning in the darkness.


There are two traditional responses to the problem of evil. The first of these is known as the free-will defence, stating that suffering is a consequence of the fact that God has made human beings free to act, and therefore to act in bad ways as well as in good ways. Human freedom is a great good, for it means that we can be ourselves, not divine puppets. The price we pay, though, is pain.


The second is known as the instrumental defence, and tries to make the case that suffering, whilst terrible, is the pathway human beings must tread in their personal development. God is like a mother who must let her child go alone into the world, though she knows the youngster will suffer in it and possibly be broken by it. That is the only way to grow up.


There is something of worth in these defences. It is true that freedom entails mistakes, for possessing freedom is a skill that human beings must learn to deploy well, and there is no better learning experience than when something goes wrong. But it hurts.


Further, as it is part of human nature to be proud and seek self-sufficiency, because these characteristics help us survive, a rightful pride and necessary independence always risk becoming an arrogant and lonely self-satisfaction. That excess may, in turn, be eroded only by the painful realization that we need others. Hence, as the book of Proverbs has it, ‘Pride goes before destruction, and haughtiness before a fall’.


All that might be true. And yet, as the philosopher John Cottingham has argued, the heart of the problem of evil for believers in a good God is that there is so much of it. Is genocide a price worth paying for human freedom? Do individuals need to suffer a holocaust to learn humility? The answer is clearly not. The free-will and instrumental defences become offensive when they are presented as conclusive. They then deserve as much odium as Job’s ancient comforters.


Cottingham believes there is a more satisfactory, if still modest, alternative. It draws on traditional theodicy too, as the attempt to vindicate God of the existence of evil is known, and in particular the theodicies that have contemplated the ramifications of what it means to be made of matter, the biological stuff of our bodies. In his book, The Spiritual Dimension, Cottingham suggests that this discussion is illuminated by the light of what has been discovered in modern science.


The ancient sources of this theodicy might be traced back to Plotinus, the creator of the philosophy known as neo-Platonism. During the last part of his life, Plotinus suffered from malign diphtheria, according to his biographer and disciple Porphyry. ‘He became hoarse,’ Porphyry writes, ‘so that his voice quite lost its clear and sonorous note, his sight grew dim and ulcers formed on his hands and feet.’ When his time came to die, his last reported words echoed the substance of his philosophy: ‘I have been a long time waiting for you; I am striving to give back the Divine in myself to the Divine in the All.’


Neo-Platonism tends to identify matter with evil. Hence, when Plotinus died, he understood that he was finally shedding his material nature and that the spark of the divine that had animated him in life, his soul which is good, was returning to the divine that permeates all things. This gives us a clue as to the nature of the link between matter and evil. Plotinus believes it is a consequence of the way in which God has ordered the world.
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In the world, some aspects are close to the Source of all. Plotinus would include the human soul on this list. But not everything can be close if it is to be distinguishable from the divine. In fact, if God created a world that was perfect, logic dictates that it would be identical with God, who alone is perfect. Creation, therefore, contains what the philosopher Leibniz called ‘original imperfection’, that which makes it less than perfect, a diminution, a corollary of it being created differently from God. The further creation is away from the Source, the more deprived it is of the divine goodness.






Ancient evil





In the pre-Christian world, good and evil tended to be viewed as coming from the gods, and so there was, in a sense, no problem of evil. The existence of evil was simply part and parcel of the inscrutable ways of Zeus and the cohorts of deities. Evils might be sent as a form of punishment for disloyalty to local gods, or an ancestor.


In Greek mythology there is talk of a Golden Age, before suffering, when people had lived without pain and long into old age. The first woman, Pandora, had brought a box into the world from which evils escaped.


Alternatively, the Pythagoreans – no doubt taking up what they had learnt from ancient Indian philosophy – argued that individuals suffer now as a result of the evils they have committed in previous existences. The eternal wheel of samsara, as described in Hinduism, is an endless cycle of birth, suffering, death and rebirth. It can be escaped only by living a good life.





Evil is, therefore, a consequence of the created order. It makes no more sense to complain of bad things like illness than it does to rage against ever being born. In the Enneads, Porphyry’s record of Plotinus’s life and teaching, Plotinus explains:


We are like people who know nothing about painting and yet reproach the artist because he did not put pretty colours everywhere, whereas the artist distributed the appropriate colour to each and every spot. Cities, too – even those which have a good constitution – are not made up of equal citizens. It is as if one were to criticize a drama because all the characters in it were not heroes, but it also contained a slave and a foulmouthed hayseed. And yet they make the play complete, and it wouldn’t have been any good if you took them away.


Now, you may notice echoes of the free-will and instrumental defences in these remarks, and Plotinus does deploy them, in part. Evil has side-effects, he says, that may be good:


It wakes us up, and awakens the spirit and intelligence, as we are forced to stand against the inroads of wrongdoing, and it makes us learn how great a good is virtue, by comparison with the evils which are the lot of wrong-doers. Now, it was not for this purpose that evils came about, but since they have come about, the world makes use of them as appropriate.


However, it is the specific way he links matter to evil that is key, and worth separating from those other issues. For, in a certain sense, matter served him well in his life. It enabled him to live. Further, as he used his body in his contemplation of the divine, his biological senses and material imagination were the vehicles through which he arrived at his intimations of God. Indeed, the material world is a rich source of metaphors and analogies for understanding the divine. Plotinus talks of how creation flows out of God like a river: it is in its lower reaches, furthest away from the Source, that it becomes less and less good, like an estuary that is polluted by the time it reaches the sea. Life on earth might be said to be mixed with evil, but life itself is a great good. Hence, he adds, ‘It could be said that, in and of itself, life within the body is an evil, but that, thanks to virtue, the soul can come to with the Good.’


The notion that there is a necessary imperfection in creation, which can be identified with its material nature, is called a conception of metaphysical evil. However, Cottingham asks, does that of itself imply the existence of suffering? ‘Why should not God have created beings that were only slightly less perfect than himself, but still immortal and wholly free from pain and distress?’, he asks – creatures like angels, perhaps.


One response to this thought is known as the principle of plenitude. God’s creative love is overflowing. The divine plenitude has the quality of ceaseless activity and that means it cannot not be generative. Further, it is bound to explore all possible forms of creativity, and that will include the material. You might say that because matter can exist, God wills that material creatures should too, for all the flaws, else creation would be less glorious than it might be.


All this, though, begs a question: what is the nature of matter? How is it ‘flawed’? Whence its evil? Here, the discussion moves on from ancient insights to the light that science can throw on the question.


Werner Heisenberg, the physicist who was seminal in the development of quantum theory, reflected on this in his book Physics and Philosophy. The way that different epochs have understood matter, he remarks, might be taken as defining the different epochs. Early modern science, for example, up to the end of the nineteenth century, understood matter in juxtaposition to forces. Matter is that on which forces can act, and it is productive of forces, like gravity. This is a dualistic conception, as if matter and energy were two different aspects of the world.


But with quantum physics, this dualism collapses. ‘Every field of force contains energy and in so far constitutes matter,’ Heisenberg explains. ‘To every field of force there belongs a specific kind of elementary particle with essentially the same properties as all other atomic units of matter.’


As if that were not shift enough, quantum physics undermines another assumption that it is tempting to make about matter, namely that it is immutable. This was the conclusion that the first atomists drew. Democritus, and his followers, reasoned that if you divide something, and divide it again and again and again, you must eventually reach something that is indivisible. If you did not, you could go on dividing indefinitely, until at infinity you were left with nothing. This cannot be the case as something cannot come out of nothing. Hence, they proposed, the world is composed of indivisible units, in Greek, atoms.


But quantum physics destroys this conception of atoms as powerfully as it undermines physical dualism. Matter is not, at base, immutable. ‘All the elementary particles can, at sufficiently high energies, be transmuted into other particles, or they can simply be created from kinetic energy and can be annihilated into energy,’ Heisenberg continues. ‘All the elementary particles are made of the same substance, which we may call energy or universal matter; they are just different forms in which matter can appear.’


What this means for creatures made of matter is that underlying their existence is a fundamental impermanence. Systems of matter do not stand still: they constantly shift, exchange energy and decay. We are, to a degree, shielded from this fickle volatility because life might be defined as the ability to achieve a degree of material stability amidst the decay, what biologists call homeostasis. However, this equilibrium can only be maintained by balancing and juggling the manifold changes and processes that are the stuff of life. We are dust of the earth, as the book of Genesis has it, and to dust we will eventually return.






Evil in Buddhism




There is no problem of evil in Buddhism as there is no creator God. Further, Buddhists are encouraged not to think of good or evil as intrinsic features of the world. Rather, they are simply the consequences of deeds, which might be positive or negative. This is the law of karma, or cause and effect.


Buddhist mythology does speak of Mara, the tempter or evil one. But Mara encourages the delusion that evil comes from outside the individual. Those who are enlightened, though, know it as created from within. ‘By oneself, indeed, is evil done; by oneself is one defiled,’ says the Dharmapada.
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[image: img] Mara, the demon above Buddha, is a personification of the death of the spiritual life in Buddhist mythology. He sent his daughters to tempt the Buddha away from the enlightened path.
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