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But I hasten from the false idealism to the true; from the abstractions to the
enlightening insights of our life. As a fact, idealism does not say: The finite world is,
as such, a mere illusion. A sound idealism says, whatever we experience is a
fragment, and, as far as it goes, a genuine fragment of the truth of the divine mind.
With this principle before us, let us consider directly our own experiences of good
and of evil, to see whether they are as abstractly opposed to each other as the mere
words often suggest. We must begin with the elementary and even trivial facts, We
shall soon come to something deeper.

By good, as we mortals experience it, we mean something that, when it comes or is
expected, we actively welcome, try to attain or keep, and regard with content. By evil
in general, as it is in our experience, we mean whatever we find in any sense
repugnant and intolerable. I use the words repugnant and intolerable because I wish
to indicate that words for evil frequently, like the words for good, directly refer to
our actions as such. Commonly and rightly, when we speak of evil, we make
reference to acts of resistance, of struggle, of shrinking, of flight, of removal of
ourselves from a source of mischief, — acts which not only follow upon the
experience of evil, but which serve to define in a useful fashion what we mean by
evil. The opposing acts of pursuit and of welcome define what we mean by good. By
the evil which we experience we mean precisely whatever we regard as something to
be gotten rid of, shrunken from, put out of sight, of hearing, or of memory, eschewed,
expelled, assailed, or otherwise directly or indirectly resisted. By good we mean
whatever we regard as something to be welcomed, pursued, won, grasped, held,
persisted in, preserved. And we show all this in our acts in presence of any grade of
good or evil, sensuous, aesthetic, ideal, moral. To shun, to flee, to resist, to destroy,
these are our primary attitudes towards ill ; the opposing acts are our primary
attitudes towards the good ; and whether you regard us as animals or as moralists,
whether it is a sweet taste, a poem, a virtue, or God that we look to as good, and
whether it is a burn or a temptation, an outward physical foe, or a stealthy, inward,
ideal enemy, that we regard as evil. In all our organs of voluntary movement, in all
our deeds, in a turn of the eye, in a sigh, a groan, in a hostile gesture, in an act of
silent contempt, we can show in endlessly varied ways the same general attitude of
repugnance.

But man is a very complex creature. He has many organs. He performs many acts at
once, and he experiences his performance of these acts in one highly complex life of
consciousness. As the next feature of his life we all observe that he can at the same
time shun one object and grasp at another. In this way he can have at once present



to him a consciousness of good and a consciousness of ill. But so far in our account
these sorts of experience appear merely as facts side by side. Man loves, and he also
hates, loves this, and hates that, assumes an attitude of repugnance towards one
object, while he welcomes another. So far the usual theory follows man’s life, and
calls it an experience of good and ill as mingled but exclusively and abstractly
opposed facts. For such a view the final question as to the worth of a man’s life is
merely the question whether there are more intense acts of satisfaction and of
welcome than of repugnance and disdain in his conscious life.

But this is by no means an adequate notion of the complexity of man’s life, even as
an animal. If every conscious act of hindrance, of thwarting, of repugnance, means
just in so far an awareness of some evil, it is noteworthy that men can have and can
show just such tendencies, not only towards external experiences, but towards their
own acts. That is, men can be seen trying to thwart and to hinder even their own
acts themselves, at the very moment when they note the occurrence of these acts.
One can consciously have an impulse to do something, and at that very moment a
conscious disposition to hinder or to thwart as an evil that very impulse. If, on the
other hand, every conscious act of attainment, of pursuit, of reinforcement, involves
the awareness of some good, it is equally obvious that one can show by one’s acts a
disposition to reinforce or to emphasize or to increase, not only the externally
present gifts of fortune, but also one’s own deeds, in so far as one observes them.
And in our complex lives it is common enough to find ourselves actually trying to
reinforce and to insist upon a situation which involves for us, even at the moment of
its occurrence, a great deal of repugnance. In such cases we often act as if we felt the
very thwarting of our own primary impulses to be so much of a conscious good that
we persist in pursuing and reinforcing the very situation in which this thwarting
and hindering of our own impulses is sure to arise.

In brief, as phenomena of this kind show, man is a being who can to a very great
extent find a sort of secondary satisfaction in the very act of thwarting his own
desires, and thus of assuring for the time his own dissatisfactions. On the other
hand, man can to an indefinite degree find himself dissatisfied with his satisfactions
and disposed to thwart, not merely his external enemies, but his own inmost
impulses themselves. But I now affirm that in all such cases you cannot simply say
that man is preferring the less of two evils, or the greater of two goods, as if the good
and the evil stood merely side by side in his experience. On the contrary, in such
cases, man is not merely setting his acts or his estimates of good and evil side by
side and taking the sum of each; but he is making his own relatively primary acts,
impulses, desires, the objects of all sorts of secondary impulses, desires, and
reflective observations. His whole inner state is one of tension; and he is either
making a secondary experience of evil out of his estimate of a primary experience of
good, as is the case when he at once finds himself disposed to pursue a given good
and to thwart this pursuit as being an evil pursuit; or else he is making a secondary



experience of good out of his primary experience of evil, as when he is primarily
dissatisfied with his situation, but yet secondarily regards this very dissatisfaction
as itself a desirable state. In this way man comes not only to love some things and
also to hate other things, he comes to love his own hates and to hate his own loves in
an endlessly complex hierarchy of superposed interests in his own interests.

Now it is easy to say that such states of inner tension, where our conscious lives are
full of a warfare of the self with itself, are contradictory or absurd states. But it is
easy to say this only when you dwell on the words and fail to observe the facts of
experience. As a fact, not only our lowest but our highest states of activity are the
ones which are fullest of this crossing, conflict, and complex interrelation of loves
and hates, of attractions and repugnances. As a merely physiological fact, we begin
no muscular act without at the same time initiating acts which involve the
innervation of opposing sets of muscles, and these opposing sets of muscles hinder
each other’s freedom. Every sort of control of movement means the conflicting play of
opposed muscular impulses. We do nothing simple, and we will no complex act
without willing what involves a certain measure of opposition between the impulses
or partial acts which go to make up the whole act. If one passes from single acts to
long series of acts, one finds only the more obviously this interweaving of
repugnance and of acceptance, of pursuit and of flight, upon which every complex
type of conduct depends.

One could easily at this point spend time by dwelling upon numerous and relatively
trivial instances of this interweaving of conflicting motives as it appears in all our
life. I prefer to pass such instances over with a mere mention. There is, for instance,
the whole marvelous consciousness of play, in its benign and in its evil forms. In any
game that fascinates, one loves victory and shuns defeat, and yet as a loyal
supporter of the game scorns anything that makes victory certain in advance; thus
as a lover of fair play referring to risk the defeat that he all the while shuns, and
partly thwarting the very love of victory that from moment to moment fires his
hopes. There are, again, the numerous cases in which we prefer to go :to places
where we are sure to be in a considerable measure dissatisfied; to engage, for
instance, in social functions that absorbingly fascinate us despite or even in view of
the very fact that, as long as they continue, they keep us in a state of tension which
makes us, amongst other things, long to have the whole occasion over. Taking a
wider view, one may observe that the greater part of the freest products of the
activity of civilization, in ceremonies, in formalities, in the long social drama of
flight, of pursuit, of repartee, of contest and of courtesy, involve an elaborate and
systematic delaying and hindering of elemental human desires, which we
continually outwit, postpone and thwart, even while we nourish them. When
students of human nature assert that hunger and love rule the social world, they
recognize that the elemental in human nature is trained by civilization into the
service of the highest demands of the Spirit. But such students have to recognize



that the elemental rules the higher world only in so far as the elemental is not only
cultivated, but endlessly thwarted, delayed, outwitted, like a constitutional
monarch, who is said to be a sovereign, but who, while he rules, must not govern.

But I pass from such instances, which in all their universality are still, I admit,
philosophically speaking, trivial, because they depend upon the accidents of human
nature. I pass from these instances to point out what must be the law, not only of
human nature, but of every broader form of life as well. I maintain that this
organization of life by virtue of the tension of manifold impulses and interests is not
a mere accident of our imperfect human nature, but must be a type of the
organization of every rational life. There are good and bad states of tension, there
are conflicts that can only be justified when resolved into some higher form of
harmony. But I insist that, in general, the only harmony that can exist in the realm
of the spirit is the harmony that we possess when we thwart the present but more
elemental impulse for the sake of the higher unity of experience; as when we rejoice
in the endurance of the tragedies of life, because they show us the depth of life, or
when we know that it is better to have loved and lost than never to have loved at all,
or when we possess a virtue in the moment of victory over the tempter. And the
reason why this is true lies in the fact that the more one’s experience fulfills ideals,
the more that experience presents to one, not of ignorance, but of triumphantly
wealthy acquaintance with the facts of manifold, varied and tragic life, full of
tension and thereby of unity. Now this is a universal and not merely human law. It
1s not those innocent of evil who are fullest of the life of God, but those who in their
own case have experienced the triumph over evil. It is not those naturally ignorant
of fear, or those who, like Siegfried, have never shivered, who possess the genuine
experience of courage ; but the brave are those who have fears, but control their
fears. Such know the genuine virtues of the hero. Were it otherwise, only the stupid
could be perfect heroes.

To be sure it is quite false to say, as the foolish do, that the object of life is merely
that we may " know life " as an irrational chaos of experiences of good and of evil.
But knowing the good in life is a matter which concerns the form, rather than the
mere content of life. One who knows life wisely knows indeed much of the content of
life; but he knows the good of life in so far as, in the unity of his experience, he finds
the evil of his experience not abolished, but subordinated, and in so far relatively
thwarted by a control which annuls its triumph even while experiencing its
existence.
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Generalizing the lesson of experience we may then say: It is logically impossible that
a complete knower of truth should fail to know, to experience, to have present to his
insight, the fact of actually existing evil. On the other hand, it is equally impossible
for one to know a higher good than comes from the subordination of evil to good in a
total experience. When one first loving, in an elemental way, whatever you please,



himself hinders, delays, thwarts his elemental interest in the interest of some larger
whole of experience, he not only knows more fact, but he possesses a higher good
than would or could be present to one who was aware neither of the elemental
impulse, nor of the thwarting of it in the tension of a richer life. The knowing of the
good, in the higher sense, depends upon contemplating the overcoming and
subordination of a less significant impulse, which survives even in order that it
should be subordinated. Now this law, this form of the knowledge of the good,
applies as well to the existence of moral as to that of sensuous ill. If moral evil were
simply destroyed and wiped away from the external world, the knowledge of moral
goodness would also be destroyed. For the love of moral good is the thwarting of
lower loves for the sake of the higher organization. What is needed, then, for the
definition of the divine knowledge of a world that in its wholeness is perfect, is not a
divine knowledge that shall ignore, wipe out and utterly make naught the existence
of any ill, whether physical or moral, but a divine knowledge to which shall be
present that love of the world as a whole which is fulfilled in the endurance of
physical ill, in the subordination of moral ill, in the thwarting of impulses which
spryly even when subordinated, in the acceptance of repugnauces which are still
eternal, in the triumph over an enemy that endures even through its eternal defeat,
and in the discovery that the endless tension of the finite world is included in the
contemplative consciousness of the repose and harmony of eternity. To view God’s
nature thus is to view his nature as the whole idealistic theory views him, not as the
Infinite One beyond the finite imperfections, but as the being whose unity
determines the very constitution, the lack, the tension and relative disharmony of
the finite world.

The existence of evil, then, is not only consistent with the perfection of the
universe, but is necessary for the very existence of that perfection. This is
what we see when we no longer permit ourselves to be deceived by the abstract
meanings of the words good and evil into thinking that these two opponents exist
merely as mutually exclusive facts side by side in experience, but when we go back
to the facts of life and perceive that all relatively higher good, in the trivial as in the
more truly spiritual realm, is known only in so far as, from some higher reflective
point of view, we accept as good the thwarting of an existent interest that is even
thereby declared to be a relative ill, and love a tension of various impulses which
even thereby involves, as the object of our love, the existence of what gives us
aversion or grief. Now if the love of God is more inclusive than the love of man, even
as the divine world of experience is richer than the human world, we can simply set
no human limit to the intensity of conflict, to the tragedies of existence, to the pangs
of finitude, to the degree of moral ill, which in the end is included in the life that God
not only loves, but finds the fulfillment of the perfect ideal. If peace means
satisfaction, acceptance of the whole of an experience as good, and if even we, in our
weakness, can frequently find rest in the very presence of conflict and of tension, in
the very endurance of ill in a good cause, in the hero’s triumph over temptation, or in



the mourner’s tearless refusal to accept the lower comforts of forgetfulness, or to
wish that the lost one’s preciousness had been less painfully revealed by death, —
well, if even we know our little share of this harmony in the midst of the wrecks and
disorders of life, what limit shall we set to the divine power to face this world of His
own sorrows, and to find peace in the victory over all its ills.

But in this last expression I have pronounced the word that serves to link
this theory as to the place of evil in a good world with the practical
problem of every sufferer. Job’s rebellion came from the thought that God,
as a sovereign, is far off, and that, for his pleasure, his creature suffers. Our
own theory comes to the mourner with the assurance: “Your suffering, just
as it is in you, is God’s suffering. No chasm divides you from God. He is not
remote from you even in his eternity. He is here. His eternity means merely
the completeness of his experience. But that completeness is inclusive.
Your sorrow is one of the included facts.” I do not say : “God sympathizes
with you from without, would spare you if he could, pities you with
helpless external pity merely as a father pities his children.” I say: " God
hero sorrows, not with but in your sorrow. Your grief is identically his
grief, and what you know as your loss, God knows as his loss, just in and
through the very moment when you grieve.”

But hereupon the sufferer perchance responds: “If this is God’s loss, could
he not have prevented it? To him are present in unity all the worlds; and
yet he must lack just this for which I grieve.” I respond : " He suffers here
that he may triumph. For the triumph of the wise is no easy thing. Their
lives are not light, but sorrowful. Yet they rejoice in their sorrow, not, to be
sure, because it is mere experience, but because, for them, it becomes part
of a strenuous whole of life. They wander and find their home even in
wandering. They long, and attain through their very love of longing. Peace
they find in triumphant warfare. Contentment they have most of all in
endurance. Sovereignty they win in endless service. The eternal world
contains Gethsemane.”

Yet the mourner may still insist: " my sorrow is God’s, his triumph is not mine. Mine
is the woe. His is the peace.” But my theory is a philosophy. It proposes to be
coherent. I must persist: " It is your fault that you are thus sundered from God’s
triumph. His experience in its wholeness cannot now be yours, for you just as you—
this individual—are now but a fragment, and see his truth as through a glass
darkly. But if you see his truth at all, through even the dimmest light of a
glimmering reason, remember that truth is in fact your own truth, your own
fulfillment, the whole from which your life cannot be divorced, the reality that you
mean even when you most doubt, the desire of your heart even when you are most
blind, the perfection that you unconsciously strove for even when you were an
infant, the complete Self apart from whom you mean nothing, the very life that gives



your life the only value that it can have. In thought, if not in the fulfillment of
thought, in aim if not in attainment of aim, in aspiration if not in the presence of the
revealed fact, you can view God’s triumph and peace as your triumph and peace.
Your defeat will be no less real than it is, nor will you falsely call your evil a mere
illusion. But you will see not only the grief but the truth, your truth, your rescue,
your triumph.”

Well, to what ill fortune does not just such reasoning apply ? I insist: our conclusion
is essentially universal. It discounts any evil that experience may contain. All the
horrors of the natural order, all the concealments of the divine plan by our natural
ignorance, find their general relation to the unity of the divine experience indicated
in advance by this account of the problem of evil.
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" Yes,” one may continue, " ill-fortune you have discovered, but how about moral
evil? What if the sinner now triumphantly retorts: Alla! So my will is God’s Will. All
then is well with me.” " I reply : What I have said disposes of moral ill precisely as
definitely as of physical ill. What the evil will is to the good man, whose goodness
depends upon its existence, but also upon the thwarting and the condemnation of its
aim, just such is the sinner’s will to the divine plan. God’s will, we say to the sinner,
is your will. Yes, but it is your will thwarted, scorned, overcome, defeated. In the
eternal world you are seen, possessed, present, but your damnation is also seen
including and thwarting you. Your apparent victory in this world stands simply for
the vigor of your impulses. God wills you not to triumph. And that is the use of you
in the world, —the use of evil generally, — to be hated but endured, to be triumphed
over through the very fact of your presence, to be willed down even in the very life of
which you are a part.

But to the serious moral agent we say: What you mean when you say that evil in
this temporal world ought not to exist, and ought to be suppressed, is simply what
God means by seeing that evil ought to be and is endlessly thwarted, endured, but
subordinated. In the natural world you are the minister of God’s triumph. Your deed
is his. You can never clean the world of evil; but you can subordinate evil. The
justification of the presence in the world of the morally evil becomes apparent to us
mortals only in so far as this evil is overcome and condemned. It exists only that it
may be cast down. Courage, then, for God works in you. In the order of time you
embody in outer acts what is even for him the truth of his eternity.






