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Why would a benevolent and omnipotent God have created a world with evil and suffering?
[bookmark: _GoBack]

Introduction
The world contains an abundance of beauty and design, causing one to marvel at creation and its creator. At the same time, it is beleaguered with suffering in the form of disease, distress, atrocities, inhumane acts and natural disasters. This inevitably raises the question in the minds of theists and non-believers of how an omnipotent and omnibenevolent God could allow the occurrence of such grave and immoral acts.[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  Chad Meister, Introducing Philosophy of Religion, (Oxon: Routledge, 2009), p. 128.] 

This challenging issue is defined as the problem of evil, and it seeks to account for the co-existence of evil and God, as envisaged in monotheistic traditions.[footnoteRef:2] The theoretical perspective presents the logical and evidential versions of the problem.[footnoteRef:3] Several free-will arguments have been posited in response to the logical problem which assert human choice and actions being responsible for evil. By affirming compatibility of the existence of evil and God, the logical problem has been widely acknowledged as resolved.[footnoteRef:4] [2:  B. Clack and B. R. Clack, The Philosophy of Religion: A Critical Introduction, (Cambridge: Polity Press; Oxford, Blackwell Publishers Ltd., 1998), p. 50.]  [3:  Meister, pp. 132-139.]  [4:  Michael L. Peterson, ‘The Logical Problem of Evil’, in A Companion to Philosophy of Religion, ed. by Charles Taliaferro and others, 2nd ed (West Sussex: Wiley-Blackwell, 2010), pp. 491-499 (p. 491).] 

The free-will responses are the most convincing arguments offered to account for a world with suffering. By postulating evil as a result of independent human choice and actions, and affirming its permittance as a means of spiritual development, God’s divinity is left unchallenged and the presence of suffering is substantiated.
This essay will consider the logical problem of evil by examining Augustine’s free-will theodicy, Plantinga’s free-will defence and Hick’s Irenean soul-making theodicy. It will assess some of the objections and counter-responses to these arguments and evaluate the effectiveness of the free-will arguments in providing successful rebuttals to the problem of evil.

Problem of evil
The existence of evil is recognised as ‘the most serious challenge that there is to theistic faith’.[footnoteRef:5] The definition of evil spans a range of designations; whilst the theistic interpretation of evil is understood as deeds which deter one from acting according to God’s will, the philosophical understanding classifies it as moral evil and natural evil. Abrahamic faiths regard God as complete goodness; a shortfall in living in this mode is an aberration from God’s will and is adjudged to be evil.[footnoteRef:6] In philosophical terms, moral evil comprises of acts brought about by human agency and for which humans are morally responsible. Some examples of these acts are murders, rape, genocide, poverty and oppression. It also includes less favourable characteristics of individuals such as greed, jealousy, and ill-disposed feelings and thoughts. Natural evil is that which is not a product of human action and for which humans are not morally responsible; examples include earthquakes, tsunamis, disease and tragic death.[footnoteRef:7]  [5:  John Hick, An Interpretation of Religion: Human Responses to the Transcendent, (2nd ed) (Hampshire: Palgrave Macmillan, 2004), p. 118.]  [6:  John G. Stackhouse Jr., Can God Be Trusted?: Faith and the Challenge of Evil, (New York: Oxford University Press, 1998), p. 50. [eBook]. Available at: http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/leicester/detail.action?docID=271127 [Accessed: 15th August 2018].; N. Rouzati, ‘Evil and Human Suffering in Islamic Thought – Towards a Mystical Theodicy’, Religions, Vol. 9(2), 2018, 1-13 (p.2). [Online]. Available at: DOI: 10.3390/rel9020047 [Accessed: 5th August 2018]. ]  [7:  Meister, p. 129.] 

Cruel and unjust acts by individuals, and naturally arising destructive phenomena make it impossible to overlook the prevailing evil since they are experiential reality. The sheer extent of suffering raises problematic questions for the existence of an all-powerful, loving God who chooses to allow such acts to persist though fully capable of preventing them.[footnoteRef:8] The co-existence of evil and God is deemed logically inconsistent, and brings into question God’s impetus for creating a world with evil. This deductive reasoning is termed as the logical problem of evil and it finds its basis in the question posed by Epicurus and later reiterated by Hume.[footnoteRef:9] Both Epicurus and Hume question how evil can abide in the presence of an all-powerful and loving God.[footnoteRef:10] This type of questioning has led to theologians re-evaluating definitions of God’s divine attributes in order to discern a better understanding of the nature of God and withstand arguments against theism.[footnoteRef:11] Meanwhile, others have sought to maintain God’s greatness and goodness by attributing the cause of evil to another source or explaining its purpose through theodicies.[footnoteRef:12] [8:  Clack and Clack, p. 51.]  [9:  Peterson, p. 491.]  [10:  Meister, p. 128.]  [11:  Clack and Clack, pp. 39-40.]  [12:  Clack and Clack, p. 53.] 

Augustine adopts this approach through his free-will theodicy. He posits that evil is not an entity in itself but a privation of good in the same manner that darkness is the absence of light and cold is the absence of heat. The emergence of evil is attributed to the biblical account of the Fall of humanity which reveals the misuse of the free-will accorded to humans and angels by God. Deflection from God’s will is the cause of original sin and subsequent moral and natural evils observed in the world. Accordingly, evil is not created by God but the result of human free-will, thus leaving God’s sovereignty untarnished.[footnoteRef:13] Hick makes an important observation that evil is not to be interpreted as merely possessing a lesser degree of goodness but a lack or deprivation of existing in the complete mode of goodness as God intended.[footnoteRef:14] However this raises the issue of how an omniscient God could not have foreseen evil and willed to prevent it by ensuring individuals always chose to act in goodness.[footnoteRef:15] A response to this objection is that God may choose to allow evil in order to achieve a greater objective. In some cases, evil may be a logically necessary precursor to some good.[footnoteRef:16] [13:  Meister, p. 140.]  [14:  John Hick, Evil and the God of Love, (London: Fontana Library, Collins, 1968; repr. 1975), p. 53.]  [15:  Meister, p. 141.]  [16:  Richard Swinburne, Providence and the Problem of Evil, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, November 2003), p. 32. [eBook]. Available at: DOI: 10.1093/0198237987.001.0001 [Accessed: 4th August 2018].] 

Mackie claims that the notion of evil being a means to good suggests that God is limited in his abilities as he is unable to achieve a certain good without using evil; this contradicts God’s omnipotent nature and implies he is subject to laws of causality.[footnoteRef:17] This adds weight to Mackie’s argument from evil represented by the inconsistent triad and subsequently refined to contain his additional two propositions.[footnoteRef:18] [17:  J. L. Mackie, ‘Evil and Omnipotence’, Mind, Vol. 64, No. 254, April, 1955, 200-212 (p. 205). [Online]. Available at: 
 https://www.jstor.org/stable/2251467 [Accessed: 17th August 2018].]  [18:  Mackie, pp. 200-201.] 

Philosophers have articulated various responses to Mackie’s argument, however Plantinga’s free-will defence is regarded as most cogent.[footnoteRef:19] Plantinga establishes the compatibility of the co-existence of evil and God through positing the possibility of a world where both these propositions can hold true.[footnoteRef:20] The likelihood of transworld depravity infers that such a world cannot be devoid of evil, even by the will of God, if moral goodness and human free-will is to exist.[footnoteRef:21] Plantinga asserts the superiority and value of a world with free human agents over a world without free agents, since it is through free-will that moral goodness can be produced. God cannot grant total freedom and then impose limitations upon it. Moreover, God can only remove the prospect of evil by removing the possibility of good. It is more preferable for humans to be able to choose and act freely of their own accord and not be constrained by God. If God influenced or caused individuals to act in a particular manner such that they only performed good deeds, they could not be regarded as being completely free. Endowed with complete free-will makes humans capable of performing moral good as well as evil. It is the irresponsible use of human discernment which leads to malevolent acts, thus God’s omnipotence and benevolence are not debased in this process.[footnoteRef:22] [19:  Peterson, p. 492.]  [20:  Alvin Plantinga, The Nature of Necessity, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, November 2003), pp. 165-167. [eBook]. Available at: DOI: 10.1093/0198244142.001.0001 [Accessed: 5th August 2018].]  [21:  Plantinga, p. 186.]  [22:  Plantinga, pp. 166-167.] 

By claiming the logical possibility of God being unable to manifest a world with free-will and moral good but without moral evil, the logical problem is revealed to be invalid. Some philosophers have criticised this defence for asserting an incompatibilist view. Instead they endorse compatibilism whereby God could create a world in which individuals with free-will could not perform any evil deeds. Plantinga advances the notion of incompatibilism being a logical possibility, thereby providing a successful rebuttal to the problem. Critics further argue that although the defence adequately solves the problem of moral evil, it is less successful in accounting for natural evil which is not a consequence of human free-will. This criticism is also countered by espousing the logical possibility of nonhuman spirits possessed with free-will who could be responsible for natural evil.[footnoteRef:23] Through these counter-responses, Plantinga is regarded as having effectively resolved the logical problem as outlined by Mackie.[footnoteRef:24] [23:  Meister, p. 134; Peterson, pp. 492-493.]  [24:  Stackhouse Jr., p. 104. ] 

Another issue in the problem of evil is whether the amount and varieties of evil evident in the world can be justified or counterbalanced by the free-will granted to individuals by God. Countless gratuitous and horrendous evils witnessed in the world seem meaningless and futile in serving a greater good.[footnoteRef:25] Whilst the quantity of evil proves to be a troublesome issue, Swinburne recognises the value of free-will lies in the total choice and responsibility it affords to human agency. If God curtailed it in any way or disallowed certain actions, this would be akin to individuals participating in a ‘toy game’[footnoteRef:26] or being part of a ‘toy world’[footnoteRef:27]. Individuals’ choices would have limited impact as God would still hold ultimate sway over determining every occurrence and act.[footnoteRef:28] Stackhouse also concurs that this would undermine the moral credibility of free-will.[footnoteRef:29] This leads to an attempt to understand the world manifested by God via a theodical approach. [25:  Meister, p. 130; Peterson, p. 493.]  [26:  Richard Swinburne, Is There A God?, (Oxford: Oxford Scholarship Online, May 2007), p. 106. [eBook]. Available at: DOI: 10.1093/acprof:oso/9780198235446.001.0001 [Accessed: 19th August 2018].]  [27:  Richard Swinburne, The Existence of God, (Oxford: Oxford Scholarship Online, September 2007), p. 264. [eBook]. Available at: DOI: 10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199271672.001.0001 [Accessed: 19th August 2018].]  [28:  Swinburne, Is There A God?, pp. 99-100.]  [29:  Stackhouse, p. 100] 

In contrast to Augustine’s theodicy and Plantinga’s defence, Hick offers another response to the logical problem of evil through the Irenean soul-making theodicy. This theodicy is based on the two-stage creation process of mankind outlined by the Christian theologian Ireneus.[footnoteRef:30] Here the premise is that God has created a world containing individuals who are inherently good but not perfect. Through spiritual growth and moral development, humans are able to discover their soul and attain to their essential nature of God-like beings. The existence of evil and suffering is necessary to facilitate this objective since challenges and tribulations enable individuals to evolve their character. Evil arises from free-will and is central to achieving this goal since it is through the potential of free responses that individuals can direct themselves to or deviate from goodness.[footnoteRef:31] Thus the soul-making theodicy outlines the transition from an immature individual created in the ‘image’ of God towards a perfected being that exists in the ‘likeness’ of God.[footnoteRef:32] Hick identifies the world as ‘an environment for beings who are in the process of being perfected’[footnoteRef:33] and whose value is deduced from its suitability to produce a conducive environment for moral and spiritual transition.[footnoteRef:34] [30:  Clack and Clack, p. 54.]  [31:  Meister, p. 141.]  [32:  Hick, An Interpretation of Religion, p. 119.]  [33:  Hick, Evil and the God of Love, p. 294.]  [34:  Hick, Evil and the God of Love, pp. 294-295.] 

One contention against this theodicy is the lack of positive correlation observed between the suffering incurred and the spiritual improvement of individuals. Conversely, adversities often have catastrophic consequences and lead to a breakdown of human spirit.[footnoteRef:35] Furthermore, there appears a disparity in that innocent beings often suffer more than morally destitute beings.[footnoteRef:36] There are a number of responses offered from different perspective to such issues. Stackhouse offers the example of his grandparents to submit that an individual may be assigned to bear suffering in order to evoke a positive change in a fellow individual. God allots this type of suffering to souls capable of enduring it and their suffering is not in vain for it generates goodness and virtue in others.[footnoteRef:37] This viewpoint bears resonance with Swinburne who places emphasis on the contributions an individual can make to a greater good through ‘serving a purpose, of being of use to ourselves and others’.[footnoteRef:38]  [35:  Meister, p. 141.]  [36:  H. J. McCloskey, ‘God and Evil’, The Philosophical Quarterly, Vol. 10, No. 39, April, 1960, 97-114 (pp. 102-103). [Online]. Available at: https://www.jstor.org/stable/2960059 [Accessed: 5th August 2018].]  [37:  Stackhouse Jr., pp. 117-118.]  [38:  Swinburne, Is There A God?, p. 101.] 

Swinburne also gives importance to character-building virtues developed through encountering hardships and difficulties; these may not otherwise be acquired hence suffering serves the greater purpose of goodness.[footnoteRef:39] Hick similarly accords with this reasoning by expounding that a world devoid of evil or pain would not evince superior virtues such as love, forgiveness, compassion and selflessness; thus person-making may necessitate suffering to reach perfection.[footnoteRef:40] He also highlights that the purpose intended by God involves seeking a higher goal than pleasure; experiencing pleasurable situations may provide great comfort and satisfaction but would leave one bereft of cultivating higher values. To enable growth opportunity and attain to ultimate goodness, it may be incumbent for God to allow individuals to experience suffering.[footnoteRef:41] Hick acknowledges that this does not mitigate the extent of suffering or its detrimental impact on individuals. He asserts that the soul-making transformative process continues beyond life on earth, leading to restoration of the individual through relief from suffering and actualisation of the final purpose.[footnoteRef:42]   [39:  Clack and Clack, p. 55.]  [40:  Hick, An Interpretation of Religion, p. 120.]  [41:  Hick, Evil and the God of Love, pp. 294-295.]  [42:  Hick, An Interpretation of Religion, pp. 120-121.; Clack and Clack, p. 57.] 

The free-will arguments may be regarded as not providing adequate justification for natural evil, however there appears to be a very fine line between what may be classified as moral evil and natural evil. Human afflictions on the environment have caused calamities such as global warming, famine, floods and other catastrophes which points towards the inference that natural evil is also a product of moral evil and irresponsible use of free-will. This reflection coincides with Swinburne’s viewpoint and highlights the hazy distinction and overlap between the two terms.[footnoteRef:43] [43:  Swinburne, Providence and the Problem of Evil, p. 149.] 



Conclusion
The problem of evil is a highly contentious debate for philosophers and theologians as well as theists and atheists. Various approaches have been adopted to reconcile the existence of God with evil, and academics consider the free-will argument to have provided an acceptable rebuttal to the logical problem.[footnoteRef:44] [44:  Stackhouse Jr., p. 104.] 

By according the cause and reasons for evil to a privation of good, free-will, and a soul-making process, God’s omnipotent and benevolent nature remains undisputed. Augustine’s theodicy eliminates the independent existence of evil and highlights the misappropriation of free-will as a deviation from goodness. Plantinga advances the argument by postulating the value of free-will and the possibility that God could not allow goodness without allowing evil. In developing the Irenean theodicy, Hick identifies evil stemming from free-will as a significant contributory facet of soul-making. 
These arguments reveal the intrinsic link between the concept of free-will and causality. Free-will enables individuals to shape their own reality since if a cause is created, the effect has to follow. This echoes the sow and reap principle presented in the Bible[footnoteRef:45] and the capability of free response allows each individual to participate in God’s construction of the world by being empowered with free response.[footnoteRef:46] If God revoked or curtailed free-will, individuals would be mere robots without any real purpose for existence. [45:  Bible, Galatians 6:7.]  [46:  Swinburne, Is There A God?, p. 99.] 

In conclusion, free-will arguments are able to offer the most convincing and rational reasons to explain evil and suffering. However, they only address the problem of evil from an analytical philosophy perspective. To seek a more cogent response, it seems prudent to adopt a combined approach comprising of evidential, existential and ethical perspectives. 
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