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All of us encounter the problem of evil and suffering, which is almost as old as humankind is. Yet, it continues to draw the attention of philosophers, theologians, artists, novelists, and common men and women alike, because it touches all, ravages many, and perplexes thinking people. So everyone thinks and wonders about the existence of evil and suffering in the world, their own lives, and the lives of their dear ones. Vanauken thinks it is the hardest subject in the world, which is the tears and groans of mankind, the existence of pain and suffering, the problem . . . the mystery of suffering.
 

The last five decades have seen an unprecedented amount of philosophical and theological work on this topic. Whitney published a bibliography of over 4, 200 philosophical and theological writings on the topic, which were published from 1960 to 1990, one publication every two and a half days.
 This shows that the problem we are considering is a very serious and ever relevant one.

In this article, I will focus on how different worldviews respond to it and on which response makes sense of suffering and holds out hope.

Worldview Analysis of the Problem – What do Different Worldviews Say about it?

There is a whole range of responses to the problem of evil and suffering. Some deny God’s reality (atheism), some deny God’s power (polytheism, dualism, finite godism etc.), some deny God’s goodness (Satanism, Pantheism, and Deism), and some deny evil itself (Idealism, Pantheism at one level, and Christian Science). There are two dominant responses – the theistic and atheistic or naturalistic. Before zeroing in on these two, let us consider the Buddhist, Pantheistic, and Polytheistic responses. 

Buddhist Response 

Response: Buddhism is a system that is centered on the problem of suffering, because it is based on Buddha’s answer to this problem. When he encountered suffering, he started wondering why people fall sick, grow old, and die. While thinking about the question What is the Cause of all this Suffering? he saw a sanyasin and thought that he might unravel the mystery of suffering if he became a sanyasin and became one. Then he sat under a Bodhi tree determined to read the great riddle. After he became enlightened he annunciated his Four Noble Truths, which constitute the essence of Buddhism:

1. Life is suffering (dukkha) – we are born in and live in suffering, and we die in suffering. Suffering is ‘having what you wish you hadn’t and not having what you wish you had’. 

2. Suffering is caused by desire (tanha, greed or craving or selfishness). When there is a gap between desire and satisfaction, there is suffering (the gap itself). 

3. The way to end suffering is to end desire. The state where you have ended desire is Nirvana (extinction). We generally try to overcome suffering by increasing satisfaction. But Buddha’s solution is ‘decreasing the desire to zero’. 

4. The means to reach the end of ‘ending desire’ is the Noble Eightfold Path of ‘ego-reduction,’ a life-long task of ‘desire-reduction’ to reach Nirvana.

Critique: Buddha’s passion to read the riddle of suffering and his programme to overcome the problem are awe-inspiring. Connecting the problem with the ‘I’ is certainly indisputable. However, when we think critically, we will realize that Buddha’s solution is not adequate and counter-intuitive. In a sense, it is not a solution at all. Nirvana is like spiritual euthanasia, killing the patient (self or ego) to cure/get rid of the disease (selfishness or egotism) or instead of curing the disease and saving the patient. 

Buddha’s suggested solution is not achievable, because even if you work very hard and eliminate all the desires, you are still left with one final desire – the desire not to have any other desires. This is inescapable, because if you do not have this desire, you will end up having all other desires. This is the problem with the Buddhist solution; you cannot reach an absolutely desireless state. 

Buddhism suggests that we should eliminate the ‘I’ that desires and suffers. But are all the desires of the ‘I’ evil and hence undesirable? At least some of our desires are good. Not having some desires (like the desire to take care of your spouse and children, the desire to do work in the office, the desire to study if you are a student, etc.) and not doing something to fulfill those desires amounts to irresponsible behaviour and failure in life. Buddha seems to be unaware of this aspect of desires and of the possibility of unselfish love or will or passion or self.
 If there is a possibility of attaining an unselfish self, then we should aspire that, because that would certainly be a better solution than the Buddhist solution. This is what exactly the Christian Faith/Gospel offers, as we will try and demonstrate a little later. Let us now focus briefly on the pantheistic response.

Pantheistic Response

Response: According to Pantheism (Advaitha Vedanta) there are no two realities – all reality is one, Brahman. The Sanskrit statement Jagam Midhya, Brahma(n) Satyam means ‘the world is illusion, and Brahman is real/true. So the distinction between good and evil, pain and pleasure etc., is not real in the ultimate sense, and evil and suffering are illusory. Some say that we experience or feel evil and suffering to be real because of maya. Christian Science, a cult started by Mary Baker Eddy and the ancient Greek thinkers like Parmenides and Zeno also taught that evil and suffering are false perceptions or illusions. These systems fall under illusionism.
 
Critique: Illusionism solves the problem of evil and suffering by just denying its reality. 

It does not explain, but simply explains the problem away. If evil and suffering are illusory, where did the illusion originate? If they are indeed illusory, why do we all experience evil and suffering from the moment of birth and think they are real? In fact, we could say that those who view evil and suffering as illusion are actually participating in an illusion themselves – not the illusory experience of evil and suffering, but the illusion that evil and suffering are not real. Those who believe that evil and the world are illusions do not live as if this were the case, because if one were to push them in front of a fast moving bus, they would quickly realize that both the bus and themselves are real. 

So our common sense, reason and experience seem to deny this view.
 

Polytheistic Response

According to Polytheism of different forms there are two or more finite and personal gods in the world. Evil has its origin in the struggles between gods that are changing. There is a disharmonious hierarchy among them. They compete for power over one another and over nondeities like human beings. This competition creates disharmony in the world. The individual gods have their own specific spheres of influence in the world. Sometimes conflict arises when a god tries to extend his influence over the sphere of another god and this affects the world processes for better or worse. Ultimately evil will not be defeated by gods. Thus there is no hope of freedom from evil and suffering.
 Finite godism
 also comes to the same conclusion and there is no hope, because god is good but not powerful enough to tackle the problem. Let us now consider the atheistic response.

Atheistic (Naturalistic) Response

Response: The simplest answer to the problem of evil and suffering for an atheist is that there is no God. I do not understand how just denying the existence of God could solve our problem. But there is a close link between God and the problem. This is why the naturalists argue for the non-existence of God on the basis of evil and suffering. They think that the reality of evil refutes the reality of God. The atheistic evidential argument (unlike the logical argument) sees evil as posing a serious challenge to theism, because the evils found in the world are supposed to lower the probability of the existence of God. There have been a variety of evidential arguments from evil and suffering that focus on different aspects of evil and suffering (certain kinds of evil, the evil of innocent suffering or unjustified suffering, certain instances of suffering, amount of suffering, etc.). But they are generally directed against the God of theism, because only theism (particularly Incarnational theism
) has some solid basis to address this issue. The critique will focus on the fact that all of them affirm evil’s reality and conclude that the theistic God does not exist. 

Critique: Atheists simply assume that ‘evil’ exists. They seem to refer to wickedness (evil strictly so called), suffering and pain and anything else that appears to be bad. Evil is just a conundrum or a brute fact for the atheists given their worldview. They think evil cannot be further explained or analyzed and that our intuitions help us to see what is evil or bad. But they can never come up with a basis upon which they can define the term evil, because atheism lacks a philosophical framework. To be able to offer any kind of explanation of the problem of evil and suffering, we should first be able to define the term evil. Atheists have no framework to define the term whereas the theists have. So in all the atheological evidential arguments there is a built-in boomerang.

To complain meaningfully that there is unjustified evil or suffering in the world, one must suppose an ultimate standard of justice beyond this world. If there were no such standard, justice would become relativistic; there would not be any basis for us to classify certain things as injustice and others as justice. To affirm that there is unjustified evil one must smuggle in the concept of an absolute and posit an absolute standard of justice. The standard has to come form beyond nature, because otherwise we will be left with a relativistic understanding of justice and morality. Such a view is not tenable or livable. If one of us thinks killing is right and another thinks killing is not right and each one of us is free to do what he or she thinks subjectively (relativistically) to be right, how can we convince this person that killing is wrong? Relativism leaves us in utter chaos and confusion; we cannot live together harmoniously. But the naturalist cannot bring in such a standard, because in his worldview, there is no reality beyond the nature, matter/molecules. There is no mind that controls the molecules. If there is no mind beyond matter, how can we bring in the concept of absolute morality to decide that something is injustice or justice? Thus in the naturalistic worldview there is no ultimate standard beyond this world and there are no deep moral values at all. The naturalistic world, which has nothing but matter in motion is indifferent to moral values, to injustice and justice, and to justified and unjustified suffering. 

The simple judgment that there is evil or that the world is not what it ought to be implies that there is some deep value (based on some non-natural reality) that is being violated. To say that something is evil, bad, or wrong we need an absolute standard that is outside of but connected to the world. But Naturalism has no place for such non-natural values and non-material realities. If there is evil there has to be an ultimate source of value. The use of the word evil, if used meaningfully, implies that there is an objective standard independent of what people think, which defines things as good or evil and without which good and evil cannot be distinguished. Hence the atheists cannot even start to discuss the problem of evil and suffering. This ultimate standard is God, the prescriber of the moral laws (impinging on all of us universally) against which we measure different things that we experience and say this is evil or bad, this is good or right, and this is how things ought to be or ought not to be. Thus the atheistic arguments turn out to be self-destructive. This is the built-in boomerang. In his attempt to press the case and disprove God by using the existence of evil in his arguments, the atheist must imply God that he wishes to deny.
 That is the contradiction, he either ends up arguing for the existence of God or he loses basis for his argument. Lewis wrote, 

“My argument against God was that the universe seemed so cruel and unjust. But how had I got this idea of just and unjust? A man does not call a line crooked unless he has some idea of a straight line. What was I comparing this universe with when I called it unjust? If the whole show was bad and senseless from A to Z, so to speak, why did I, who was supposed to be a part of the show, find myself in such violent reaction against it? A man feels wet when he falls into water, because man is not a water animal: a fish would not feel wet. Of course I could have given up my idea of justice by saying it was noting but a private idea of my own. But if I did that, then my argument against God collapsed too-for the argument depended on saying that the world was really unjust, not simply that it did not happen to please my private fancies. Thus in the very act of trying to prove that God did not exist-in the other words, that the whole of reality was senseless-I found I was forced to assume that one part of the reality-namely my idea of justice-was full of sense. Consequently, atheism turns out to be too simple. If the whole universe has no meaning, we should never have found out that it has no meaning: just as, if there were no light in the universe and therefore no creatures with eyes, we should never known it was dark. Dark would be without meaning.”

So the atheistic argument is counterproductive, ends up supporting or proving theism. Atheism has no framework to address the problem of evil and suffering. 

Having seen that Buddhism, Pantheism, Polytheism, Finite godism and Atheism fail to address the problem meaningfully/adequately, we will now turn to Theism. 

The Theistic Response –The Only One that Makes Sense and Holds out a Hope!

The theistic response is anchored in the reality of God and hence has to begin with the question of God’s existence. There are many convincing scientific, philosophical, and theological evidences in support of the belief in the God of theism, particularly of Trinitarian and incarnational theism.
 Given this belief in God based on compelling grounds, the problem of evil is not a problem.
 Because of the strong cumulative evidence in favor of theism, it cannot be threatened by the reality of evil and can give a positive account of the problem of evil. 

Evil is a privation – a lack/absence of something that ought to be there, in entities. Evil is a departure from the way things ought to be. It does not exist in itself, but in another as a corruption of it and is hence an ontological parasite. It is not unreal, for privations are real. For example, blindness is a real physical lack of sight that ought to be there. 

God created only good entities. But created entities have in their very nature the potentiality for or possibility of (not necessity) deterioration and non-existence because they are finite and hence have part actuality and part potentiality. Thus creation makes evil possible, because created entities can be deprived of some good in them. But how did the potential get actualized? The answer is linked to the fact that God created creatures (like humans and angels) with freedom. The wrong exercise of freedom (a good gift) is the cause of the corruption of the good world that God made. With freedom come the possibility of and the capacity to actualize the potential for evil. Since humans are free but finite, they are capable of evil. Human choice (when wrongly exercised) changed metaphysical evil from being a theoretical possibility into an actual reality. Thus creaturely free choice is the first cause of evil although God’s free choice was the cause of creation. The misuse of freedom by humans brought about a departure in Mankind’s relationship with their creator from the way it ought to be. All evil (moral or natural) can be explained as a consequence (direct or indirect) of freedom wrongly exercised because of the nature of man-God, man-man, man-animal, and man-nature relationships. 

If the Christian theistic God exists, then gratuitous evil does not exist; evil in the world only appears to be (because of our finite epistemological capacities) but not really gratuitous. God would have good reasons for permitting what appears to be gratuitous evil to us. We can know some of the reasons now (different theodicies help us) and hope to know the others in the future, either in this life or in the next. God is not a passive observer. He is actively involved in His creation. Geisler says that evil is “present only by God’s permission as the way to the best of all possible worlds.”
 Commenting on what the Bible says about evil, Wenham says, “For nowhere is the reality of evil more vividly and ruthlessly displayed than in the Scriptures . . . And nowhere is its ultimate defeat more clearly set out.”
 We can trust God and have the assured hope that He will establish justice and defeat evil ultimately without destroying free choice. 

In Christianity we not only have the unique hope of the eventual defeat of evil – the final separation of good and evil humans and the eternal quarantine of evil, but we also have a God who already entered into human history and experienced the worst kind of evil and suffering, and defeated evil in his death and resurrection. Erickson says, 

“That God took sin and its evil effects on himself is a unique contribution by Christian doctrine to the solution of the problem of evil.42 It is remarkable that, while knowing that he himself would become the major victim of the evil resulting from sin, God allowed sin to occur anyway. The Bible tells us that God was grieved by human sinfulness (Gen.6: 6). While there is certainly anthropomorphism here, there nonetheless is indication that human sin is painful or hurtful to God. But even more to the point is the fact of the incarnation. The Triune God knew that the second person would come to earth and be subject to numerous evils: hunger, fatigue, betrayal, ridicule, rejection, suffering, and death. He did this in order to negate sin and thus its evil effects. God is a fellow sufferer with us of the evil in this world, and consequently is able to deliver us from evil. What a measure of love this is! Anyone who would impugn the goodness of God for allowing sin and consequently evil must measure that charge against the teaching of Scripture that God himself became the victim of evil so that he and we might be victors over evil.”
 

God is always willing to be with and in those who invite Him into their lives. So if we have a relationship with God, when we go through suffering we can be sure that there is at least one person who can understand (what we are going through) and help us, and thus receive comfort and strength. Other systems ask humanity to rise above pain, or perhaps to deny it altogether. But in Christianity we do not rise above our pain, rather, God descends to it.
 In Christ we see God both bearing sin and bearing the human suffering that results from sin. He suffers for man to save and suffers with man to strengthen and comfort. Affliction should be viewed not as something borne by man and observed by a distant God, but as something God and man bear together, with God bearing the worst of it. This is the picture of a God who is love.
 We have a God who is not a spectator but who suffers along with us (more than we can ever) in our suffering, strengthens us in our character and enables us to comfort others who suffer. The fact that this ‘Suffering God’ defeated death by his death and resurrection and offers life-everlasting gives us a basis for comfort and hope in the face of death. This gives meaning to death. Death has to be meaningful, because if there were no meaning in death there would be no meaning in life. Only Christianity gives meaning to death, because here death is like a passage that leads us into the very presence of God where there will be no tears, no fear, no anxiety, no pain, no suffering, and no death (Revelation 21:1-5). So God’s answer to our problem is not just theology or philosophy (verbal answers), but Himself. This is what we learn from Job as well. 
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