   Why would a benevolent and omnipotent God have created a world with evil and suffering? 

   For the sake of argument, it qualifies as a form of suffering if a loving God exists and some people are unaware of Him, because their proper personal flourishing and fulfilment is impossible, and we should wonder that loving God might be hidden like this.  This is known as the problem of divine hiddenness and I’ll focus on a widely discussed version called the argument from non-resistant non-belief, proposed by Schellenberg (1993 & 2007), paraphrased:  
There are people able to engage in personal relations with God but fail to believe in Him through no fault of their own while in a state of non-resistant non-belief.  A loving God would not permit that state of affairs, therefore a loving God does not exist.   
   
Aiming to Undercut the argument, I present a theistic defence:
A loving God would value our free will, which crucially involves our freely responding to Gods love, therefor God would allow non-resistant non-belief.
We will query non-resistant non-belief (NR), and argue that it does not involve free engagement with God.

   It may be usual that for our freely engaged experience of God,  He be somewhat hidden, and a person must somewhat seek Him (I say ‘usual’ as there may be times God engages us more apparently).  It is obvious that a level of divine hiddenness is necessary for free will, because it would dominate the shape of our lives if we were certain God existed, by directing our moral and vocational behaviour in ways profoundly different than without that certainty.  I will argue that NR is only a passive state, and does not involve the action required to qualify as instigating a freely chosen engagement with God.  It is the notion of NR that I will unpack to support my argument.
   Before that, let’s set-up some pertinent background about free will which frames my approach.  The notion of free will I am proposing is non-determined, because I believe incompatibilism is true.  A form of free will weak enough that I may ignore those usual controversies regarding moral responsibility or blame worthiness etc, but strong enough to satisfy minimal requirements of non-passive agent intention.  This minimal notion of free will is guided by Galen Strawson’s (1994) observation that our characters and inclinations are more or less provided to us by conditions over which we have ultimately no control, which I take to be close to Augustine’s contention (Confessions, VIII.9), that one cannot will a will which one doesn’t identify with.  These ideas will position my concept of a freely embarked chance-taking action, which will help frame my specification of a minimal action to initiate relations with a loving God (or God’s hypothetical love from an atheist or agnostic perspective in a state of NR).  I want to characterise the minimal action required for non-passivity as ‘taking a chance’; putting yourself in a position where you don’t know what will happen beyond an approximate range of outcomes.  For example, I will go walking later even if it’s cloudy, accepting perhaps a 20 percent chance of getting wet.  I can’t know for sure in respect of the rain how pleasant the walk will be, but I am nevertheless involved in prefiguring what might happen to me, then ‘chancing it’ within an estimated range of outcomes.
   I will need to work out how much we can accomodate this Strawson/Augustine/Determined (hereafter ‘SAD’) consideration regarding free will, because we appear on the scene ‘pre-loaded’ with an inclination toward risk taking itself.  Biting the bullet I suggest a paradigm type of free action is constituted by embarking on a chance, and I will leave it as substantial unfinished business how we might derive the gumption to develop our SAD characters in relation to chance taking (but notice that this element of our psychology may be just shallowly ingrained, and so more malleable and open to conditioning than other more defining and entrenched character traits).  I’ve said this minimal notion of chance taking free will might speak little to the common philosophical concerns of control or moral responsibility, but it will answer to Robert Kane’s (1996, p.24) libertarian item number eight on his list of why we could value free will:  For life hopes and open futures.  This will contextualise my approach, being motivated in line with that item of Kane’s incompatibilist desiderata.

Unpacking NR.
   Schellenberg’s concept tellingly slides from non-culpable non-belief in his first work cited above to NR in the next.  I take his aim to be a weakening of the non-culpability concept to one of non-resistance, because the latter invloves a lower grade of action.  That weakening motivates my argument, because culpability at least involves a non-passive omission to act, in contrast to non-resistance which may be purely passive.  
   Belief in anything is not voluntary, we need reasons or a cause for belief.  Schellenberg’s plausible idea is that an atheist would in some way be stimulated by a perfectly loving God in order to believe the proposition that God exists, before she could possibly start to open herself to a relationship with God, and her prior believing state need only be NR for a loving God to infuse that belief.  Interestingly, that stimulation to belief cannot be generally specified, in that I imagine it would require a different level of ‘prompting’ by God depending on each person’s attitudinal disposition.  In any case, I argue that one needn’t believe that God exists before acting in a way which is open to his possible existence, but an initial chance taking action (or actions) must ‘exceed’ passivity, positioning the person as ‘making the first move’, and so rendering the action as free.  (I will sidestep the complication of positioning the chancer as agnostic or atheist, while flagging that an atheist could range between resistance and NR).  
   Schellenberg presents a central element of NR as the person not inhibiting a perfectly loving God, by commission or omission, of engaging with that person just by trying.  I take it that this means God making the first move which offends my requirement of the person freely engaging. 
   Keeping in mind our SAD situation will to some extent limit ‘how far out of character’ we can behave, it will suffice for making the first move that our opening up requires not much effort.  For example, the NR person offering a prayer, properly oriented cognitively and emotionally, or perhaps simply casting his mind to God with gratitude, respect and humility.  This sort of action is not passive, but  enough to invite God’s engagement whilst He respects our freewill. 
   Maybe we should wonder at this point about my picturing of a non-passive action.  I conceded earlier that the issues involved in a real definition are beyond me here, so my characterisation will have to suffice.  However we should consider the SAD condition of some atheists will render it fuzzy where to draw the line between omitting to give God a chance and stubbornly not taking a chance, let’s say by being more or less likely to entertain the potential absurdity of prayer or liturgy.  Some gumption would need contribute to our SAD states for us to be motivated by the seriousness of ignoring God if he exists, given that to risk ignoring Him in not taking a first step potentially entails we cannot fully activate ourselves and live to our potential, whilst that slight opening action carries insignificant risk because we lose only an insignificant portion of time if there is no God to experience (I’m starting here  using gumption as its standardly defined, and will tease it out conceptually as we go).  There is perhaps a slight parallel with Pascal’s wager, though much less demanding because gumption does not require a standing belief state like the wager specifies, but instead only positive attitude to chance a potentially very rewarding action with very little risk).  I realise this is potentially vague, but I will indicate toward the end of the essay how gumption could be in play, via independent persuasion for atheist chance-taking (independent of the hypothetical benefit of relating to God), by appealing to universal respect for the virtues of (minimal) humility and courage.  
   It may be instructive and help develop what I mean by gumption, to draw on a verb used by Eleanore Stump (p.166, 2010).  She presents quiescence as the psychological state of a person inclined to resist an action while aware that the action is for her own good, though I note she may be leaning on a non-standard use of that verb, which the dictionary specifies more like inactivity or repose, and which invites a picture of non-resistance rather than a sort of ambivalence which Stump seems to mean.  For example my receiving a daily spoonful of cod liver oil as a child was unpleasant, but I trusted Mom who insisted it was good for me.  The example used by Stump is St. Augustine in the garden being quiescent about changing his life, before hearing the boy’s call.  His psychological state involved some resistance and so we might say it was the boy who prompted the gumption for the saint to embark on a chance.  I interpret Stump (p.167), as ascribing Augustine with a second order desire to acquire the gumption to make that first move.  If Stump means by quiescence, his lowering of resistance to allow a ‘toe-in’ for God as it were, then perhaps quiescence is not simply related to the simpler psychological state of being poised to take a slight risk, and indeed leaning in that direction might provide support for Schellenberg’s NR because it suggests God working his grace on a resisting person.  Although Augustine was somewhat resistant, he was already on his journey of engagement with God, and so his quiescence we might say had been iterated many times which is different from the NR atheist or agnostic.  
   I could be accused of trying to show too much too quickly, with meagre argument only concerned with an ideal NR person.  Schellenberg has spent a gallon of ink on this subject and has a lot to say about profiling NR, but my argument should suffice within the confines of my set-up.  Potentially against me is also Aquinas who has it that quiescence is sufficient to receive God’s grace.  If so, The NR state as I have proposed it can work as a limiting case, just to draw out the thought that NR will not qualify as making the first move or adequately engaging a person’s free will.  An important concept for Aquinas in this area is operative grace:
  “An operation which is part of an effect is attributed to the mover, not to the thing moved.
The operation is therefore attributed to God when God is the sole mover, and when the mind is moved but not a mover. We then speak of ‘operative grace.”  
(Summa Theologicae, I.II, q. 111, a. 2.)
I take it this involves God making the first move, but I propose that if God is to allow our free engagement sometimes then NR and chance-taking as I have set it up must be in play at some point.  Remember I am framing my argument as an incompatibilist, and I believe SAD is conceptually cogent, so while I concede that my reliance on ‘chance-taking’ maybe quite vague, (because I need to work out if it makes sense to override our SAD’ly given chance-taking disposition), It sits clearly enough within  my argument.  
   I will wrap up by indicating how gumption might be philosophically explicated more generally.  I want to find a place for personal risk-taking gumption to make sense within a SAD conceptual framework, while satisfisfying Kane’s non-determined desiderata of life hopes and open futures.   
  Something like gumption might serve to gain an open future, and I intuit that this concept can be enriched and argued to be necessary for the good life in general, not least as independent persuasion for atheist chance-taking in relation to God, but as perhaps the most control that is compatible (to an extent to be worked out) within a SAD existence, God or not.  
   The independent motivation for gumption (independent of the potential profound good of relating to God should he exist) is in the relation to the virtue of courage involved in chance-taking, which is so far unclear to me because it is courage in relation to some unknown, rather than the challenge of specific conditions, but I suppose courage often involves actions without a specific aim.  The virtue of humility is also in play, acting to resist the smugness that might render us prematurely ignoring the possibility of God, and therefore never experiencing the threshold where gumption can take hold.  Humility enough to overcome cosmopolitan smugness, whereby people are inclined to follow the crowd in overconfident humanism that is blindly scientistic, and intellectually sneering of religion. 
   A metaphysical framework (Martin 2007), that might be used for exploring this approach to SAD libertarian open futures as far philosophy of mind goes, could be around potential dispositions of mind, activated by situations we can only encounter by ‘chancing it’.  
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