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CHRISTIAN THEISM AND THE PROBLEM OF EVIL
Michael L. Peterson*

The problem of evil has always been one of the most serious philo-
sophical challenges to the Christian faith. Frequently, atheologians have
used it to pronounce the defeat of Christian theism. Too often theologians
have significantly modified orthodox theism in order to evade this agon-
izing problem. Other theologians have generated a plethora of theodicies
in hopes that a multiplicity of defenses would retain the intellectual
integrity of Christian doctrine. Although all discussions operate on the
assumption that there is a profound relation between God and evil, one
that may determine whether Christianity is acceptable or unacceptable,
many proceed without a clear understanding of the theoretical structure
of the problem. It is not always clear in the writings of theologians
and atheologians precisely how evil constitutes a problem for theistic
belief. When one consults the traditional and current scholarship on God
and evil, he finds the issue formulated in many different ways—a confus-
ing array of problems, answers, evasions and denials. Since the exact
formulation of the problem one countenances indicates the direction of
his analysis, thinking Christians obviously need not just another clever
answer but an understanding of the logic of the problem, of where the
burden of proof lies and of what reasons and evidences are appropriate.

In this article, I survey the contemporary literature on the topic and
note ways in which the problem has been conceived, looking for instruc-
tive patterns in these various formulations. I then identify two very
important formulations, what I call the problem of logical consistency
and the problem of prima facie gratuity, which are the primary atheistic
arguments from evil. As devices to elucidate the structure of these two
arguments, I cite two familiar theistic arguments, the ontological and
teleological arguments respectively. Last, I recommend responses that
Christian philosophers and theologians should make to the two different
problems of evil. It is only after such an investigation that we can begin
to construct a responsible answer to the theme that has so long bewitched
studies of history, literature, philosophy and religion.

I

It sometimes appears that the problem of evil is not just one particular
argument but a cluster of arguments, each relating to a certain area
of concern and having an identifiable structure. To sort out the various
renditions is to move closer to an adequate response. A brief survey
of the ways in which philosophers have distinguished formulations of
the problem would be helpful.

*Michael Peterson is assistant professor of philosophy at Roberts Wesleyan College in Rochester, New
York.
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H. D. Aiken divides the problem of evil into the logical and the exis-
tential problems. The former pertains to the relation of key ideas con-
tained in two essential theistic claims: ‘‘(a) There is an almighty
and omniscient being who is a perfectly good person and who alone is
God; and (b) there is something in the finite universe created by that
being which is evil.”! Yet he says that the problem of holding these
two propositions together is only a sterile exercise in formal logic com-
pared to ‘‘the problem of faith and conscience” that may occur in the
personal life of the believer who has a disposition to affirm both of
them. Calling them the theological and ethical theses, respectively, he
explains that faith holds to (a) and conscience affirms (b). Since they
are apparently contradictory, the self that strives to maintain loyalty
to both is faced with a serious existential problem.

M. B. Ahern designates three divisions of the problem of evil: (1)
the general abstract problem; (2) the specific abstract problems; and
(3) the concrete problems of evil.2 These three aspects of the problem
may be stated thus: (1) Is the existence of God compatible with any
evil? (2) Is the existence of God compatible with specific kinds, de-
grees, and multiplicity of evil? (3) Are the conditions under which the
existence of God is compatible with actual evil in fact met?® Essen-
tially, Ahern’s point is that the atheist cannot prove the negative answer
to any of the three questions and that theism is thereby safe. He says
that (1) is the traditional problem and suggests that (2) and (3) are
comparatively less important or at least less pressing. (1), of course,
is a purely logical question about the compatibility of *‘God’ and ‘‘evil,”
whereas (3) approximates the question about the apparent gratuity of
much evil.

A. R. King, commenting on the Book of Job, divides the problem
into its rationalistic and pragmatic aspects. Unlike Aiken, he does not
restrict the rationalistic aspect to a problem of sheer logical consistency
but argues that critical examination of theistic belief ultimately misses
the point. Moreover, he stresses the need for a pragmatic solution that
culminates in a numinous experience of God in light of which all ration-
al considerations melt away. King writes, ‘‘A religious pragmatism and
mysticism boldly affirms the paradox and pursues the matter in terms
of practical adjustments to evil.”” 4

The above distinctions are just a few of the ways of organizing the
complex cluster of problems that come under the same rubric. However,
they do not clearly express the two most philosophically interesting and
important conceptions of the problem that may be discerned in the vast

1H. D. Aiken, “God and Evil: A Study of Some Relations Between Faith and Morals,” Ethics 68 (January,
1958) 79; the following quote is on p. 77.

M. B. Ahern, The Problem of Evil (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1971) 2.
3] bid.; this statement of the questions is drawn frdm the scope of the whole book.

‘A. R. King, The Problem of Evil: Christian Concepts and the Book of Job (New York: Ronald, 1952)
213; also see pp. 104, 107, 120-121.
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scholarship on the subject. The most significant formulations are (1)
as a problem of logical consistency between ‘“‘God exists” and ‘‘evil
exists” and (2) as a problem of prima facie gratuitous evil in a theistic
universe. The first approach considers whether traditional theism is
rationally coherent and the second considers whether theism is morally
and rationally acceptable in view of the apparently meaningless evils
in the world. Let us now consider these two formulations in greater
detail.

II.

Some contemporary authors conceive of the problem of evil as a
completely logical one. Essentially, they claim that evil shows orthodox
theism to be self-contradictory and thus irrational. Alvin Plantinga
maintains that in order to establish the charge that theism is self-con-
tradictory it would be necessary for the atheologian to identify a set of
propositions that both entails a contradiction and is such that each propo-
sition in the set is either necessarily true, or essential to theism, or
a consequence of such propositions.? Obviously, the theist would have
no problem if he were not committed, on some grounds or other, to
each proposition in the set or if the set did not really entail a contra-
diction. The following set is often cited: (1) God exists; (2) God is omni-
potent; (3) God is omniscient; (4) God is omnibenevolent; (5) evil exists.
Both theists and atheists have believed that this set or some variation
on it constitutes a logical problem. Concerning this alleged problem
J. L. Mackie writes:

In its simplest form the problem is this: God is omnipotent; God is wholly
good; and yet evil exists. There seems to be some contradiction between
these three propositions, so that if any two of them were true the third
would be false. But at the same time all three are essential parts of most
theological positions; the theologian, it seems, at once must adhere and
cannot consistently adhere to all three. (The problem does not arise only
for theists, but I shall discuss it in the form in which it presents itself
for ordinary theism.) ¢

H. J. McCloskey pronounced the enigma to be insoluble:

The problem of evil is a very simple problem to state. There is evil in the
world; yet the world is said to be the creation of a good omnipotent God.
How is this possible? Surely a good omnipotent God would have made a
world free of evil of any kind.”

This formulation of the problem of evil is not at all new. The classic
statement of Hume (after Epicurus) puts the matter in stark clarity:

Is [God] willing to prevent evil, but not able? then he is impotent. Is

5Alvin Plantinga, God and Other Minds (Ithaca: Cornell University, 1967) 117.
6J. L. Mackie, “Evil and Omnipotence,” Mind 64 (1955) 200.

7H. J. McCloskey, “The Problem of Evil,” JBR 30 (1962) 187.
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he able, but not willing? then he is malevolent. Is he both able and willing?
whence then is evil? 8

Although there are minor variations in this conception of the problem,
they all express the same basic logical point and present the theist
with the task of clarifying and reconciling the propositions under inves-.
tigation.

C. S. Lewis, for example, recognized the problem as one of a possible
inconsistency in theistic claims. He explains that

the possibility of answering [the problem] depends on showing that the
terms ‘‘good’’ and “almighty,” and perhaps also the term ‘“happy’” are
equivocal: for it must be admitted from the outset that if the popular mean-
ings attached to these words are the best, or the only possible meanings,
then the argument is unanswerable.?

Lewis then proceeded to argue for more adequate meanings for the
terms. John Hick, another theist, made a monumental attempt to make
sense of the concept of a benevolent God who allows evil.l® More re-
cently, M. B. Ahern addressed himself to the problem of consistency.!

Two important characteristics of this problem must be considered
before theists or atheists reach a final assessment. First, the problem
of evil, when posed as one of logical consistency, does not suppose any
matter of fact and can be discussed independently of whether there
really is evil in the world. In other words, it is a purely a priori matter
of finding out whether God as conceived by traditional theism is com-
patible with the concept of evil. If the concepts of God and evil are
logically incompatible, then, if evil does in fact exist, God does not.
From this formulation of the problem it is clear that peculiar kinds,
degrees and distributions of actual evil are irrelevant to the logical con-
sideration before us.

Second, the issue of logical compatibility does not arise immediately
on the basis of the original premises but only after some additional
premises are introduced or hidden assumptions made explicit. These
premises or quasi-logical rules would have to specify the meaning of
key terms and relate them in appropriate ways. Examples of this might
be: (1') God has being or independent ontological status; (2') there
are no non-logical limits to what an omnipotent being can do; (3’) an
omniscient being would know all the ways to eliminate evil; (4’) omni-
benevolence is opposed to evil and always seeks to eliminate it com-
pletely; (5°) evil is not logically necessary. From all these, many philoso-
phers hold, it ultimately follows that the claims that a perfectly good
and all-powerful being exists and that evil exists are strictly incom-
patible. For example, some time ago J. L. Mackie offered additional

3D. Hume, Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion (New York: Hafner, 1948) 66.
5C. 8. Lewis, The Problem of Pain (New York: Macmillan, 1962) 26.
1. Hick, Evil and the God of Love (Norfolk: Fontana Library, 1968).

LiProblem.
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premises much like (2’) and (4’) in order to convict the theist of incon-
sistency.’?? More recently, R. R. LaCroix claimed that even more
premises are needed to deduce a contradiction in theism. He included
statements about a wholly free creation, God being the greatest possible
good, and the conditions for justifying evil, and then derived several
alleged contradictions.3

Rebuttals to the logical problem, which defend instead of alter ortho-
dox theism, might be directed not only at one or more of the original
premises but also at one or more of the additional premises. For ex-
ample, Ahern and Lewis have argued that (4’) does not hold because
there are morally sufficient reasons why a perfectly good being might
not completely eliminate evil.l¥ Augustine and Leibnitz argued that
(5’) is false because any created finite world necessarily involves some
evil and thus God is not culpable for not eliminating it.1* So the re-
sponsibility is with the atheist to show, without begging the question,
why the theist must accept the additional premies needed to deduce
a contradiction.

This is precisely the point at which Christian theists must begin their
response to the problem of evil conceived as a logical problem. His-
torically, the bulk of Christian theology has assumed the possibility of
holding all of its essential claims together without inconsistency. There
may be a contradiction derivable within traditional theology, but the
continued failure of atheologians to produce the fatal inconsistency
seems to count heavily against the likelihood of their eventual success.
In terms of the structure of this problem, then, the burden is heavy
on the atheologian either to point out the hitherto unnoticed proposi-
tions or to reinterpret the meaning of some obvious propositions to which
theists are indeed committed. However, the scholarship contains nothing
more than a series of interesting atheistic failures that generally commit
either of two fallacies: begging the question by selecting propositions
to which the theist is not committed, or lifting out of context propositions
to which the theist is committed but imputing new and convenient mean-
ings to them. So the self-contradiction strategy of this version of the
problem of evil does not seem to be a promising alternative for atheology.

Actually, this criticism of the atheologian’s logical problem of evil
is strikingly similar to the standard criticism of the theologian’s ontolog-
ical argument. Upon examination, the logical problem of evil as a proof
for the non-existence of God can be seen to be the exact negative analogue
of the ontological proof for the existence of God. Following Anselm,

2], L. Mackie, “Evil,” pp. 200-201. Other authors who have recognized this requirement for properly
setting up the problem of evil as a logical question are H. D. Aiken, “God,” pp. 13-21; N. Pike, “God
and Evil: A Reconsideration,” Ethics 68 (January, 1958) 120.

3R, R. LaCroix, “Unjustified Evil and God’s Choice,” Sophia 13 (April, 1974) 20-28.

M. B. Ahern, Problem; C. S. Lewis, Pain.

15Augustine’s mature views on this may be found in The City of God and Enchiridion; Leibnitz’s position
is contained in his Theodicy.
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theologians have stipulated a priori the meaning of “God” as “a being
than which none greater can be conceived’’ and have added premises
such as “existence in reality is greater than existence in the understand-
ing alone” in order to complete the proof. Constructing the proof in
this way allows the theologian to move with a kind of magic to the
conclusion that ‘“‘God exists both in the understanding and in real-
ity.”” 16 But the magic of the inference is matched only by the ques-
tion-begging of its definitions. The problem of logical consistency of
“God” and ‘‘evil’” commits the same fallacy when seeking deductive
certainty for its conclusion. It loads key terms to the point of succumb-
ing to some kind of petitio.

III.

Some philosophers avoid constructing the problem of evil as one that
concerns the logical compatibility of ‘God’’ and *‘evil,”” and they phrase
it as one that arises from the apparent meaninglessness of what is com-
monly recognized as evil. Thus the question about evil is shifted from
that of consistency to that of gratuity. No longer is evil per se taken
as evidence against the existence of the theistic God. Instead the kinds,
amount and distribution of evil make it apparently gratuitous, and that
would count against the existence of God. Two current representatives
of this view, E. H. Madden and P. H. Hare, state their approach:

It must be clear at the outset that the problem we raise is not why there
is any evil at all in the world. Although the latter problem is a legitimate
one and leads to interesting discussions about God’s alleged ability or in-
ability to create a perfect world, this problem is a sterile one in every
other way, since some evil obviously serves good ends. But much evil re-
sists simple explanation; it is prima facie gratuitous. The really interest-
ing problem of evil is whether the apparent gratuity can be explained away
by more ingenious measures or whether the gratuity is real and hence
detrimental to religious belief.!?

Their precise formulation of the problem of gratuity is:
If God is unlimited in power and goodness, why is there so much prima
facie gratuitous evil in the world? If he is unlimited in power he should
be able to remove unnecessary evil, and if he is unlimited in goodness

he should want to remove it; but he does not. Apparently he is limited
either in power or goodness, or does not exist at all.i8

After posing the problem in this way, the procedure for the theist would
be to make sense out of the facts of evil or for the atheist to show
that all efforts to make sense of evil somehow fail.

A. Plantinga is another author who recognizes an atheistic argument

16See discussion of the structure of the argument in A. Plantinga, ed., The Ontological Argument (Garden
City: Doubleday, 1965).

17K, H. Madden and P. H. Hare, Evil and the Concept of God (Springfield: Thomas, 1968) 3.

8Ibid.
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similar to what I have called the problem of gratuity. In God and Other
Minds, he rebuts at length the ‘“a priori atheological argument from
evil” that purports the theist’s position to be self-contradictory. Then
he is careful to point out another challenge that the fact of evil may
pose:

But an a posteriori argument from evil may also be given. The atheolo-
gian might hold, for example, that we actually find certain kinds of evil
that no good state of affairs, no matter how impressive, could possibly
outweigh—severe, protracted, and involuntary human pain, for example.1®

He takes this factual claim together with the theist’s claim that God
never allows unrequited or unjustified evil to lead to the conclusion that
there is no omnipotent, omniscient, wholly good being.

Several important features of the problem of gratuity deserve atten-
tion. First, the formulation of this problem as one of prima facie gratu-
ity is, unlike the problem of consistency, an a posteriori approach. From
those facts that are apparently instances of meaningless evil, a case
against the providential God of theism is generated. In regard to their
formulation of the problem of gratuity, Madden and Hare state:

Our examples of prima facie gratuitous evils are taken always from that
whole set of undesirable experiences and deeds which all of us, minus
our philosophical views, would prefer to avoid. This set includes, at a min-
imum, unbearable pain and suffering caused by either natural events
or the acts of other men, character defects, immoral acts, physical and
mental deformity, the prosperity of rogues, and the failure of honest men.2°

Note that now the question need not be begged by loading the intentions
of key terms or adding quasi-logical rules. By employing the exten-
sions of key terms (e. g., ‘“evil”’) this approach remains more faithful
to common sense and to the theistic claims in question than does the
problem of consistency.

Unlike the problem of consistency that strives for strict demonstra-
tion, the problem of gratuity is inductive and depends on an assessment
of probabilities. Such a quasi-scientific assessment is very complex, be-
ing influenced by whatever items of evidence are present and central
in one's thoughts and by the metaphysical presuppositions, analogical
models, moral values and existential ‘‘feels’” one brings to the evidence.
It is obviously the case that responsible and informed persons disagree
in their assessment of the evidence. The evidence and the presuppositions
of those interpreting it complicate matters beyond the hope of some
indisputable conclusion. Unfortunately, logicians have not provided a
universal standard telling us precisely how we are to be directed when
making this decision. So the conclusion one reaches in this debate is
more a matter of rational judgment than of demonstrative logic.

Many theists have responded to the atheistic argument from the ap-
parent gratuity of evil, calling it ‘“‘hopelessly inconclusive’’ or ‘‘purely

8A, Plantinga, God, p. 128.

20K, H. Madden and P. H. Hare, Evil, p. 5.
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emotional”’ since it lacks deductive certainty. For example, Ahern says
that once theists and atheists engage what I have called the problem
of gratuity its very structure makes it impossible to reach a final deter-
mination. Concerning the problem of gratuity Ahern writes:

What is certain is that a negative answer cannot be given to any concrete
problem of evil, if it is taken as an independent problem. Such an answer
would require knowledge of a negative fact, namely that no good which
justifies the evil will ever exist. No one can know this since all of the
good facts about the world cannot be known.2

In other words Ahern thinks, as do many others, that a God’s-eye-view
of the world is needed in order to settle the question either way. He
explains:

The nature of the problem makes it impossible for any theist to show that
all actual evil is justified. But it is also true that the nature of these
problems makes it impossible for non-theists to show that actual evil is
not justified.22

This suggests that any theoretical problem to which there cannot be a
conclusive answer is a pseudo-problem, one that need not be taken
seriously after the impossibility of a final resolution is recognized.
Plantinga makes a similar point, stating that the atheist is unable
to prove ‘‘the tricky premise that (1) no case of severe, protracted,
involuntary human pain is ever outweighed by any good state of af-
fairs.”” 2 He concludes his investigation with the following remarks:

The most that can be said for the atheologian who accepts (1) is, I think,
that the existence of protracted and severe human pain provides Aim with
a decisive reason for believing that God does not exist; but he could hardly
claim that the theist is involved in any difficulty here. For he cannot claim
(without stooping to name calling) that (1) is a proposition which no rea-
sonable person who understood it would deny; one of the hallmarks of such
moral judgments as (1) is just that reasonable persons can and sometimes
do disagree about them.24

Ahern and Plantinga are not alone in thinking that theism is properly
defended by pointing out the inherent inconclusiveness and psychological
nature of the opponent’s case, even though the theist may be unable
to explain all the apparently gratuitous evil in the world. Consider Hick’s
evaluation of the problem:

If the extent or intensity of the world’s pain and evil were greatly to in-
crease, would this be taken as disproving theism? No; there is no assign-
able limit to the capacity of religious faith to trust in God despite
daunting and apparently contradicting circumstance. Would any conceiv-
able happening compel the faithful to renounce their religious belief? There

2iM. B. Ahern, Problem, p. 57.
22]bid., p. 72.
2A. Plantinga, God, p. 129.

24Ibid., p. 130.



PETERSON: CHRISTIAN THEISM AND THE PROBLEM OF EVIL 43

may well of course be psychological limits to the persistence of challenged
and discouraged faith, limits which will differ in each individual. But is
there any logical terminus, any definite quantum of unfavorable evidence
in face of which it would be demonstrably irrational to maintain theistic
belief? It does not appear that there is or could be any such agreed limit.?

A very natural defense of Christian theism follows from all this. Hick
states the strategy of his defense:

These chapters do not seek to demonstrate that Christianity is true, but
that the fact of evil does not show it to be false: those who have some de-
gree of the Christian faith should not abandon it in face even of this agon-
izing problem, nor should those who lack Christian faith rule it out on
this account as a possibility for themselves.26

It is not clear, however, that such a defense against the atheistic chal-
lenge is adequate.

In a recent article, Madden and Hare defended their atheistic re-
sponse to the apparent gratuity of evil from the charge of being purely
psychological or emotional and explained why it is a rational conclusion:

We agree that there is no logical point n in the accumulation of such
failures at which theism becomes an unreasonable metaphysical theory,
while at n-1 theism was reasonable. This is not an all-or-nothing affair.
But it does not follow from the fact that the force of such failures is not
an all-or-nothing affair that they actually have only psychological, not
logical, force. What we believe we have shown in our detailed critique
of theodicies is not that some magical point has been passed in the accu-
mulation of explanatory failures, but instead that the likelihood of even-
tual success is so dim that evil is a much more severe challenge to theism
than even Hick supposes.2”

For Madden and Hare the kinds, amount, and distribution of evil coupled
with what they take to be the repeated failures of the Christian theist
to find an adequate theodicy count heavily against a theistic interpreta-
tion of the world. Therefore they insist that their atheistic case is a sound
assessment of probabilities even without possessing logical finality:

If such a demand for exhaustive knowledge is made, no deliberation would
ever arrive at a reasonable conclusion, that is, a conclusion justified be-
yvond a reasonable doubt in terms of the evidence available. To demand
finality is to abdicate one’s responsibility to make decisions based on a
clear preponderance of evidence.28

Madden and Hare make no claim to have shown adequate theodicy to
be logically impossible or to have structured the challenge so that the
theist could not win. They simply call for an intellectually responsible
look at the evidence. They conclude that the gratuity is not just apparent
but real and thus that God does not exist.

26J, Hick, Faith and Knowledge (Ithaca: Cornell University, 1957) 148.

26J. Hick, Evil, pp. x-xi.

27E. H. Madden and P. H. Hare, “Evil and Inconclusiveness,” Sophia 11 (April, 1972) 12.

281bid., p. 11.






