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Over the past thirty years, analytic philosophers of religion have defined `the problem of evil’ in 

terms of the prima facie difficulty in consistently maintaining 

(1)God exists, and is omnipotent, omniscient, and perfectly good 

and 

(2)Evil exists. 

In a crisp and classic article `Evil and Omnipotence,’ J. L. Mackie emphasized that the problem 

is not that (1) and (2) are logically inconsistent by themselves, but that they together with quasi-

logical rules formulating attribute-analyses—such as 

(P1)A perfectly good being would always eliminate evil so far as it could, 

and 

(P2)There are no limits to what an omnipotent being can do, 

—constitute an inconsistent premise-set. He added, of course, that the inconsistency might be 

removed by substituting alternative and perhaps more subtle analyses, but cautioned that such 

replacements of (P1) and (P2) would save `ordinary theism’ from his charge of positive 

irrationality, only if true to its `essential requirements’…. 

In an earlier paper `Problems of Evil: More Advice to Christian Philosophers’, I underscored 

Mackie’s point and took it a step further. In debates about whether the argument from evil can 

establish the irrationality of religious belief, care must be taken, both by the atheologians who 

deploy it and the believers who defend against it, to insure that the operative attribute-analyses 

accurately reflect that religion’s understanding of Divine power and goodness….The moral of 

my earlier story might be summarized thus: where the internal coherence of a system of religious 

beliefs is at stake, successful arguments for its inconsistency must draw on premises (explicitly 

or implicitly) internal to that system or obviously acceptable to its adherents; likewise for 

successful rebuttals or explanations of consistency. …As a Christian philosopher, I want to focus 

in this paper on the problem for the truth of Christianity raised by what I shall call `horrendous’ 

evils. Although our world is riddled with them, the Biblical record punctuated by them, and one 

of them—viz., the passion of Christ, according to Christian belief, the judicial murder of God by 

the people of God—is memorialized by the Church on its most solemn holiday (Good Friday) 

and in its central sacrament (the Eucharist), the problem of horrendous evils is largely skirted by 

standard treatments for the good reason that they are intractable by them. After showing why, I 

will draw on other Christian materials to sketch ways of meeting this, the deepest of religious 

problems. 

II 



Defining the Category. For present purposes, I define `horrendous evils’ as `evils the 

participation in (the doing or suffering of) which gives one reason prima facie to doubt whether 

one’s life could (given their inclusion in it) be a great good to one on the whole’. Such 

reasonable doubt arises because it is so difficult humanly to conceive how such evils could be 

overcome. …horrendous evils seem prima facie, not only to balance off but to engulf the 

positive value of a participant’s life. ….I offer the following list of paradigmatic horrors: the rape 

of a woman and axing off of her arms, psychophysical torture whose ultimate goal is the 

disintegration of personality, betrayal of one’s deepest loyalties, cannibalizing one’s own off-

spring, child abuse of the sort described by Ivan Karamazov, child pornography, parental incest, 

slow death by starvation, participation in the Nazi death camps, the explosion of nuclear bombs 

over populated areas, having to choose which of one’s children shall live and which be executed 

by terrorists, being the accidental and/or unwitting agent of the disfigurement or death of those 

one loves best. I regard these as paradigmatic because I believe most people would find in the 

doing or suffering of them prima facie reason to doubt the positive meaning of their lives. 

Christian belief counts the crucifixion of Christ another.… 

III 
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IV 

The How of God’s Victory. Up to now, my discussion has given the reader cause to wonder 

whose side I am on anyway? For I have insisted, with rebels like Ivan Karamazov and John 

Stuart Mill, on spot-lighting the problem horrendous evils pose. Yet, I have signalled my 

preference for a vision of Christianity that insists on both dimensions of Divine goodness, and 

maintains not only (a) that God will be good enough to created persons to make human life a 

good bet, but also (b) that each created person will have a life that is a great good to him/her on 

the whole. My critique of standard approaches to the problem of evil thus seems to reinforce 

atheologian Mackie’s verdict of `positive irrationality’ for such a religious position…. 

4.2 What sort of Valuables? In my opinion, the reasonableness of Christianity can be 

maintained in the face of horrendous evils only by drawing on resources of religious value 

theory. For one way for God to be good to created persons is by relating them 

appropriately to relevant and great goods. But philosophical and religious theories differ 

importantly on what valuables they admit into their ontology. Some maintain that `what 

you see is what you get’, but nevertheless admit a wide range of valuables, from sensory 

pleasures, the beauty of nature and cultural artifacts, the joys of creativity, to loving 

personal intimacy. Others posit a transcendent good (e.g. the Form of the Good in 

Platonism, or God, the Supremely Valuable Object, in Christianity). In the spirit of Ivan 

Karamazov, I am convinced that the depth of horrific evil cannot be accurately estimated 

without recognizing it to be incommensurate with any package of merely non-transcendent 

goods and so unable to be balanced off, much less defeated thereby. 

Where the internal coherence of Christianity is the issue, however, it is fair to appeal to its 

own store of valuables. From a Christian point of view, God is a being a greater than which 



cannot be conceived, a good incommensurate with both created goods and temporal evils. 

Likewise, the good of beatific, face-to-face intimacy with God is simply incommensurate 

with any merely non-transcendent goods or ills a person might experience. 

Thus, the good of beatific face-to-face intimacy with God would engulf (in a sense 

analogous to Chisholmian balancing off) even the horrendous evils humans experience in 

this present life here below, and overcome any prima facie reasons the individual had to 

doubt whether his/her life would or could be worth living. 

4.3 Personal Meaning, Horrors Defeated. Engulfing personal horrors within the context of the 

participant’s life would vouchsafe to that individual a life that was a great good to him/her on the 

whole. I am still inclined to think it would guarantee that immeasurable Divine goodness to any 

person thus benefited. But there is good theological reason for Christians to believe that God 

would go further, beyond engulfment to defeat. For it is the nature of persons to look for 

meaning, both in their lives and in the world. Divine respect for and commitment to created 

personhood would drive God to make all those sufferings which threaten to destroy the positive 

meaning of a person’s life meaningful through positive defeat. 

How could God do it? So far as I can see, only by integrating participation in horrendous evils 

into a person’s relationship with God. Possible dimensions of integration are charted by Christian 

soteriology. I pause here to sketch three. (i) First, because God in Christ participated in 

horrendous evil through His passion and death, human experience of horrors can be a means of 

identifying with Christ, either through sympathetic identification (in which each person suffers 

his/her own pains, but their similarity enables each to know what it is like for the other) or 

through mystical identification (in which the created person is supposed literally to experience a 

share of Christ’s pain”). (ii) Julian of Norwich’s description of heavenly welcome suggests the 

possible defeat of horrendous evil through Divine gratitude. According to Julian, before the elect 

have a chance to thank God for all He has done for them, God will say, `Thank you for all your 

suffering, the suffering of your youth’. She says that the creature’s experience of Divine 

gratitude will bring such full and unending joy as could not be merited by the whole sea of 

human pain and suffering throughout the ages. (iii) A third idea identifies temporal suffering 

itself with a vision into the inner life of God, and can be developed several ways. Perhaps, 

contrary to medieval theology, God is not impassible, but rather has matched capacities for joy 

and for suffering. Perhaps, as the Heidelberg catechism suggests, God responds to human sin and 

the sufferings of Christ with an agony beyond human conception. Alternatively, the inner life of 

God may be, strictly speaking and in and of itself, beyond both joy and sorrow. But, just as 

(according to Rudolf Otto) humans experience Divine presence now as tremendum (with deep 

dread and anxiety), now as fascinans (with ineffable attraction), so perhaps our deepest suffering 

as much as our highest joys may themselves be direct visions into the inner life of God, 

imperfect but somehow less obscure in proportion to their intensity. And if a face-to-face vision 

of God is a good for humans incommensurate with any non-transcendent goods or ills, so any 

vision of God (including horrendous suffering) would have a good aspect insofar as it is a vision 

of God (even if it has an evil aspect insofar as it is horrendous suffering). For the most part, 

horrors are not recognized as experiences of God (any more than the city slicker recognizes his 

visual image of a brown patch as a vision of Beulah the cow in the distance). But, Christian 

mysticism might claim, at least from the post-mortem perspective of the beatific vision, such 



sufferings will be seen for what they were, and retrospectively no one will wish away any 

intimate encounters with God from his/her life-history of this world. The created person’s 

experience of the beatific vision together with his/her knowledge that intimate Divine presence 

stretched back over his/her pre-mortem life and reached down into the depths of his/her worst 

suffering, would provide retrospective comfort independent of comprehension of the reasons-

why akin to the two-year-old’s assurance of its mother’s love. Taking this third approach, 

Christians would not need to commit themselves about what in any event we do not know: viz., 

whether we will (like the two-year-old) ever grow up enough to understand the reasons why God 

permits our participation in horrendous evils. For by contrast with the best of earthly mothers, 

such Divine intimacy is an incommensurate good and would cancel out for the creature any need 

to know why. 

V 

Conclusion. The worst evils demand to be defeated by the best goods. Horrendous evils can be 

overcome only by the goodness of God. Relative to human nature, participation in horrendous 

evils and loving intimacy with God are alike disproportionate: for the former threatens to engulf 

the good in an individual human life with evil, while the latter guarantees the reverse engulfment 

of evil by good. Relative to one another, there is also disproportion, because the good that God 

is, and intimate relationship with Him, is incommensurate with created goods and evils alike. 

Because intimacy with God so outscales relations (good or bad) with any creatures, integration 

into the human person’s relationship with God confers significant meaning and positive value 

even on horrendous suffering. This result coheres with basic Christian intuition: that the powers 

of darkness are stronger than humans, but they are no match for God! 

Standard generic and global solutions have for the most part tried to operate within the territory 

common to believer and unbeliever, within the confines of religion-neutral value theory. Many 

discussions reflect the hope that substitute attribute-analyses, candidate reasons-why and/or 

defeaters could issue out of values shared by believers and unbelievers alike. And some virtually 

make this a requirement on an adequate solution. Mackie knew better how to distinguish the 

many charges that may be levelled against religion. Just as philosophers may or may not find the 

existence of God plausible, so they may be variously attracted or repelled by Christian values of 

grace and redemptive sacrifice. But agreement on truth-value is not necessary to consensus on 

internal consistency. My contention has been that it is not only legitimate, but, given horrendous 

evils, necessary for Christians to dip into their richer store of valuables to exhibit the consistency 

of (1) and (2). I would go one step further: assuming the pragmatic and/or moral (I would prefer 

to say, broadly speaking, religious) importance of believing that (one’s own) human life is worth 

living, the ability of Christianity to exhibit how this could be so despite human vulnerability to 

horrendous evil, constitutes a pragmatic/moral religious consideration in its favor, relative to 

value schemes that do not. 

To me, the most troublesome weakness in what I have said, lies in the area of conceptual under-

development. The contention that God suffered in Christ or that one person can experience 

another’s pain require detailed analysis and articulation in metaphysics and philosophy of mind. I 

have shouldered some of this burden elsewhere, but its full discharge is well beyond the scope of 

this paper.  



 


