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Does the existence of evil provide compelling evidence to support the claim that God does not exist?’
The existence of evil does provide compelling evidence to support the claim that God does not exist. It does this by showing a logical contradiction in God’s existence and evil’s existence. This only occurs if God is understood to have certain attributes, and if what is classed as evidence includes the conclusions rational argument. I am going to examine the role that a belief in ‘divine illumination’ may affect how we consider the conclusions of rational argument, and whether we would therefore accept those conclusions as evidence. It is often Augustine’s explanation of evil as being the absence of God (which therefore means that God is present everywhere and also not present everywhere.) that is taken from the Confessions, but I am more interested in how he comes to accept this contradiction.
As demonstrated by Mackie[footnoteRef:1], the existence of evil does provide a logical inconsistency between a God having the qualities of omnipotence, omnibenevolence and omniscience, and God’s allowing evil to exist. [1:  J. L. Mackie, ‘Evil and Omnipotence’, Mind, Oxford, Oxford University Press, vol. 64, 1955.] 

If God is all powerful, he could stop or prevent evil from happening, and
If God is all loving, he would want to stop evil, and 
If God is all knowing, he would know about all the evil in the world, but
There is evil in the world.
I consider that this demonstrates Mackie’s conclusion that since there is evil in the world, at least one of the proceeding statements about God’s attributes must be incorrect; from a logical analysis God does not have the attributes that the theologian claims that God has. There could still be some sort of divine being or realm, but in order to maintain logical consistency, at least one of the attributes would have to be limited. For example,
If God is all loving, he would want to stop evil, and 
If God is all knowing, he would know about all the evil in the world,
But, If God is not all powerful, he would not be able stop or prevent evil from happening, 
So, it is not logically inconsistent that there is evil in the world.
Or,
If God is all powerful, he could stop or prevent evil from happening, and
If God is all knowing, he would know about all the evil in the world, 
But, If God is not all loving, he would not want to stop evil,  
So, it is not logically inconsistent that there is evil in the world.
Or,
If God is all powerful, he could stop or prevent evil from happening, and
If God is all loving, he would want to stop evil, 
But, If God is not all knowing, he would not know about all the evil in the world,
So, it is not logically inconsistent that there is evil in the world.
The three new formulations of the possible attributes of ‘God’ do not entail logical inconsistencies, but this is generally not the God that theologians want to affirm the existence of.
There are those that question Mackie’s conclusion by stating that the presence of evil is necessary for the development of heaven worthy souls. However, if it is the case that evil is necessary to shape us, then God must be limited in power because God has created us and a world that has the necessity of evil to shape us. We must remember what is entailed in the qualities of omni-potency, omni-benevolence and omniscience. If God is all powerful, he has the capacity to change anything and everything, including the amount of or necessity of evil that is required in order to develop us into heaven worthy souls. Or at least the amount of suffering that we need to endure in order to form us into heaven worthy souls. It is also worth keeping in mind the extent of evil, suffering, or adversity that has gone before us. Children have been the victims of live, un-anesthetised experimentation. Parents have had to watch their children die of starvation due to famine. Animals are eaten alive by other animals all the time. If there is a God who has all the attributes claimed by the theologian, then I see it as a contradiction that God has created the world as such so that we need these experiences in order to make us heaven worthy souls. If God is all-powerful then God could have created us other than what we are.
The argument that God will not interfere with our free will is also proposed as a reason for the presence of evil in the world. God has given us free will, which means that we have the capability to enact evils onto other people if we choose. Since God will not interfere with our capability to enact our free will, therefore, there is sometimes evil in the world. This position is not consistent with the attributes of God, because if God is all-powerful then God would be able to construct a world and us as beings so that either we enact our choice to be evil without that enactment causing suffering for other people. If God is all-powerful then he could create the most perfect world that would not have to contain any unpleasant side issues. So, the presence of our free will would not need to lead to the suffering of others. If God is all-powerful it can only be by God’s choice that there is evil in the world, nothing could force God into some form of trade-off or compromise. 
That there is a rather obvious contradiction in the supposed attributes of God and the presence of evil has been obvious since at least the time of Augustine of Hippo (354-430 AD), as is recorded in his Confessions. Between section III and XII Augustine describes the pressure that the apparent contradiction between God’s qualities and the existence of suffering or evil is having on his inner life. He takes this contradiction seriously and finds its insolvability to some degree disturbing. In this section he also provides clues as to how he overcomes the contradiction. It is not by using the ‘sharp intelligence…. of the…. stupid deceivers.’[footnoteRef:2] As this sharp intelligence only seems to point to a contradiction. Instead, he describes the process of divine illumination that allows him to see the contradiction as not a contradiction at all, but as a lack of understanding on his part. This lack of understand is not a lacking that can be overcome by any amount of sharp intelligence, but by a gift granted by God, the gift of divine illumination. This gift is the ability to truly see the world and God. He states that he ‘was unaware of the existence of another reality, that which truly is’[footnoteRef:3], meaning that he was trying to evaluate the world around him from a place of ignorance. The doctrine of divine illumination places all those who do not have it in a situation or ignorance, and of course those in ignorance are going to have faults with their evaluative and rational capacities.  [2:  Augustine, Confessions, III. vii (12).]  [3:  Augustine, Confessions, III. vii (12).] 

After the introduction of divine illumination Augustine’s argument for how it is not a contradiction to have evil in the presence of an all-powerful, all-loving and all-knowing God is by using a concept of simultaneous oneness and difference: ‘and I saw that neither can they be said absolutely to be or absolutely not to be. They are because they come from you. But they are not because they are not what you are.’[footnoteRef:4] This creates the possibilities for God to operate in the world and at the same time not to be operating in the world. This means that if you were to ask Augustine whether God is present with us right here right now, they would say yes and no. So this solves the problem of evil by allowing that God can be somewhere and also not be there. Because it is the absence of God that is evil, evil can exist in the world. We have evil in this world because this world is separated from God, but, as the omni-powerful attribute of God would necessarily entail, God is also here in every way that God could possibly be. I find this proposal of Augustine’s totally contradictory. But that is no longer a problem for Augustine because now that he has the doctrine of divine illumination, he can claim that it is not contradictory. Although this may appear contradictory, it is to be understood through the gift divine illumination rather than rational thought.  [4:  Augustine, Confessions, VII. X(16)-xiii(19).] 

To return to the essay question, should the conclusions of rational argument be considered as proof for the non-existence of God? Well, before we introduce the existence and power of divine illumination, I would say yes it does provide proof, but for those believing in ‘divine illumination’ it may not. The believers may say ‘It may look like the arguments rationally show that there is a contradiction between the existence of evil and the omni-attributes of God, but it is because you have not been granted ‘divine illumination’ by God, that they appear as a contradiction. There is no contradiction due to the presence of evil that proves God’s non-existence, but you cannot see properly. Without divine illumination God’s inconceivability appears as a contradiction.
The presence of divine illumination changes the rules of epistemology by allowing a person to say that what appears to be true is not true. Or in a logical form, that p can be q and at the same time not q. This presents a problem for the unenlightened non-believer who wants to argue for a position of rationality. How can a non-believer respond to the charge of not being able to see the key elements of the argument due to a spiritual lacking? Mackie’s distinctions between rational, a-rational and irrational theism becomes undermined because the believer is saying that what appears contradictory is not. Whilst I may lay the argument out and say, ‘look at this contradiction,’ the believer may say ‘yes, it does look like a contradiction to you, but that is because you cannot see how God is beyond your powers of understanding’. Can I then declare the belief as irrational? The believer could say ‘a young child might declare that it is a-rational to think that the earth is a ball, but that is due to the conceptual or experiential limitation of the child. So, for the non-believer to declare that it is a-rational to believe in the existence of God while evil also exists, simply exposes the conceptual limitations of non-believer’.     
In order to move forward for the non-theist it is necessary to attack the doctrine of divine illumination, therefore I want to look at its origin. Augustine states in the Confessions that it is upon encountering the writing of Plato that he learns to overcome the difficulties of the contradictions that he is facing. In the sections III - XII he does not explicitly state that he is referring to Plato’s allegory of the cave, but its relation to the doctrine of divine illumination is clear. Plato sees this life as a pilgrimage from ignorance to knowledge, so, in the allegory of the cave, the subject goes from sitting watching shadows of puppets inside the cave and being fascinated by false glimmering illusions (the position of ignorance), to standing outside the cave and looking at the sun being fully enlightened and standing in a position of full illumination, even seeing the source of all illumination (the position of knowledge). If we accept Plato’s description as correct, then we cannot trust our perceptions and understandings as correct, and we will need the illumination of something to help us see what is real. Augustine has adopted this allegory so that our current perceptions can be discredited in the same way that we would discredit the exclamations about the nature of light by someone who was deep inside Plato’s cave. Whilst this allegory is an interesting description, it is not necessarily correct in its portrayal of our fundamental situation in this world. There lots of other ways of seeing our position and some of these would not have us as beginning our lives as fundamentally in a place of darkness and illusion.
Augustine has adopted Plato’s allegory of the cave to help us deal with the inconceivability of God’s attributes, but by adopting this idea he has deepened the contradiction of the problem of suffering. Our suffering is partly due to our ignorance (of God and otherwise) so why has God placed us in this position of ignorance if God has every capacity to place us in knowledge. We could begin our lives sat in the sun. Plato does not have this problem because he does not propose that there is a creator with all the unlimited attributes. Therefore, finding ourselves in the world as a brute fact that has not been orchestrated does not create a logical inconsistency. However, for Augustine, for each of us to begin in a position of ignorance with potentially deceiving intelligence further adds to the contradiction of Gods powers.
But I am now faced with the question: If the starting point in life is ignorance how am I ever supposed to choose the correct direction of endeavour? If my faculty of rational decision making is disregarded, I could not depend on my rationality to choose which path to take to get out of ignorance. Augustine is telling a contradictory story when he tells us that by reading Plato, he came to see that his rationality was not to be trusted, ‘it is good for me to stick fast to God’ (Ps. 72: 28)’[footnoteRef:5], because he has used his rationality to assess the rationality in Plato’s story and arguments. If Augustine wants us to adopt the epistemological position of distrusting our rationality and just ‘sticking fast to God,’ then this still leaves us with the problem of how we decide which understanding of God (and there are many) we are to stick to. This problem also continues when deciding which system of epistemology to use. In order to assess the merits and defects of a system of epistemology that recommends suspending my rationality, I need my rationality. My rational powers would need to be entwined with any rational decision that I make to suspend my rational power.  [5:  Augustine, Confessions, VII. X (16)-xiii (19).] 

Another response is to question the rationality of why would God need us to abandon our ‘sharp intelligence’ or rationality? If this is the rationality that we have been ‘given’ by God, it seems counter-intuitive that God would want us to reject the logical conclusions of that rationality. It does not make sense to me that God would make God’s existence inconceivable to the faculties that God has endowed to us. If God is all-powerful then God is also more than capable of making God’s existence appear logically consistent and not contradictory to us from the start.
To conclude, having identified that it appears to be a logical contradiction to have the presence of evil whilst God has the attributes that the theologian claims, Augustine go on to develop a system of giving rational reasons to suspend our rationality at selective times to allow us not to be disturbed by the contradictions that we find. Although I do not find rational reasons as to why God would create a world in which I need to do so, having given me these capacities in the first place.
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