Why would a benevolent and omnipotent God have created a world with evil and suffering?
Evil, defined as ‘morally wrong or bad; immoral; wicked’ (2020), is considered one of the biggest obstacles to harmonious religious belief. Trying to reconcile its existence with the existence of God is what is commonly referred to as ‘the problem of evil’. The problem of evil is best exemplified in the Biblical book of Job. Job, ‘blameless and upright’, lived a good life and ‘shunned evil’ (Job1:1). Satan wished to test Job’s faith in God by inflicting suffering upon him, this God allowed. Satan first takes Job’s livestock and children, then inflicts upon him illness and ‘painful sores’ (Job2:7). This leads Job to question why he, ‘the greatest man among all the people of the East’ (Job1:3), is subject to such suffering. This is the antithesis of the problem of evil; why does God allow the innocent to suffer? Why has God created a world which contains evil and suffering? This problem is not limited to the Judaeo-Christian religion, it has been redefined and reinterpreted by different religious and cultural traditions. Neiman suggests reframing the problem as ‘why do the innocent suffer?’, removing the necessity of God as a way of broadening the question, making it similarly applicable to atheism and other belief systems (Nieman,2005). 
This essay will focus upon the problem of evil as a theological problem as set out by Mackie; focusing upon the inconsistency within ‘essential theological doctrine’ and the contradictory assertions that a loving God exists at the same time as evil exists (Mackie,1955,p.200). It will look at the concept of rejecting the reality of evil as a way of maintaining God’s omnipotence and benevolence. Due to the word constraints of this essay this will be primarily addressed from a Christian perspective through analysis of the arguments of Mary Eddy, as presented in her work ‘Science and Health: A Key to the Scriptures’. Her arguments will be analysed by the standards of an ‘adequate argument’, as set out by Mackie. This essay will then turn to a reframed, Buddhist interpretation of the problem of evil. For the purposes of this essay Buddhism will be defined as an atheistic religion, in accordance with Kojeve’s definition of atheism as ‘the denial of God’ (Kojeve,2018,p.1). Buddhist arguments will be presented in order to assess whether religious atheism can provide a better solution to the problem of evil.
Before examining Eddy’s rejection of evil, it is first essential to understand the problem of evil according to Mackie. For Mackie the problem of evil can be reduced to three, conflicting statements; ‘God is omnipotent, God is wholly good, evil exists’ (Mackie,1955,p.200). He argues that each of these statements are an essential part of any theological argument, however it is impossible to accept all three propositions; if any two are true then it follows that the third must be false. He adds an additional two principles to further illustrate the contradiction between the first three propositions. The first being that good is opposed to evil, thus a good being will eradicate evil wherever possible. The second being that there are no limits to an omnipotent being (Mackie,1955,p.201). This, he argues, illustrates the contradiction in asserting a belief in an omnipotent, wholly good being at the same time as asserting the existence of evil. Thus, he concludes that without a rejection of one of the three propositions, any theological solution to the problem of evil is ‘positively irrational’ (Mackie,1955,p.200). 
Many scholars have attempted to solve the problem of evil in exactly this way, by rejecting Mackie’s third proposition and denying the reality of evil. Arguments that reject the reality of evil are founded upon favourable beliefs in God’s nature. God is perfectly good[footnoteRef:1], and God is infinite[footnoteRef:2]. A wholly good God would not create evil, simultaneously nothing can be beyond God; thus, it is ontologically impossible for evil to exist. Such arguments have been presented by various scholars over the centuries. Saint Augustine famously rejected the notion of evil as an independent concept, declaring it to be ‘nothing but a privation of good’ (a.III.VII.12). Such a position is similarly adopted by the Twenty First century psychologist Baren-Cohen, who suggests that evil is better understood as ‘empathy erosion’, rather than as its own independent reality (Baron-Cohen,2011). [1:  ‘"Why do you call Me good?” Jesus answered. “No one is good - except God alone."’ (Mark 10:18)]  [2:  ‘He is before all things, and in him all things hold together.’ (Colossians 1:17)] 

This essay will focus upon the argument for the non-reality of evil as presented by Mary Eddy, the founder of the Nineteenth Century religion Christian Science. Eddy’s arguments are similarly based upon the belief in a God that is ‘perfection’ (Eddy,1875,p.2), claiming that such perfection prevents the possibility of evil within his creation. Her rejection of evil is based upon her wider rejection of the physical world. Eddy maintained that God is a spiritual being[footnoteRef:3].  She rejected Genesis 2:7’s assertion that man is created from ‘the dust of the ground’ (Genesis 2:7) in favour of Genesis 1:27, stating mankind to be made ‘in his own image’ (Genesis 1:27).This, Warner argues, was enough for Eddy to conclude that man, like God, is a purely spiritual being (Warner,2014). Thus, for Christian Scientists, not only is God’s creation of the world incapable of evil, so too are human beings. [3:  ‘God is spirit, and his worshipers must worship in the Spirit and in truth.’ (John 4:24)] 

Instead of a reality, Christian Science maintains that the physical world is an illusion that humanity has been tricked into believing. This illusion is a product of the devil, who is described as ‘the opposite of truth’[footnoteRef:4] (Eddy,1875,p.584). Our true existence is only in our spiritual form. This leads to the distinction between the illusionary ‘man of matter’ and the true ‘man of spirit’. (Christian Science Monitor,1982). This is echoed in ‘Science and Health’ as Eddy distinguishes between Jesus, ‘the human man’ and Christ ‘the divine idea’ (Eddy,1875,p.333-334).The situations that cause us to suffer only cause the mortal man of matter to suffer. Although we perceive these acts of suffering to be real they are not, as they do not affect the true person. ‘It is no more real than the horizon line on the sea, which seems to be and is not’ (McCracken,1901,236). In giving a false sense of power to evil and suffering we are ‘misrepresenting God’s spiritual creation’, and by continuing to believe in its reality we are further ‘misapplying the principles of his creation’ (Warner,2014). Such acts of evil will continue to exist until their illusionary reality is acknowledged, only then can the problems of the physical world be eradicated. It is in this sense that Christian Science speaks of evil as man-made rather than a product of God’s perfect creation. ‘Man, not God, created evil through insufficient understanding of reality’ (Botstein,2018,p.538). Our true existence, in perfect unity with the divine spirit, is not and cannot be subject to evil and suffering. Thus, from the perspective of a Christian scientist the problem of evil does not exist; evil is not a part of God’s perfect creation and thus places no restrictions upon his omnipotence or benevolence.  [4:  The term devil is used within Science and Health simultaneously with lust, dishonest and hypocrisy, leading Warner to interpret the devil as a belief rather than a person (Warner,2014).] 

If we apply the argument of Christian Science to Mackie’s theory, we see that through the rejection of evil there is no contradiction to the theistic propositions. If evil does not exist then there are no questions to be asked of God’s benevolence for introducing evil into the world. Similarly, there is no question of his omnipotence, for there is no evil to be removed. Therefore it seems that the argument of Christian Science constitutes what Mackie refers to as an ‘adequate solution’ to the problem of evil (Mackie,1955,p.201). However, Mackie asserts that such arguments are only adequate solutions if the rejection is not ‘half-hearted’ (Mackie,1955,p.202). The rejected proposition must be explicitly denied in order for the argument to remain adequate. If this is not the case then the proposed argument is deemed a ‘fallacious solution’ (Mackie,1955,p.202). I propose that this is true of the arguments found within Christian Science. Although Eddy rejected the reality of evil, she still asserted the existence of ‘sin which is temporal’ (Eddy,1875,p.538). Although such sin and its associated suffering is attributed to the mortal man, its existence is still acknowledged and thus not fully rejected. Therefore, Christian Science can be seen as limiting the significance of evil, with regards to our eternal spiritual life, rather than fully rejecting its reality. Eddy’s argument therefore still asserts, to some extent, that evil exists. As such, Mackie’s theistic contradiction is clearly present, rendering it another fallacious solution to the problem of evil.
[bookmark: _Hlk47597248]Christian Science also falls subject to the same criticisms as Augustinian theodicy, centred upon the origin of evil. Burns notes, for Augustine, the original sin came from angels, ‘rational spirits…endowed with the contemplation of the divine’ (Burns,1988,p.18). These angels fell from their perfection by valuing their own mind and power over the divine; thus pride is the original sin. (Burns,1988). This sin was then passed down to the rest of humanity; ‘Now to the pride of the Devil was added his most malevolent envy, so that he persuaded man to this very pride through which he knew he was damned’ (b.3.25.76.263). Hick, building upon the arguments of Schleiermacher, argues that such an account is fundamentally ‘self-contradictory and unintelligible’ (Hick,2012,p.63). As a product of God’s perfect creation angels must share this perfection. It is illogical to suggest that a flawless being would ever turn to sin, for there is nothing in the nature of perfection to cause this; such beings must therefore have been created imperfect. It therefore follows that God must hold responsibility for this original sin, for it is a product of his creation. As such Hick maintains that the theodicy fails (Hick,2012).
This criticism can be similarly applied to Christian Science. If humanity consists of perfect spiritual beings made in the image of a perfect spiritual God, why then are these beings able to be tricked into accepting the illusion of the physical world? Attributing the source of this illusion to the devil is unsatisfactory, as Eddy does not provide an origin for the concept of the devil itself. Just as Hick points out the contradiction in the perfect angel committing sin, the contradiction in a perfect world permitting sinful illusion is also evident. Therefore, God must bear responsibility for this illusionary world and the subsequent sin and suffering it causes. Either God was unable to prevent this illusion from entering his creation or he chose to let it enter. Either way one of Mackie’s propositions is rejected; God’s omnipotence is limited, or he is not seen as wholly good. Without an explanation for the origin of evil we again return to the unsolved problem of evil, illustrating once more how Christian Science presents a fallacious solution to the problem of evil. 
It can also be argued that Christian Science’s approach to evil presents no comfort to those who have experienced suffering. The concept of evil is rejected, however the experience of evil still needs to be accounted for. ‘Denying evil can’t diminish the reality of pain, suffering and cruelty’ (Carlisle,2012). In this sense Christian Science’s account of evil is purely metaphysical, paying no attention to the empirical reality of evil and suffering. 
The arguments within Christian Science are radically difference to traditional Christian theology, however certain aspects bear striking resemblance to Buddhist thought. This is particularly evident in their mutual rejection of the physical world.  There are numerous Buddhist suttas which allude to the fact that all phenomena within the physical world are an illusion. ‘All composed things are like a dream, a phantom, a drop of dew, a flash of lightning’ (Hanh,2010,p.29). In Buddhism the physical world is an illusion as it is created by our mind, ‘the inner continuity of consciousness’ (Evans-Wentz,2000,p.257), which is also illusionary. Both Buddhism and Christian Science can therefore be seen as promoting the inferiority of physical life in contrast to our true spiritual existence.  
However, the way in which the two belief systems treat the topic of evil varies drastically. Rasheta describes Buddhism as ‘non-dualistic’, in that it does not view evil and good as two directly opposing concepts (Rasheta,2016). He argues that in Buddhism the concept of evil in itself does not exist; it is not its own entity. Just as within the Milindapañha a chariot is described as ‘the generally understood term’ of the various components it consists of (Kelly,2005), so too evil can be seen as a collection of parts rather than an independent entity. In this sense an event or person can not be described as ‘pure evil’, as evil itself does not exist in isolation. Similarly, events do not exist in isolation. Everything in the physical world is subject to dependent origination, pratitya-samutpada[footnoteRef:5]. Harvey describes this as the concept that ‘all things, mental and physical, arise and exist due to the presence of certain conditions’ (Harvey,2013,p.65). Expressed in its simplest form, ‘when this exists, that arises’ (Keown,2004,p.221). Therefore, no phenomenon can exist independently through its own volition; all phenomena are intrinsically interdependent. Just as the concept of East depends upon the concept of West, so too good depends upon evil. [5:  Dependant origination is also referred to as conditioned arising by Harvey (Harvey,2013).] 

In rejecting both the reality of evil and the existence of a creator God it may appear that the problem of evil does not exist from a Buddhist perspective; as for Mackie these are the very concepts that create the problem. However Kaufman argues that Buddhism simply re-frames the question, taking the problem of evil from an existential view point rather than a theological one (Kaufman,2005,p.17). The problem of evil therefore becomes re-framed as ‘why do innocent people suffer?’ rather than ‘why does God allows this suffering?’ (Nieman,2005).
Buddhism accounts for this seemingly unjust suffering through the concept of karma, ‘the principle that beings are reborn according to the nature and quality of their past actions’ (Harvey,2013,p.39). We reap the effects of our actions either in this life or a future rebirth; ‘doer of good reaps good; The doer of evil reaps evil’ (Bodhi,2000,p.492). Individual suffering in this life is accounted for as a result of prior actions which karma has now brought to fruition. Karma therefore provides an account for the apparent injustice of evil by explaining it in terms of prior wrongdoing. This, Herman argues, is what makes karma ‘superior to all western theodicies’ (Herman,2000). It solves the re-framed question of why the innocent suffer providing an explanation for the presence of evil in the world. It must however be noted that this discussion does not address the metaphysical issues of the doctrine of karma. Such issues lead to further philosophical questions which are beyond the scope of this essay.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  See Kaufman for a full explanation of possible metaphysical problems of karma (Kaufman,2005).] 

Although both Christian Science and Buddhism seek to escape the evil of the physical world Buddhism does so in a way that still manages to account for its presence. Evil is not simply the opposite of good, both concepts are interdependent, both exist simultaneously through the nature of dependent origination. Evil therefore is not something that is sought to be removed whilst good is sought to be attained; evil is as necessary as good.  By removing the concept of a creator God Buddhism avoids the pitfalls that theistic arguments face. There is no ultimate creator who should bear responsibility for this evil, instead the emphasis is placed upon individual responsibility[footnoteRef:7]. Buddhism therefore provides an answer to the problem of evil when framed, as Nieman suggests, as why the innocent suffer.  [7:  It must be noted that this accounts for personal suffering, however, does not address the suffering of natural disasters and pandemics etc. There is not scope within this essay to analyse this, for a full discussion see Horner (Horner,2020).] 

This essay has supported the use of Mackie’s theory for the problem of evil. It has illustrated throughout that an adequate solution must reject one of Mackie’s three propositions, whilst at the same time demonstrating how difficult this is from a theistic perspective. Therefore, supporting Mackie’s assertion that theistic solutions will always be fallacious; ‘there is no valid solution of the problem which does not modify at least one of the constituent propositions’ (Mackie,1955,p.212). This has been further supported by the evidence this has essay has provided, demonstrating how religious atheism is not subject to the same criticisms as theological arguments. Thus, illustrating that a solution to the problem of evil is more readily found when evil is considered empirically rather than theologically. 
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