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Abstract 

It is argued in the First Part of the thesis that, contrary to what many philosophers today 

suppose, the Argument from Evil is most fruitfully articulated in a deductive or “logical” and 

not an inductive or “evidential” form. It is concluded that the success of a sceptical theist 

response depends on the viability of certain claims which properly arise in the context of 

discussion of some logical version of the Argument. 

Logical versions of the Argument are therefore evaluated. Standard responses depend upon 

some particular revision of the meaning of “power” and “goodness” when predicated of God. 

The possibility thus arises that a Logical Argument from Evil succeeds as a device for 

conceptual clarification of the divine attributes, and furnishes grounds for rejecting the 

conception of God as a maximally powerful, perfectly good personal agent. 

The Second Part of the thesis identifies the putative tension between divine immanence and 

transcendence as a key motivation for restricting the scope of God’s direct causal involvement 

in the world, in order to vitiate the force of the Argument from Evil. The views of Keith Ward, 

who holds that God has both an atemporal, perfectly simple, aspect and a personal, temporal 

aspect, are considered, and it is argued that immanence and transcendence need not be 

thought of as conflicting. 

The related claim that God’s status as a specific entity must be preserved to avoid a pantheistic 

identification of God and creation is then assessed and criticised. Classical theism’s emphasis 

on the perfect actuality and simplicity of God implies that the totality of reality is divine, but 

not in a pantheistic sense. At the same time, classical theism confounds standard attempts to 

distinguish theism from pantheism. 

The Third Part of the thesis then considers what it means for God to be affirmed as good. 

Metaphysical, as opposed to moral, notions of God’s goodness enable an improved conception 

of divine activity and being. Theodicies may be seen as not only morally but also conceptually 

inapt attempts to reconcile the evil in the world with some overall superintendence by a 

personal being. The thesis concludes by considering what alternative conceptions of the 

relation between evil and divine Providence may be available, with particular reference to 

mediaeval doctrines of evil as a privation of the good. 
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1 
INTRODUCTION 

 

The Problem of Evil: a Generic View 

“The Lord is my shepherd, there is nothing I shall want”, sings the Psalmist. He leads me 

through verdant pastures and along relaxing waterways. Not even death’s dark vale will 

intimidate this man of faith: the compassionate Deity will providentially ensure that no ills will 

befall him. 

Those of us reared (or otherwise initiated) in the Judaeo-Christian religious tradition will be 

accustomed to the Psalmist’s sensibility, even if we do not often, if ever, ourselves share it. But 

can we (and here ‘we’ means roughly ‘human beings as a whole’) really be this confident that 

our universe, in all its wickedness and with its random vicissitudes, is so providentially 

ordered? And even if we sometimes can, does such an exultant attitude towards reality as 

ultimately ‘safe’, no matter how much chaos, disorder, and hatred might abound really do 

justice to the horror, of, say, Auschwitz? At root, the problem may be put like this: How could 

the God of theism be the God of our salvation if everything that happens in the world, 

including evils and suffering, has its place in that God’s providential plan? 

The panoply of psychological, existential and political conflicts that issue from acceptance of a 

particular totalising way of looking at the world are of course relevant to philosophy of religion, 

but the philosopher of religion is concerned with religious belief from a different perspective 

than, say, that of the sociologist of religion, or the theologian working from the perspective of 

commitment to a particular faith tradition. Philosophical, rather than, say, theological, progress 

on “the problem of evil” will require precise expressions of the concepts of God and evil, as well 

as basic normative principles. Yet from whom, or from where, do these conceptions come? The 

philosopher may surely not pluck these out of thin air. They are not ethereal constructs which 

bear only a vague and incidental resemblance to the reality of what ordinary, real-life people 

do, believe and say. The philosopher needs to base conceptualisations of such notions on the 

basis of what people actually believe. 

Yet people, indeed even those who share in common a commitment to a particular theistic 

religious tradition, tend to express wildly heterogeneous views concerning the nature of ‘God’, 

‘evil’, and morality. And whose views shall we as philosophers adopt as canonical for the 

purposes of our inquiries into ‘the problem of evil’? Shall we ask the ordinary man-in-the-pew? 
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Which occupant of the pew? Which pew? Which church? 

I propose that we do not even try to solve this conundrum. Instead, arguably we should adopt a 

broad and generic understanding of the phrase ‘the problem of evil’, and then recognise that 

this generic problem is capable of being formulated in various specific ways. As a generic 

problem, the problem of evil arises from difficulties in making coherent the characteristic 

ontological, axiological, and soteriological dimensions of theism. That is to say, theism 

proclaims that the world is God’s creation and that God’s sovereign goodness is ultimately 

salvific, and yet fully acknowledges the reality of evil, sin and suffering: achieving an 

understanding of how all this could be coherent is not straightforward. Specific problems of 

evil then arise relative to particular notions of God, goodness, and evil, since various such 

notions give rise to differing, if not unrelated, problems in achieving the needed overall 

coherence. (And here it may be useful to note that, given my emphasis on the issue of the 

overall coherence of the ‘theist package’, I am wary of following the widespread tendency to 

draw a sharp distinction between the ‘philosophical’ or ‘intellectual’ and the ‘pastoral’, 

‘existential’, or ‘ministerial’ problems of evil.1 Nevertheless, my starting point will be the 

familiar theoretical problem.) 

Let us now consider, then, whether a theoretical evaluation can demonstrate that the existence 

of evil provides adequate grounds for denying the existence of God, conceived according to 

some familiar conception. If it can, it will then remain to be seen to what extent and how the 

success of such an Argument from Evil relates to the possibility of continuing justifiable 

practical commitment to theism under some suitable alternative conception of God. I therefore 

now turn to an examination of the evolution of the contemporary debate over the Argument 

from Evil (AFE), in its standard ‘logical’ or ‘deductive’ form (henceforth SLAFE). 

The Standard Logical Argument from Evil and its Well-Known Replies: Defence, 

Theodicy, Sceptical Reply 

In 1955, J L Mackie2 argued that the following three propositions constitute an ‘inconsistent’ 

triad: 

1) God is omnipotent 

2) God is perfectly good 

                                                      
1 See, e.g, Marilyn McCord Adams and Robert Merrihew Adams, 'Introduction ', in Marilyn McCord Adams and 
Robert Merrihew Adams (eds.), The Problem of Evil (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1990), 1-24 at 1-2. 
2 John L Mackie, 'Evil and Omnipotence', Mind, 64/254 (1955), 200-12 at 201-02. 
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3) Evil exists. 

Mackie did not suppose that these three propositions by themselves generated any obvious 

logical contradiction. But he did think that when conjoined with two “quasi-logical principles” 

– that “there are no limits to what an omnipotent thing can do” and that ‘a good thing always 

eliminates evil insofar as it can’ — a logical inconsistency between the three propositions arose. 

Though doubtless Mackie believed, as did his subsequent theistic opponents, that the concept 

of God to which the SLAFE is directed is at the heart of the theistic tradition, he did not argue 

as much, but he assumed it. Mackie readily admitted that perfectly ‘adequate solutions’ to the 

problem presented by the SLAFE could be generated simply by denying one of its implicit 

presuppositions about the nature of God, or of evil. 

What’s vitally important but, I believe, all too frequently neglected is that the SLAFE depends 

completely on a particular idea of what God’s agency must consist in – namely, that divine 

agency is of a kind with ours, that the standard hallmarks of human intentional agency are all 

properly projected onto the divine. 

Mackie rejected the response that evil is a logically necessary counterpart to good, on the 

grounds that “good” and “evil" need not be used as relative terms, but may both be used to 

denote a positive state of affairs. 3
 

Mackie further insisted that it would (necessarily) have been within the power of an 

omnipotent God to create a world in which significantly free creatures always (freely) do the 

right. Appeal to the value of free will in an account of how God’s existence may be compatible 

with evil, we might suppose, amounts to a ‘necessary counterpart’ response, since creaturely 

freedom is claimed to be a very great good for the sake of which God has to tolerate evil. But, 

for good reason, Mackie devoted special attention to what he called the ‘Evil is due to human 

free will’ response. 

The history of the debate over the SLAFE shows that this special attention was warranted. 

Mackie’s argument and similar analogues have come under some very heavy fire, and it is 

frequently taken for granted that the SLAFE has been refuted. This is largely due to the wide 

acceptance of the famous ‘Free Will Defence’ of Alvin Plantinga. To this I shall now turn. 

Graham Oppy has helpfully portrayed logical versions of the AFE as comprising three kinds of 

                                                      
3 Ibid, at 205-06. 
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premises: 

[The first kind is] the characterisation: a claim about properties that God 

possesses if God exists. The sole member of the second kind of premise is 

the datum: a claim about the existence of suffering in our universe. The 

exemplars of the third kind of premise collectively make up the link: a 

claim that, in concert with the characterisation and the datum, entails – or 

is alleged to entail – that God does not exist.4
 

A successful defence certainly does, then, as Plantinga himself says, need to conjure up some 

proposition R which is consistent with the truth of each of the propositions (in Oppy’s 

terminology, characterisation, datum, and link) that allegedly generate a logical 

inconsistency.5  

Plantinga argued in a series of books and articles in the 1970s and subsequently that it is 

logically possible that there are ‘counterfactuals of freedom’ – viz. propositions which specify 

what possible free creatures would (freely) do in any given possible situation – and that these 

counterfactuals hold ‘before’ creation such that they are outside the control even of 

Omnipotence.6 The result, Plantinga argued, is that the proposition that God can necessarily 

actualise any possible world he pleases, is false. This entails that, contrary to Mackie, it is not 

necessarily the case that God could have actualised a world in which free creatures always 

freely do the right thing. Not every possible world may be open to God to actualise. 

Accordingly, the ‘counterfactuals of freedom’ may fall in such a pattern as to make it impossible 

even for omnipotent God to actualise a world containing free creatures who always freely 

choose the good. And, according to Plantinga, it is possible that all apparently natural (viz, not 

directly attributable to the free, undetermined, choices of agents) evil may be entirely the result 

of the maleficent free actions of Satan and his cohort; so Plantinga’s ‘defence’ may also cover 

such apparently natural evil. Plantinga’s defence (unwittingly) invoked the concept of ‘middle 

knowledge’ expounded by the Counter-Reformation Jesuit Luis de Molina. On the ‘Molinist’ 

                                                      
4 Graham Oppy, 'Logical Arguments from Evil and Free-Will Defences', in Chad Meister and Paul K. Moser (eds.), 
The Cambridge Companion to the Problem of Evil (Cambridge Companions to Religion; Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2017), 45-64 at 46 
5 Alvin Plantinga, God, Freedom, and Evil (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1977) at 25-26. 
6 E.g, Alvin Plantinga, The Nature of Necessity (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1974a), Alvin Plantinga, God and Other 
Minds (Cornell University Press, 1967), Alvin Plantinga, 'Self-Profile', in James E. Tomberlin and Peter Van 
Inwagen (eds.), Alvin Plantinga (Dordrecht: Springer Netherlands, 1985b), 3-97, Alvin Plantinga, 'Replies to My 
Colleagues', in James E. Tomberlin and Peter van Inwagen (eds.), Alvin Plantinga (Dordrecht: Springer 
Netherlands, 1985a), 313-96. 
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account, God has infallible foreknowledge of necessary truths over which he has no control 

(God’s ‘natural’ knowledge); of contingent truths that are true by divine decree (God’s ‘free’ 

knowledge); but also of contingent truths over which he has no control (God’s ‘middle 

knowledge’). Chief among the objects of God’s middle knowledge are counterfactuals of 

creaturely freedom. 

Even though Plantinga offers his reply to Mackie’s SLAFE as a mere defence rather than as a 

theodicy (which Plantinga himself assumed would somehow profess insight into God’s actual 

reasons for causing or permitting evil), in fact the considerations he offers by way of defence do 

draw on the tradition and may reasonably be regarded as having the status of a ‘speculative 

theodicy’. That is to say, an account of what, for all we know, God’s adequate reasons could 

plausibly be.7 And, therefore, it is clear that some such speculative theodicy is required to rebut 

Mackie’s Argument.  

Furthermore, a viable speculative theodicy is likely to involve appeal to the splendour of human 

beings’ status as free, autonomous, self-directing agents. We will examine later various 

strategies for constructing fleshed-out speculative theodicies for those evils which are not 

directly attributable to the existence of significantly autonomous free agents. But it is worth 

noting that many speculative theodicies, such as John Hick’s classic ‘soul-making’ theodicy,8 

through to Eleonore Stump’s recent attempt to construct a theodicy on the basis of the 

importance of the integration of human lives into a broader narrative of ultimate fulfillment,9 

and many in between, have attempted to account for the existence of all evils in an explanatory 

scheme which has the value of free will as its very core. 

All these theodicies have distinguishing features, but are united in holding that a world in 

which God acted too directly or with too much intervention would be a world in which the 

development of creatures as free, mature beings with capacities for intelligence and sensitivity 

would be arrested, or at least impeded. As we shall later see, this core thematic motif of 

theodicy raises some pressing questions about exactly what God’s foreknowledge as an 

omnipotent and omniscient creator must amount to. For, God’s decrees as the Sovereign of the 

                                                      
7 Plantinga takes it to be a virtue of his extension of the Free Will Defence to cover apparently natural evils (on 
which such evils are the result of the misdeeds of Satan and his gang) that it may be a suggestion plausible to 
those who are committed to theism. So, clearly, Plantinga sees merit in producing a plausible account of how 
God’s reality might co-exist with evil. Mere logical consistency is not, by his lights, ideal or desirable. See 
Plantinga, 'Self-Profile', at 43. 
8 John Hick, Evil and the God of Love (2nd edn., Houndmills, Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010). 
9 Eleonore Stump, Wandering in Darkness: Narrative and the Problem of Suffering (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2010). 
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Universe will have implications for the status of created freedom, and that is why a voluminous 

literature has emerged over recent decades on the intricacies, virtues and pitfalls of various 

conceptions of divine providence. While Molinists hold that by his ‘middle knowledge’ God has 

infallible knowledge and providential control over all possible (even indeterministic) events 

and agents, so-called Open Theists claim that the behaviour of indeterministic systems such as 

libertarian free agents must contain a random element, so that even God would know only 

‘would-probably’ counterfactuals specifying their behaviour. And other alternative views of 

foreknowledge and providence abound. 

Problems of Evil in Historical Context 

The concept of God with which Mackie’s SLAFE engages is not impregnable as an account of 

theism’s indigenous and distinctive claim about the character of reality. For, the classical 

theistic tradition was extremely cautious about blurring the important distinction between 

Creator and creatures, by taking too metaphysically seriously familiar personal talk of God, on 

which theistic worship and practice naturally depend. And it is questionable whether the 

notion of divine agency presupposed in the SLAFE, with the attendant implication that 

everything that happens is under the ultimate controlling stewardship of a supernatural and 

invisible Super-Person, resonates with the religious tradition. For arguably the scriptural and 

liturgical traditions of the major monotheisms understand God’s power, presence, and 

benevolence in terms quite apart from the understanding that arises from just projecting 

human qualities of power, presence, strength, and thought, though without limitation, onto 

God. The worries which the presence of evil poses for theists, if one thinks too 

anthropomorphically about the divine attributes, will lead one to have to ‘account for’ the 

horrors of the world, by telling some story of how a personal God may be justified in creating 

them in the first place and ‘then’ vindicating victims by his subsequent redemptive activity. 

And this is what drives many to baulk — quite apart from any atheological endeavours — at 

theodicies and the sort of thinking that generates them. What is needed in reply, many theists 

argue, is a turning-away from impersonal, abstract theoretical theodicies towards existentially 

sensitive, practically oriented religious approaches to suffering. 

Theodicists generally insist against this line of objection that theism is committed to a divine 

agent who really acts and thus whose goodness to creatures is bound to be called into question 

by evil. They regard theodicy as a serious-minded attempt at vindicating God’s character. This 

typical retort, though perhaps not ultimately persuasive, is not without a kernel of truth. 

Obviously, philosophical inquiry is going to have some positive, constructive role in 
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articulating a positive account of the relation between divine providence and suffering. And it 

is that relation which to the believer often seems impossible to fathom in the midst of 

suffering. Yet we need arguments for, rather than mere assumptions of, the conceptual 

propriety of questions such as, “Why is God doing this to me?”. Theodicists assume that, even if 

God’s omnipotence might be able somehow to be squared with God’s being limited in power, 

so that God might not be directly willing each particular event, nonetheless the question is 

posed in valid terms. But it is frequently left unsaid by the theodicist why talk of God must be 

construed so as to render theodical discourse appropriate. (Theodicy depends on taking 

omnipotence to be subject to logical, and perhaps even some non-logical, constraints.) 

The logical structure and positive content of the proposition “God is omnipotent” allows that 

proposition to get off the ground if, and only if, one presumes something about the proper and 

sensible application of the word ‘God’, as well as of ‘powerful’ when predicated of God. 

‘Omnipotence’, of course, is as a philosophical concretion, a higher-order concept not at ease in 

ordinary discourse (compare ‘almightiness’). Even within the camp of mainstream analytical 

philosophy of religion, in which it is more or less ubiquitously assumed that God is an 

incorporeal personal being unlimited in power, knowledge, and (moral) goodness, there are 

plenty of disputes over (e.g.) how to conceive of God’s providence, and how much epistemic 

access to God’s reasons for allowing evil we would be entitled to expect. 

So, the success or failure of any AFE will bear on the question of whether theism is viable under 

the conventional rules for talk about God presupposed by the respective AFE. AFEs ought then 

to be understood not as arguments against the existence of God, simpliciter. Rather, each AFE 

should be taken to apply pressure on the concept of God to which it is directed. And concepts 

of God, let me emphasise again, are not plucked out of thin air. 

Indeed, it is arguable that every metaphysical concept of God is an ontological reification of a 

practical stance towards reality, intertwined with a set of beliefs, practices, and social relations. 

Kenneth Surin is as incisive as he is frank in stating: 

[M]etaphysical theodicy … perceives itself as the instrument of a 

technicalising philosophy, [and] does not approach ‘the problem of evil’ in 

a way that demands that this problem be seen as a constituent of an all-

encompassing theological (or even a philosophical) reading of history. 

Indeed, the very idea of such an uncompromising hermeneutical globalism 

will be deeply alien to its post-Leibnizian practitioners, who tend invariably 
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to approach the ‘problem of evil’ in terms which do not require any kind of 

interpretation of historical processes ... [and] theodicy ... as an ahistorical 

and individualistic quest...10
 

It is quite improper to conceive of a unitary and monolithic metaphysical ‘problem of evil’ 

which necessarily has faced every theist from the outset of the Abrahamic traditions. We 

cannot simply formulate ‘the problem of evil’, and then perform a ‘horizontal’ kind of historical 

comparison of the ‘solutions’ commended by various theistic philosophers down the centuries. 

Sensitive meta-analysis of the problem of evil must therefore historicise, lest it lose sight of the 

diverse (and to some degree culturally conditioned) dialectical contexts in which writers across 

various times and places have thought about God and evil. But at the same time, it would be at 

least) as mistaken to treat thinkers across various epochs and from different cultural 

backgrounds as addressing entirely dissimilar problems which never overlap. To do that would 

be to imply that the various concepts of divinity and notions of divine providence which have 

arisen throughout the history of theistic religion lack any points of convergence. I am 

convinced that the AFE can shed revealing light on some latent and hitherto seldom-discussed 

relations between concepts of God and the core facets of theistic belief and practice.  

But just as it is a singular oversight to fail to properly historicise philosophical and theological 

treatments of the problem of evil, so too, in turn, is it imperative to find some common thread 

interlinking various manifestations across time of the ‘problem of evil’. Richard Swinburne is 

absolutely right when he claims that Western theism from its earliest days has faced a problem 

of evil. And, on the face of it, denying that the problem as formulated by Hume ahistorically 

poses a universal intellectual obstacle to belief in God might seem tantamount to denying this. 

But Swinburne infers from the fact that Judaeo-Christian theism has always been challenged by 

a problem of evil to the conclusion that God’s goodness ought to be construed as that of a 

morally responsible agent. There must be a basic, generic problem of evil which relates the 

range of problems which have arisen down the ages relative to various respective concepts of 

God. But Swinburne’s account of the ‘common thread’ running through the whole spectrum of 

problems of evil is defective, because it is very confining. 

If the SLAFE, understood as a deductive argument for the nonexistence of God (under one 

specific philosophical conception) fails, then it is indeed viable for the professing theist (or 

perhaps agnostic) to attempt to look at the reasons why it fails as a deductive argument. If 

                                                      
10 Kenneth Surin, Theology and the Problem of Evil (Oxford, UK; New York, NY: Blackwell, 1986) at 13. 
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indeed there is a logical inconsistency between the existence of evil in the world and the 

existence of God (conceived of in the way customary for contemporary analytic philosophers), 

it is necessary to examine precisely what logical space there is for the co-existence of God and 

evil under a suitable alternative conception of God. 

While commonplace, Swinburne’s line of objection contains a suppressed premise that the 

responsible intellectual, moral and religious response by the believer to the presence of evil in 

the world is to look for reasons God might have for allowing suffering in the world. This 

suppressed premise might be true, but it is not indubitable. And so we require arguments for 

its truth. It will be true if God is a personal agent, and divine power involves the realisation of 

the same kind of agential potentiality possessed by ordinary agents. But this thesis is 

contestable, and not just on metaphysical grounds but on the basis of a proper elucidation of 

what theism is all about. 

The Concept of God 

We have noted the impossibility of constructing any particular AFE without embedding in its 

premises some assumptions concerning the concept of God, or, more specifically, the 

conventions and rules which are criterial for our intelligible and legitimate use of the word 

‘God’. Contemporary analytic philosophers who treat of the problem of evil regard the radical 

objection to the very conceptual structure informing theodicies as resting entirely on 

normative-theoretic commitments. But it ought also to be seen as a deep criticism of the 

conceptual picture theodicies paint of the very contours of reality at its most 

fundamental and basic level. 

Is God a perfectly good and omnipotent moral agent? Is such a view essential to the practice of 

a religion that proclaims a living and active God? Or does such a conception of God cut God 

down to size, as it were, and fail to do justice to the transcendence and absolute alterity of 

God, expressed, for instance, in biblical passages such as that recounting Moses’s encounter 

with God at the burning bush? There seems to be a dialectical stalemate here, resolution of 

which presents a pressing philosophical objective. This is precisely what I am claiming might 

be accomplished by the recalibration of the problem I have commended– and will pursue in 

this thesis. The divide between those who argue against the very possibility of theodicy as a 

conceptually proper inquiry, and those who see the God of theodicy as the God of the tradition 

seems almost unbridgeable. 

A chief objective of this thesis is to attempt a resolution of this conflict. In most (but by no 
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means all) contemporary literature on the problem of evil, it is casually assumed that God, like 

us, is a person whose agential capacities and valuational inclinations are of a kind with ours. 

And an important, growing, but generally ignored or sidelined chorus of philosophers have 

inveighed against this assumption, arguing that, as a consequence the theodicist’s cognitive 

orientation is misguided. Whether or not it is, as I have already tacitly suggested, will likely 

depend on our semantic construal of talk about God. 

For illustration, let us analyse the famous first phrase of Psalm 23, with which I began: ‘The 

Lord is my Shepherd’. How should we understand this expression “The Lord”? (How, if at all, 

do speaking and relating to God as “Lord” differ from speaking and relating to a powerful 

human ruler? What does it mean to be under God’s “Lordship”?) “The Lord is”: Does 

affirmation that the Lord ‘is’ logically function differently from affirmation that you or I “are”? 

What is the relation between the concepts of God, and of God’s power, wisdom and goodness, 

and of humans possessing those attributes? Many have held that to see the difference between 

God and human beings just in terms of the degree to which they possess shared perfections 

and the fact that creatures, unlike the Creator, are bound by material limitation, is to 

anthropomorphise God to the point of absurdity. On these grounds, Brian Davies and David 

Burrell have held that God is not to be thought of as a moral agent, and thus they reject the 

way of thinking which lies behind the mainstream debate over theodicy. But, their view is 

often taken by those within the mainstream of contemporary analytical philosophy of religion 

to be destructive of what is central to theism. 

Trent Dougherty typifies this reaction when he writes: 

Taking cryptic remarks of Wittgenstein as a basis, [David Burrell] evinces a 

dismissive attitude to theory. God is the creator, we are created, so reason’s 

wings are clipped from the beginning, end of story. 

Brian Davies’s The Reality of God and the Problem of Evil is much the same, 

except based on cryptic remarks of Aquinas instead. Both Burrell and 

Davies would do well to read Chapter 3, ... C.S. Lewis’s The Problem of Pain. 

It is a dictate of what we might call ‘Common Sense Theology’, that 

religious practices – at least those of the Christian tradition ... – require a 

significant grasp of God’s character in nature, revelation, and through the 

imago dei implanted in us, by which we understand – to some small but 

adequate degree – what God is like and what he expects morally, and, thus, 



 

11  

what we can expect of him.11
 

Evidently, however, Dougherty just misunderstands the classical-theistic critique of the debate 

within mainstream contemporary philosophy of religion over the AFE. Davies and Burrell, and 

the philosophical tradition which they represent, most certainly do not deny that religious 

practice requires that we know, by the lights of both reason and revelation, something of God. 

Their point is that to hold that God is an agent (though superlative) of the same kind as us and 

that God, like us, performs morally evaluable actions is to make a crucial philosophical 

category mistake. If indeed it was claimed that nothing positive can be said about God, and 

hence God is not a moral agent, that claim would indeed entail the complete9 annihilation of 

the entire cognitive content of theistic religious belief. Yet who really would defend such a 

brazen claim? The person who defended that claim would under pain of contradiction be 

prevented from affirming any proposition which imputed to the theistic traditions as part of 

their doxastic content an acceptance of any positive tenet at all concerning the nature of God. 

Dougherty’s swift dismissal of the Burrell-Davies critique, however, is far from peculiar. 

Mainstream contemporary analytical philosophers of religion, almost universally, assume or 

argue that we are faced with a choice between understanding God as a disembodied 

consciousness who performs discrete intentional, morally considerable actions or that we do 

not know anything of God and our relation to him at all. 

But this is a false dichotomy; or, at any rate, it is a crucial burden of this thesis to show that it 

is. Is construing utterances such as “God is kind and merciful” as functioning logically in the 

same way as “Sam is kind and merciful” really the only alternative to thinking that ‘reason’s 

wings are clipped, end of story’, such that we cannot even know enough of God for a problem 

to arise? Surely not. Burrell and Davies, as writers indebted to the works of Thomas Aquinas, 

certainly do not think that we are completely in the dark as to God’s nature, and in fact both 

have published work arguing (in rather different ways) against this very proposition.12
 

Yet inordinate focus on the personal commitments of individual writers will likely not take us 

very far. What is probably more useful is to consider why anyone would think that the 

negation of (a) “God is an agent with the same agential qualities as ours, but, unlike us, God 

possesses them to a maximal degree” entails (b) ‘We know nothing of the positive nature of 

                                                      
11 Trent Dougherty, 'Recent Work on the Problem of Evil', Analysis, 71/3 (2011), 560-73 at 569-70 
12 See, e.g, David B. Burrell, 'Philosophy and Religion: Attention to Language and the Role of Reason', 
International Journal for Philosophy of Religion, 38/1/3 (1995), 109-25. And for a representative contribution 
from Davies see Brian Davies, 'Is God Beyond Reason?', Philosophical Investigations, 32/4 (2009), 338-59. 
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God.’ For at least prima facie, an inference from ~(a) to (b) is quite obviously invalid. (This 

becomes apparent ultima facie once we consider some quite pedestrian fallacious inferences 

whose form parallels the inference from ~(a) to (b): we know plenty about beings (agents) not 

of our kind.) 

To regard as entirely devoid of merit the theodicist’s typical reply to the claim that God is not a 

moral agent would therefore be premature. Much more needs to be said of the relation 

between God’s goodness and ours, and indeed God’s agency and ours, before a claim such as 

this could possibly be admissible. The (negative) denial that God is a morally responsible 

person needs supplementation (or at least expansion) by a coherent positive account of God’s 

providence and agency on which God really is capable of sufficiently robust creative, 

conserving, and redeeming activity without thereby counting as a personal moral agent. 

Many such alternative accounts of divine providence and agency have been suggested. And 

even a thorough classification, let alone thorough evaluation, of these accounts would itself be 

a mammoth task, requiring several volumes. What is salient in the context of this introductory 

chapter, however, is that it is talk of God’s power, knowledge, and goodness that gives rise to 

the problem of evil. And, there is only one way to prevent theism’s giving rise to any problem of 

evil at all: by construing such talk as being altogether unlike talk of ordinary agents as being 

powerful, wise or good. 

So, the foundation of the practice of theodicy and other attempts to acquit God of culpability 

for the world’s evils is the conviction that God is an agent. Theodicists, like many of their 

atheologian counterparts, frequently react to the claim that God is not a moral agent in a 

manner quite akin to the reaction of a possum to the headlights of an oncoming car. This 

claim, they retort in indignant incomprehension, amounts to the evisceration of all the content 

of the theistic proclamation that God is our Creator and Saviour. It would, however, be a 

singular mistake to think that the knee-jerk question-begging manifested by theodicists in 

entirely unjustified. For, if we look askance at the model of God theodicists and atheologians 

alike share, we need to say more about how divine agency may be conceived and of the 

relation between talk of the divine and talk of the finite. 

In Mackie’s presentation of the SLAFE it is explicitly stated that while it is perfectly possible to 

reject any of the Argument’s presuppositions about the nature of God, (or of the concept of 

omnipotence, or the nature of evil), responses to the SLAFE which depend on such rejections 

are in fact entirely consistent with the SLAFE’s soundness. They are, in Mackie’s terminology, 
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adequate solutions. The SLAFE, then, does not purport to be an argument for the falsity of 

theism broadly conceived but rather it is designed to show the logical inconsistency between 

the existence of God conceived of in a particular way and the existence of (some) evil. And thus 

the SLAFE, if successful, has the potential not just to bolster the atheist’s apologetic case (by 

excluding the possibility of rationally permissible commitment to theism on one prevalent 

philosophical theory) but also play a role for the theist in clarifying the concept of God by 

eliminating or excluding inadequate or objectionable metaphysical conceptions of divinity. 

Refunds at the Ticket Office? 

‘... Imagine that it is you yourself who are erecting the edifice of human 

destiny with the aim of making mankind happy in the end, of giving them 

peace and contentment at last, but to do that it is absolutely necessary, and 

indeed quite inevitable, to torture to death only one tiny creature, the little 

girl who beat her breast with her little fist, and to found the edifice on her 

unavenged tears—would you consent to be the architect on those 

conditions? Tell me, and do not lie.’ ‘No, I wouldn’t,’ Alyosha said softly 

. . And so I hasten to return my entry ticket. And if I am at all an honest 

man, I am obliged to return it as soon as possible. 

(Doestoevsky, The Brothers Karamazov)13 

In general the anti-theodicist’s position is not merely that the notion of a morally 

unsurpassable Creator preordaining or permitting suffering in order to elicit a greater good is 

from the start morally bankrupt. In fact, such a position would by no means be incongruous 

with the position of the mainstream atheologian. Now there can be no question that the 

typical atheologian who defends some version of the AFE proceeds on the conviction that the 

God who is the target of contemporary atheology is the God of the ordinary believer. It would 

be a Herculean task for the atheologian to show this. But atheologians need not, and generally 

do not, do so. Formulations of the AFE are directed to particular conceptions of God. 

Significant historical precedent exists for recognising AFEs as narrowly targeted in this way. 

Like so many debates in contemporary analytic philosophy of religion, the contemporary 

discussion of the AFE is generally thought to have been precipitated by the dialectic in Hume’s 

magisterial Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion. In the Dialogues, Hume’s arch-sceptical 

                                                      
13 Fyodor Dostoyevsky, The Brothers Karamazov, trans. David McDuff (London: Penguin, 1993) at 282. 
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mouthpiece Philo charges that Cleanthes, the rationalist theist who regards theism as an 

hypothesis which has explanatory utility in accounting for various features of the natural 

world, faces an intractable problem in view of the evil in the world. Philo presents his 

Epicurean AFE explicitly as an argument against the view that God’s omnipotence and perfect 

goodness are but maximal instantiations of qualities found in human beings.14 Whereas 

Epicurus posed, but did not seek to answer, these questions, Hume deploys them in order to 

ground a substantive argument against the coherence, or rational viability, of certain theistic 

religious commitments. But what is vitally important but seldom recognised in the 

contemporary literature is that Hume explicitly presents the Epicurean AFE as a convincing 

demonstration not of the non-existence of God, nor even of a God unlimited in power, 

knowledge and goodness. Rather, Hume’s Epicurean AFE is presented as an argument against 

the predication of perfection-qualities to God in the same sense as that in which they are 

predicated of creatures. The “Anthropomorphite” Cleanthes, against whose view Philo’s AFE is 

directed, insists that such anthropomorphism is essential to a defensible theism: regardless of 

whether he is correct, it is squarely this anthropomorphism that Philo’s AFE is designed to 

undermine. 

Hume, then, evidently does not see Epicurus’s AFE merely as an argument designed to 

establish a particular metaphysical or epistemological conclusion: that a certain kind of deity 

most likely or definitely does not exist. No, Hume’s view is that the existence of evil at all poses 

a logical dilemma for those who ascribe to the deity (though, of course, to an unlimited 

degree) unlimited power, knowledge, and goodness of the same kind as that possessed by 

humans. 

It was Hume’s conviction that there is a conflict (and this conflict constitutes a core thematic 

motif of the Dialogues) between the imperative to purify our concept of God of traces of 

likeness to human beings and the plain religious necessity of relating to a provident and 

perfectly actual deity. Hume’s view is that the only kind of God in whom one may reasonably 

believe is an incomprehensible source of whom very little can be said, and which cannot serve 

as the object of worship in any system of revealed religion. I mean here only to emphasise this: 

that the central motif of much of the recent philosophical literature15 objecting to the very 

conceptual framework behind theodicy is the conviction that the theodicist’s overarching 

                                                      
14 David Hume, Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion, eds James Fieser et al. (South Bend, IN: Infomotions, Inc., 
2001) at 62. 
15 See, e.g, Nick Trakakis, The End of Philosophy of Religion (London; New York: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2008) at 
ch. 2. 
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rationalisation of the apparent brutality and caprice of the historical order is antithetical to 

moral conscience. 

Again, theodicists will typically respond to this Ivan Karamazov-style attack on the moral 

feasibility of theodicy by insisting that we need to objectively and carefully assess the 

objections to the rational acceptability of theistic belief before we conclude that theodicy is 

morally unthinkable if not incoherent. Theodicy, so its defenders will retort, is an intellectually 

honest attempt to try to explain how a prima facie tension between the claims of theistic 

religion and the plain, everyday experience of our world may be resolved. God, so they will 

argue, as omni-benevolent personal First Cause, is uniquely placed to make good all this 

world’s horror, past, present, and future, in all its untold magnitude and specificity. As an 

intentional agent endowed with maximal (and indeed incommensurable) power, God has 

inexhaustible resources to put things right. Thus the anti-theodicist who resolutely refuses to 

contemplate the intentional toleration of the torture of a child, even for the sake of the fulfilled 

equilibrium of the Cosmos, endorses and acts upon a position the theodicist cannot and need 

not herself countenance. Thus understood, theism, so the theodicist may argue, needs a 

theodicy. 

How should we go about the task of attempting to arbitrate this dispute? If no inference could 

be made from what could or should be expected of a finite moral agent to what we could and 

should expect of an infinite moral agent, the very concept of God as a personal agent would be 

unintelligible. So too does the associated ascription (although, of course, without limitation) of 

human moral characteristics to an omnipotent personal agent. What could be a stranger 

philosophical task than this one? On the one hand, we must not, for the purposes of this 

particular debate, shy away from taking it that God is an individual, personal agent with 

conative intentions, character, thoughts, beliefs etc., like ours. On the other hand, at the same 

time the conceptual structure of the relevant debate urges the ethical appraisal of the 

hypothetical moral status of a personal agent whose agential situation is entirely without 

precedent or kin. This God is not limited by the exigencies of any physical or extra-logical 

reality anterior to his own. Yet God is sufficiently constrained by the background of the reality 

he ‘finds himself’ inhabiting to qualify as an individual intentional agent, and shares with 

intelligent natural agents of a certain kind enough of a common agential situation to qualify, 

alongside them, as an agent who performs morally considerable actions. Theodicists, then, 

have a precarious tightrope to walk. The more exalted and beyond the ways of human beings 

God is, the less constrained will theodicy be by whatever constraints morality places on the 
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conduct of finite moral agents. On the other hand, the greater the ontological gulf between 

God and finite creatures, the less sustainable will be the concept of God standardly 

presupposed by theodicist and atheologian alike. That this tension arises should scarcely 

surprise us. There could not be a problem of evil in Paradise, where God’s saving work would 

be otiose;16 the concept of evil and its cognates find application only in a reality composed of 

limited, finite, fallible constituents. And yet on the standard assumptions prosaically familiar 

in contemporary analytic philosophy of religion God is answerable, alongside creatures, before 

the tribunal of moral evaluation. Evil, we might say, presents a problem for the 

anthropomorphic conception of God precisely because it brings into sharp relief an inherent 

instability within it. As long as God remains a person who acts intentionally and for the 

bringing about of certain ends, God is answerable for all the evil and imperfection within the 

world, even if he need not have foreknown or willed it. 

Theodicists may, however, quite plausibly argue that divine agency generates a singular 

counterexample to the finitude of agents subject to moral evaluation. What is distinctive about 

God, they will doubtless argue, is that he is as powerful as any agent could (logically) possibly 

be. Not only is God endowed with untrammelled freedom to pursue competing possible 

courses of action, but, further, his agency is unlimitedly efficacious. God, unlike us, will never 

find that anything ‘gets in the way’ of his decisions with respect to how he shall act. 

Yet, whatever happened to the petition ‘Thy will be done, on Earth as it is in Heaven’? 

Omnipotence is not the ability to do everything that it is logically possible to do but, rather, 

the maximal logically possible instantiation of agential power. So God’s will, this side of 

Paradise, is not yet done – and yet the complete absence of evil, theists may suppose, must not 

have been in keeping with God’s desires. We remain confronted by what might seem the 

ugliest of paradoxes. God’s creation of a world awash with evil is necessary for the fulfillment 

of his greater objectives. And yet God neither specifically intends nor countenances any of the 

evil in the world. In an absolute sense, it is by definition impossible17 that God assents to the 

presence of suffering. Modulo the necessary constraints imposed on God by the (to him) 

logically unavoidable background conditions he ‘finds’ himself in (logically or temporally) 

‘prior’ to creation, it is God’s will that evil exists. The paradox dissolves once it is agreed that 

even omnipotent God will be subject to the limitations of some kind of ‘background’ from 

                                                      
16 Patterson Brown, 'God and the Good', Religious Studies, 2/2 (1967), 269-76. See also Patterson Brown, 

'Religious Morality', Mind, 72/286 (1963), 235-44. 
17 Given, i.e, the putative nature of God as a morally perfect person. 
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which arise the possible courses of action from which he must, in creating a world, choose. 

Or does it? We can empathise with R. Z. Friedman when he asks whether evils adequately 

accounted for as theodicists require would really be evil after all.18 And the aptness of 

Friedman’s rhetorical question is amplified if a theodicist claims, with Marilyn Adams, that in 

the eschaton redeemed victims of the ghastliest horrors will no longer regret their encounter 

with evil in their mortal lives. But we are often justified in allowing, in virtue of the ends to 

which they may be necessary means, evils, even of great magnitude. Indeed, theodicists often 

appeal to the fact that even morally admirable actions may have very untoward consequences. 

Consider a useful example cited by Bruce Langtry19: a mother abandons her life-raft in order to 

save the life of a young child, only to be drowned as a result. Her own young child suffers and 

grieves tremendously at and by the demise of his beloved mother. What this mother has done 

is admirably selfless. Though her selflessness has deprived her of her life, and thus her own 

child has been anguished, we would not want to see her action as morally impeachable 

because of its unintended consequences. God, on the theodicist’s scenario, foresees, but does 

not intend, the suffering he tolerates in pursuing the morally best course of action. He has not 

intentionally inflicted suffering on creatures in order to bring about an overall better 

consequent outcome. Rather he has greviously been compelled to permit awful concomitants 

of his superlatively loving acts of creation and conservation. 

The distinction between Omnipotence’s intentions to bring about evil and his foreknowledge 

of such occurrences of evil might seem flimsy or even illusory. After all, Langtry’s selfless 

mother’s tragic predicament is at least in part a function of her limitation, materiality and 

finitude. God is not, one might reasonably presume, a being who faces any predicament such 

as hers. So the spotlight is on the logical entailments of the existence of the relevant kind of 

God. 

It was, perhaps, unadvisable for Mackie to express his second ‘quasi-logical principle’ in the 

way he did. For obviously one may say that a dentist may be justified in inflicting pain on a 

juvenile patient. What he surely meant was that good and evil are contraries. Whatever we 

call good is by definition opposed to what we call evil. ‘Good’ and ‘evil’ are entirely devoid of 

sense if they are predicated together of the same subject in some non-contrastive way. (There 

may be good and evil in each of us, as the platitude goes, but the dual predication is 

                                                      
18 R Z Friedman, 'Evil and Moral Agency', International Journal for Philosophy of Religion, 24 (1988), 3-20 at 7- 8. 
19 Bruce Langtry, God, the Best, and Evil (Oxford ; New York: Oxford University Press, 2008) 237 at 140-41 
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inherently contrastive.) And, as Mackie pointed out, omnipotence is power without limits. 

However, the infinite personal Creator might plausibly be thought to have his hands tied in 

such a way that this distinction (between intended and foreseen consequences of action) is 

admissible when evaluating the AFE, notwithstanding the disanalogies between God (under 

the conception implicit in the AFE) and finite agents. In fact, if God qua intentional agent 

embarks on creation with truly unlimited providential wisdom to guide his deliberations and 

ordinances, it might seem that a personal God has unlimited resources to restore and make 

good any evil he might have to allow in creating the world. However, there are more 

potentially ethically crucial disanalogies between the circumstances prior to the act of 

Creation in which God finds himself and those circumstances which sometimes precipitate 

morally commendable acts, involving causal involvement in suffering. 

So, it may be unthinkable for a finite person to stand back and allow the torture of an 

innocent child so as to procure some Paradisical resolution. Yet this fact does not entail that 

it would be unthinkable for an infinite personal Creator to do so. For, a personal Creator has 

not only the welfare of a particular individual creature (or group thereof) to consider, but 

indeed his decrees will determine the fundamental conditions of the actualisation in the 

world of any value at all. Prior to creation, a personal being whose agential powers are 

constrained only by logical laws must be dealing with a quite unparalleled situation. 

Even if the SLAFE is unsound, a real difficulty for the theodicist nonetheless rears its head. 

Nothing can be inferred, it is true, from what would be expected of a finite morally 

impeccable agent to anything relevant to the moral situation faced prior to creation and sub 

specie aeternatis by a morally perfect omnipotent individual. Nevertheless, the similarity the 

theodicist affirms between God and finite human agents entails that relations of reciprocity 

between all agents, human and divine, obtain so as to render intelligible and imperative the 

delineation of ‘morally sufficient reasons’ for God’s allowing the various sufferings which 

imperil creatures. God is necessarily causally implicated, whether by his action or omission, in 

every event, whatever its axiological status. Even if God need not have sanctioned each 

individual event in virtue of its necessity for the actualisation of some concomitant good or 

prevention of some evil of equal or greater weight, still the postulation of such a being raises a 

moral question regarding the permission of every single event. 

Even if logical consistency between the existence of evil in the world and the existence of God 

has been established, one still might think that there are events which seem most unlikely to 

be logically necessary preconditions of some concomitant good or the prevention of some evil 
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of equal or greater weight. It is not hard to see why, then, after the widespread abandonment 

of the SLAFE has led to a focus on Evidential Arguments from Evil (EAFEs). 

Given the apparent or proven logical compossibility of the existence of God (under the 

standard conception) and the presence of evil in the world, atheologians in recent decades 

have endeavoured not to show that the existence of God is logically impossible given the 

existence of evil, but rather that the epistemic probability of the existence of the relevant kind 

of God, is low, given the facts concerning the distribution and magnitude of the actual evil in 

the world. 

This has precipitated a tectonic shift in the structure of the contemporary debate over the 

AFE. Most philosophers who seek to defend theism against the strongest form of the AFE now 

advance, against an evidential version of the Argument, what has become known as a 

“sceptical theist” reply to it. This emphasises the limitations and restrictions on our 

knowledge of the structure of the world. It relies on a sceptical stance regarding the extent to 

which we should be confident in relying on, given those epistemic limitations, our 

judgements about how likely or unlikely it might be that every evil that occurs is necessary in 

order to bring about some greater good or prevent some evil at least as bad. Many sceptical 

theists say that they can, therefore, do without a theodicy. 

Even if evidential versions of the Argument appear to be less ambitious and easier to defend, 

in my view their success or failure ultimately depends on the success or failure of certain 

dialectical moves made by a proponent of theodicy. For example, the proponent of sceptical 

theism must proceed from the assumption that it is conceptually consistent to say that God 

may be justified in allowing all the evils of the world – and then the sceptical theist claims 

that we do not have sufficient knowledge to gauge the probability of the claim that every evil 

that has occurred is intimately and logically connected to some higher good or the prevention 

of some evil at least as bad. But, in my view, the very possibility of that claim is controverted 

by the proponent of LAFE. So, contrary to something of a consensus in contemporary 

analytical philosophy, it might be that LAFE is both more important and more dialectically 

fundamental than EAFE. 

 

The Thesis in Outline 

It is argued in the First Part of the thesis that, contrary to what many philosophers today 
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suppose, the Argument from Evil is most fruitfully articulated in a deductive or “logical” and 

not an inductive or “evidential” form. In Chapter 2 it is concluded that the success of a 

sceptical theist response depends on the viability of certain claims which properly arise in the 

context of discussion of some logical version of the Argument. These relate, specifically, to the 

conceptual consistency of the very idea that God may be morally justified, despite his 

omnipotence, in permitting the evils of the world for the sake of a greater good. 

Logical versions of the Argument are therefore evaluated in Chapter 3. Standard responses 

depend upon some particular revision of the meaning of “power” and “goodness” when 

predicated of God. The Logical Argument from Evil succeeds, I suggest as a device for 

conceptual clarification of the divine attributes, and furnishes grounds for rejecting the 

conception of God as a maximally powerful, perfectly good personal agent. In particular, it 

may plausibly be said that LAFE may shed light on a tension between God’s being perfect in 

power, and God’s being perfect in (moral) goodness, given the implications of God’s 

comprehensive superintendence over history. 

The Second Part of the thesis identifies the putative tension between divine immanence and 

transcendence as a key motivation for restricting the scope of God’s direct causal involvement 

in the world, in order to vitiate the force of the Argument from Evil. The views of Keith Ward, 

who maintains that God has both an atemporal, perfectly simple, aspect and a personal, 

temporal aspect, are considered in Chapter 4. It is then argued that God’s immanence and 

transcendence need not be thought of as conflicting but, instead, as mutually reinforcing. 

This, it is concluded, allows one to view the apophatic formulations of classical theism as 

helpful prolegomena to a conception of God which is more religiously adequate than one 

which takes God to be postulated as a mutable and temporal individual entity. 

The related claim that God’s status as a specific entity must be preserved to avoid a 

pantheistic identification of God and creation is then, in Chapter 5, assessed and criticised. 

Classical theism’s emphasis on the perfect actuality and simplicity of God implies that the 

unified totality of reality is divine, but not in a sense amenable to pantheism. At the same 

time, classical theism, so it is argued, confounds standard attempts to distinguish theism 

from pantheism, especially insofar as they rely on the premise that theism takes God to be a 

person. 

The final, Third Part of the thesis then considers what it means for God to be affirmed as 

good. In Chapter 6 metaphysical, as opposed to moral, notions of God’s goodness enable an 
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improved conception of divine activity and being. Theodicies may be seen as not only morally 

but also conceptually inapt attempts to reconcile the evil in the world with some overall 

superintendence by a personal being. However, the rejection of theodicy may be, in the end, 

grounds just for rejection of the concept of God as a person. A broad version of the problem 

of evil nonetheless remains unless one denies any semantic connection between talk of divine 

goodness and talk of human goodness. This – dysteleological – problem, I maintain, arises 

from the apparent purposelessness and wastage in much of human and natural history. 

Chapter 7 concludes the thesis by considering what alternative conceptions of the relation 

between evil and divine Providence may be available, in response to a dysteleological version 

of the Argument from Evil. Particular reliance is made on mediaeval doctrines of evil as a 

privation of the good. The idea of evil as privation goes hand-in-hand with a notion of 

intrinsic purposive activity within things – and proper explication of evil’s negative and, 

particularly, privative character may allow one to maintain a comprehensively purposive 

metaphysical outlook on the created world. 
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2 

EVIDENTIAL ARGUMENTS FROM EVIL 

 

Introduction 

The vast majority of commentators on, and participants in, the analytic philosophical debate 

over the Argument from Evil take the logical version of the argument to have been refuted. 

And they hold that close attention to the argument in its evidential forms is required in order 

to settle the question of whether the suffering in the world undermines theism.20 Authors of a 

recent paper confidently proclaim even that “[t]he problem of evil once took the form of an 

argument claiming a logical incompatibility between the existence of God and the existence 

of evil; such arguments are widely agreed to fail”.21 The logical problem is thought to be 

history; a mere relic left for historians of 20th century philosophy to probe. 

This contention is not without its detractors. Marilyn Adams, for instance, quite confidently 

asserts that “… in any event, debate about whether certain sorts of evil are plainly pointless 

quickly returns to territories shared with the logical problem: namely, whether there are any 

(many) reasons compossible with omnipotent, omniscient, perfect goodness for permitting 

(producing) evils of that kind.”22 My chief argumentative burden in this Chapter is defence of 

this important suggestion by Adams. Not only does it suggest an approach to the problem of 

evil quite contrary to currently standard methodology within analytical philosophy, I think 

we might also derive from Adams’s suggestion, once adequately defended, important grounds 

on which we might reject the standard conception of God within contemporary analytical 

Philosophy of Religion. I hope that the results will shed light on how most usefully to 

                                                      
20 An exhaustive reference would be book-length. But I should mention – not least in order to clarify the issue - 
the error committed by Michael P. Levine, 'Contemporary Christian Analytic Philosophy of Religion: Biblical 
Fundamentalism, Terrible Solutions to a Horrible Problem, and Hearing God', International Journal for 
Philosophy of Religion, 48/2 (2000), 89-119 at 101. Levine thinks that if an argument purportedly establishes 
that “there is no good reason to suppose, for example, that God would allow or needed to allow, for the 
amounts and types of evil that exist” then it is an evidential and not a logical argument. What distinguishes a 
logical Argument from Evil from an evidential one, however, is not its proceeding from the mere fact of evil in 
the world but its reliance only upon deductive, as against inductive, inferences. A similar error is evinced in A. 
M. Weisberger, Suffering Belief: Evil and the Anglo-American Defense of Theism (Peter Lang, 1999) at 29- 30. 
21 Matthew A. Benton, John Hawthorne, and Yoaav Isaacs, 'Evil and Evidence', Oxford Studies in Philosophy of 
Religion, 7 (2016), 1-31 at 1. 
22 Marilyn McCord Adams, Horrendous Evils and the Goodness of God (Ithaca, New York: Cornell University 
Press, 1999a) at 15- 16. 
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navigate the enormous contemporary literature on the problem of evil. 

Let me make one important clarification before we proceed. When evidential arguments from 

evil are characterised as probabilistic, we shouldn’t imagine such arguments to be concerned 

with calculating the probability of God’s existence in the same way in which a statistician 

might calculate the probability that the UAE will win the Cricket World Cup. The 

probabilities invoked are epistemic. There are both objective and subjective accounts of 

epistemic probability: the former concern the intrinsic “belief-worthiness” of propositions, 

the latter the credence assigned to a proposition by a reasonably-placed rational believer. In 

any case, however, the probabilities, being epistemic, express the degree of credence that 

should be given to the relevant proposition by a rational person. And so they “attach” to 

propositions, not to events. 

Rowe’s Evidential Argument 

The distinction between logical and evidential versions of the Argument from Evil arguably 

traces back to an apparent concession by Philo to Cleanthes in Hume’s Dialogues Concerning 

Natural Religion.23 However, the contemporary debate over evidential arguments from evil 

was provoked by an ingenious presentation of an evidential argument in a now-classic 1979 

paper by William Rowe.24 Rowe aimed to show that, even if (as had purportedly been 

established by ‘free will defenders’ such as Alvin Plantinga) the existence of an omnipotent, 

perfectly good God and the presence of evil in the world are not logically inconsistent, the 

empirical data concerning such evil still yields a powerful rational case for atheism. At its 

core, Rowe’s case against theism rests on the following sub-argument: 

1. There exist instances of intense suffering which an omnipotent, 

omniscient being could have prevented without thereby losing some 

greater good or permitting some evil equally bad or worse. 

2. An omniscient, wholly good being would prevent the occurrence of any 

intense suffering it could, unless it could not do so without thereby 

losing some greater good or permitting some evil equally bad or worse. 

                                                      
23 Hume, Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion at 67. The ‘consistence’ with the existence of evil of God’s 
existence, Philo does not deny. What he denies is the tenability of an inference from the empirical evidence of 
evil in the world to the conclusion that God is morally perfect and omnipotent. 
24 William L. Rowe, 'The Problem of Evil and Some Varieties of Atheism', American Philosophical Quarterly, 
16/4 (1979), 335 - 41. 
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Therefore: 

3. There does not exist an omnipotent, omniscient, wholly good being. 25
 

The inference from the two premises here to the conclusion, let it be noted, is deductive. 

What makes Rowe’s argument as fully presented an example of an evidential Argument from 

Evil is that premise 1 is conceded to be not necessarily true. Rowe maintains that specific, 

numerous instances of actual evil in the natural world, which are not the consequences of the 

free actions of finite and supposedly free agents, provide very strong evidence of the 

(contingent) truth of that crucial evidential premise. 

Rowe produces an example of an evil which he believes goes some considerable way to 

establishing the truth of his first premise. It is actually a fictitious example. However, it is 

surely representative of common goings on in nature. And, as we shall shortly see, Rowe has 

chosen this example advisedly. Rowe’s example goes like this: 

In some distant forest lightning strikes a dead tree, resulting in a forest fire. 

In the fire a fawn is trapped, horribly burned, and lies in terrible agony for 

several days before death relieves its suffering.26
 

This is an instance, Rowe believes, of an evil which one might reasonably take to be in the 

category whose occupancy is asserted by the 1st premise of his argument. 

Rowe thought in 1979 that theists27 could or would respond to his argument in one of two ways. 

One of those ways Rowe called the “direct attack”. This involves “ … pointing out goods … to 

which suffering may well be connected, goods which an omnipotent, omniscient being could 

not achieve without permitting suffering.”28
 

Rowe believes that it will not be sufficient to respond to his argument by means of the direct 

attack. He accepts and concedes that the theist does have some resources for showing how 

some evils could be such that they were necessary preconditions of some greater good or of the 

avoidance of some equally bad or worse evil. 

                                                      
25 Ibid, at 336. 
26 Ibid. 
27 Rowe’s argument is directed only at theism “in the narrow sense”. He says (ibid, at 335): “[B]y a "theist" in 
the narrow sense I mean someone who believes in the existence of an omnipotent, omniscient, eternal, 
supremely good being who created the world.” Clearly by ‘being’, Rowe here means ‘person’. 
28 Ibid, at 338. 
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He proffers some specific, illustrative examples of how this can be done, familiar from the 

tradition of speculative theodicy – such as reliance on the greater good of free will and/or of 

‘soul making’. 

However, the case of the fawn’s suffering seems not to be capable of being subsumed under 

these established theodicies. That is why Rowe deliberately chose to focus on a particular, 

carefully chosen, example of an evil. 

It is of course the case that other kinds of speculative theodicy might also be available which 

would extend to cover a case like the poor fawn’s. I consider that herein lies a dialectical 

weakness in Rowe’s argument, albeit, one which Rowe himself does not fully recognise. . 

Rowe’s way of anticipating a reply to the direct attack, in fact, invites some sort of sceptical 

theist reply – though Rowe seems oblivious to that. Firstly, he charges that the theist must 

know (that is, I suspect Rowe meant, identify) God’s sufficient reasons for allowing every 

instance of intense human and animal suffering. Secondly, he considers that it is inconsistent 

with traditional theistic beliefs to maintain that human beings may enjoy insight into God’s 

purposes sufficient to understand his reasons for allowing evil.29
 

After putting aside the direct attack, Rowe then provides a thoughtful exposition and 

treatment of what he calls the “indirect attack”, which he commends to the theist. The indirect 

attack involves appeal to antecedent knowledge of the existence of God, by appeal to, say, 

natural theology or divine revelation. By means of a felicitous analogy with scepticism about 

the existence of material objects being challenged by an appeal to antecedent certain 

knowledge, Rowe suggests that the theist may conclude, therefore, that he has rational 

grounds for rejecting Premise 1. (This concession is the basis for Rowe’s irenic self-styled 

“friendly atheism”.) 

Stephen Wykstra, articulating what has become a seminal response to Rowe, invokes the 

following epistemological principle: the Condition Of ReasoNable Epistemic Access: 

CORNEA: On the basis of cognised situation s, human H is entitled to 

claim “It appears that p” only if it is reasonable for H to believe that, given 

her cognitive faculties and the use she has made of them, if p were not the 

case, s would likely be different than it is in some way discernible by her.30
 

                                                      
29 Ibid. 
30 Stephen J. Wykstra, 'The Humean Obstacle to Evidential Arguments from Suffering: On Avoiding the Evils 
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Wykstra illustrates the applicability of CORNEA with the following: “Looking around my 

garage and seeing no dog entitles me to conclude that none is present, but seeing no flea does 

not; and this is because fleas, unlike dogs, have low seeability: even if they were present, we 

cannot reasonably expect to see them in this way.” 

Wykstra purports to apply pressure on an inference which he takes to be crucial to Rowe’s 

argument, which, Wykstra claims, violates CORNEA and thus is inadmissible: “If we have 

realised the magnitude of the theistic proposal,” Wykstra concludes, “cognisance of suffering 

thus should not in the least reduce our confidence that it is true. When cognisance of suffering 

does have this effect, it is perhaps because we had not understood the sort of being theism 

proposes for belief in the first place.”31 It is part of the very proposal of theism (under the 

assumption, of course, that God is an all-powerful, all-knowing, morally perfect person) that 

God by definition will have his reasons, but that those reasons will be beyond our ken. Thus 

“sceptical theism” emerged as an influential response to evidential arguments from evil. I shall 

now examine some definitions of sceptical theism, with the ultimate dialectical aim of 

examining its coherence and value as a response to the problem of evil. 

Defining ‘Sceptical Theism’ 

Andrew Cullison typifies one common characterisation of the heart of sceptical theism as the 

suggestion that “ … the mere fact that there do not seem to be any goods that God might want 

that outweigh the horrendous evil in the world is insufficient to conclude that there must be 

no such reason. For all you know, there could be a reason that is beyond your ken.” 32
 

Such a characterisation is in my view misleading and it ought to be resisted. There might, in 

fact, be inscrutable justifying reasons for God to allow every single one of the natural evils 

which blight the history of the natural universe. The mere allowance of that possibility, then, 

clearly does not distinguish sceptical theism. From the outset, in 1979, Rowe held that there 

could be an adequate reason for God to allow evil. Rowe may, and does, allow that, despite the 

overwhelming empirical evidence to the contrary, 

It is more helpful, in my opinion, to understand sceptical theism as a theistic position 

according to which either 1) the existence of God (as standardly conceived in the literature) 

                                                      
of “Appearance”', International Journal for Philosophy of Religion, 16/2 (1984), 73-93 at 85. 
31 Ibid, at 91. 
32 Andrew Cullison, 'Two New Versions of Skeptical Theism', in Trent Dougherty and Justin McBrayer (eds.), 
Skeptical Theism: New Essays (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014), 250-63 at 250. 
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entails not only that God will have sufficient reason for allowing evil, but that those reasons 

will be completely beyond our comprehension; or 2) relative to the justification an all-

powerful, all-knowing, perfectly good being has in allowing evils, the possible goods, evils, and 

possible entailment relations between them of which we have knowledge are not 

representative of those known by such a being. 

We should also avoid characterising sceptical theism just as the position that it is not possible 

for finite human minds to possess complete cognition of God’s actual reasons for allowing the 

kinds of instances of evil with which the history of the world is replete.  Not many theodicies 

have been proposed which purport to specify, with precision, what justification God 

specifically has for allowing every kind of evil. That is why David Lewis characterised the task 

of the theist in responding to the Argument from Evil as the practice of “tentative theodicy, 

even speculative theodicy”. As Lewis elaborates: 

The Christian needn’t hope to end by knowing for sure why God permits 

evil. But he can hope to advance from a predicament of not having a clue to 

a predicament of indecision between several not too-unbelievable 

hypotheses (maybe still including the hypothesis: “none of the above”). The 

job is to devise hypotheses that are at least somewhat plausible, at least to 

the Christian, and to find considerations that make them more plausible or 

less.33
 

Caution about human cognitive access to God’s motivating reasons for allowing suffering to 

occur in the world has, then, been traditionally part and parcel of mainstream theodicising. So, 

I contend that to ascribe to sceptical theists as a fundamental part of their essential thesis the 

view that we cannot expect to know God’s actual reasons for allowing or being causally 

involved in the evil in the world not only risks an injudicious characterisation of sceptical 

theism. It also threatens to make theodicy look like too easy a ‘target’, so that theodicy’s 

opponent fails to engage with the full dialectical rigour exhibited by the most robust 

theodicies. 

Close attention to Wykstra’s original approach to questioning the reasoning involved in 

defending Premise 1 (that “there exist instances of intense suffering which an omnipotent, 

omniscient being could have prevented without thereby losing some greater good or 

permitting some evil equally bad or worse”) may be helpful in better formulating a definition 

                                                      
33 David Lewis, 'Evil for Freedom's Sake?’, Philosophical Papers, 22/3 (1993), 149-72 at 152. 
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of sceptical theism For, it involves the postulation of a conditional claim concerning our 

epistemic situation given the existence of an omnipotent, omniscient, perfectly good, personal 

being. 34    

The claim is that part of the very proposal of theism is that God has adequate reasons for 

allowing evil, and that those reasons are not knowable by us. However, the cost of defending 

the substance of Wykstra’s approach may be prohibitive: it does not seem that our ignorance 

of God’s reasons for permitting evils is entailed by the postulation of such a being, and the 

burden is on Wykstra to show that it is.35
 

Michael Bergmann adopts a different strategy, one which promises to avoid the presumptions 

on which Wykstra’s argument relies. Bergmann attempts to establish the truth of 1) by 

defending the following sceptical theses:36 

ST1: We have no good reason for thinking that the possible goods we know 

of are representative of the possible goods there are. 

ST2: We have no good reason for thinking that the possible evils we know 

of are representative of the possible evils there are. 

ST3: We have no good reason for thinking that the entailment relations we 

know of between possible goods and the permission of possible evils are 

representative of the entailment relations there are between possible goods 

and the permission of possible evils.37 

If these three sceptical theses can be established to be true, the noseeum inference at the heart 

                                                      
34 Hence Rowe distinguished, in William L. Rowe, 'Evil and the Theistic Hypothesis: A Response to Wykstra', 
International Journal for Philosophy of Religion, 16/2 (1984), 95 – 100, “Restricted Standard Theism” (containing 
just the definition of such a being) from “Expanded Standard Theism” (which is Restricted Standard Theism 
conjoined with some further claims about God, his nature, and his revelation). In my view, the point of the 
distinction was not to narrow the target of the argument to an “omni-theism” shorn of any theological claim 
but, rather, to emphasise that claims such as Wykstra’s are eminently contestable. As Keith Chrzan, 'Debunking 
Cornea', ibid.21/3 (1987), 171-77, says, disconfirmation of a “sterile, stripped-down rendition of theism” counts 
for little: but I do not think Rowe ever disagreed. 
35 No doubt that is why Wykstra came to the view that his original 1984 argument was “reckless”: see Stephen J. 
Wykstra, 'Rowe's Noseeum Arguments from Evil', in Daniel Howard-Snyder (ed.), The Evidential Argument from 
Evil (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 1996), 126--50 at 148, n. 14. 
36 Bergmann has also (ibid) defended ST4: We have no good reason for thinking that the total moral value or 
disvalue we perceive in certain complex states of affairs accurately reflects the total moral value or disvalue 
they really have. I take ST4 to be both unclear and, given Bergmann’s dialectical aim, otiose. 
37 Michael Bergmann, 'Skeptical Theism and the Problem of Evil', in Thomas P. Flint and Michael C. Rea (eds.), 
The Oxford Handbook of Philosophical Theology (Oxford University Press, 2008), 374--99 at 376.  
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of Rowe’s argument would be undermined. Rowe himself regarded Bergmann’s formulation of 

sceptical theism as advancing the strongest challenge to his argument. And Bergmann’s 

argument has become the central focus of the large contemporary literature on the evidential 

Argument from Evil. I shall, accordingly, give it particular attention. 

Perhaps Bergmann’s argument risks an improper severance of paradigmatic evidential 

arguments from evil from the dialectic established by traditional theodicies. For, from 

Bergmann we have a response to Rowe which is considerably more sceptical than Rowe ever 

was about the prospects for any theodicy. I want to show that there is a difference between 

their arguments in terms of the extent of Bergmann’s scepticism as against the strength of the 

epistemic claims on which Rowe relies in taking it to be apparently true that gratuitous evils 

exist. 

Evidential Arguments amidst Traditional Theodical Dialectic 

I am convinced that the chief ‘target’ of Rowe’s 1979 argument was the “vale of soul making” 

kind of theodicy for natural evil (championed by John Hick) which takes predation and other 

forms of natural suffering to be a necessary precondition of the moral and spiritual maturity of 

free created beings. Note that Rowe said in 1979: 

Could an omnipotent, omniscient being have prevented the fawn's 

apparently pointless suffering? The answer is obvious, as even the theist 

will insist. An omnipotent, omniscient being could have easily prevented 

the fawn from being horribly burned, or, given the burning, could have 

spared the fawn the intense suffering by quickly ending its life, rather than 

allowing the fawn to lie in terrible agony for several days. 38
 

Later, in 1988, this time specifically addressing Hick’s theodicy, he echoed those remarks: 

I think we can concede to Hick that a pain-free paradise, a world in which 

no one could be injured and no one could do harm, would be a world 

devoid of significant moral and spiritual development. But what are we to 

make of the fact that the world we live in is so often inimical to such moral 

and spiritual development?39
 

Addressing his rhetorical question, Rowe then echoes his comments in 1979 by proceeding as 

                                                      
38 Rowe, 'The Problem of Evil and Some Varieties of Atheism', at 337. 
39 William Rowe, 'Evil and Theodicy', Philosophical Topics, 16/2 (1988), 119-32 at 128. 
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follows: 

it is simply unreasonable to believe that preventing the fawn's being 

severely burned, or mercifully ending its life so that it does not suffer 

intensely for several days, would so shake our confidence in the 

orderliness of nature that we would forsake our moral and spiritual 

development.40
 

Hick himself, however, well appreciated the limitation of any theodicy in accounting for the 

extent and severity of concrete evils and so acknowledged: 

Man must (let us suppose) face harsh bodily consequences of over-

indulgence; but need there also be such fearful diseases as typhoid, polio, 

cancer, angina? These reach far beyond any constructive function of 

character training. Their effect seems to be sheerly dysteleological and 

destructive. They can break their victim's spirit and cause him to curse 

whatever gods there are.41
 

And he continued by way of rejoinder: 

Our 'solution', then, to this baffling problem of excessive and undeserved 

suffering is a frank appeal to the positive value of mystery. Such suffering 

remains unjust and inexplicable, haphazard and cruelly excessive. The 

mystery of dysteleological suffering is a real mystery, impenetrable to the 

rationalizing human mind. It challenges Christian faith with its utterly 

baffling, alien, destructive meaninglessness. And yet … this very 

irrationality and this lack of ethical meaning contribute to the character of 

the world as a place … in which loving sympathy and compassionate self-

sacrifice can take place. 'Thus, paradoxically,' as H. H. Farmer says, the 

failure of theism to solve all mysteries becomes part of its case!’42
 

According to Hick, the very presence of a “dysteleological surplus” is itself a necessary 

precondition of a world in which opportunity for free development of character-filled 

personalities is afforded. One response might involve questioning whether this is a necessary 

                                                      
40 Ibid. Emphasis mine. 
41 Hick, Evil and the God of Love at 330. 
42 Ibid, at 335-36. 
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truth over which even an omnipotent being has no control. If God really does have unfettered 

control over the course of history, over its minutiae as well is its overall broad direction, then it 

seems that very specific concrete instances of suffering, like the fawn’s lingering in misery, if 

God is indeed morally perfect, will be possible only if they cannot be avoided without thereby 

preventing a greater good or allowing an evil at least as bad. 

Indeed, Rowe may have been able to put his case more forcefully. (Perhaps the fawn could 

have providentially been spared just a fraction of its most excruciating pain towards the end of 

its lingering trauma.) As R. Z. Friedman once said, “The theodicist must show that not only 

does good come from evil but that there is no more evil in the world than is absolutely 

necessary to provide the context out of which good comes, that there is no unjustifiable or 

irredeemable evil. The theodicist cannot do this.”43
 

In response, however, one might deny that the existence of a personal God whose power, 

knowledge, and goodness admit of no extra-logical limitation carries the implication that 

“there is no more evil in the world than is absolutely necessary to provide the context out of 

which good comes.” How might one achieve this? 

Wykstra noted in 1984 that “[O]ne must note that by [Rowe’s Premise 2] it is, strictly speaking, 

God’s allowing the suffering, and not the suffering itself, that must serve some outweighing 

good. [Premise 2] thus does not entail the notion that every instance of suffering is such that 

the world is ‘really a better place’ for having this suffering than it would be without it.”44 David 

Anderson has suggested this distinction between the function of God’s permission of suffering, 

as against the function of the suffering itself, as all-important to a fair appraisal of sceptical 

theism.45 For reasons which will be elaborated below, I agree. But the distinction Wykstra and 

Anderson rely on depends on ruling out certain views of how God executes his providential 

plan for creation. 

Accounts of Providence 

In my view it is impossible to do proper justice to an analysis of the evidential Argument from 

Evil, or of the sceptical theist response to it, except in the context of an appraisal of competing 

candidate accounts of providence. We must, then, examine, in however cursory a fashion, some 

                                                      
43 Friedman, 'Evil and Moral Agency', at 5. 
44 Stephen J. Wykstra, 'The Humean Obstacle to Evidential Arguments from Suffering: On Avoiding the Evils 
of “Appearance”', ibid.16/2 (1984), 73 - 93 at 76. 
45 David James Anderson, 'Skeptical Theism and Value Judgments', ibid.72/1 (2012), 27-39. 
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important candidate accounts. For an account to be adequate it is vital for it to posit a 

distinction between what God directly intends and what he permits. For this distinction to be 

at all feasible, it needs to be the case that not everything permitted to happen by God is 

actually caused by God. 

Molinism 

It has become a widespread assumption that Molinism constrains the theist’s ability to 

consistently countenance God’s permission of gratuitous evil. It is not difficult to see why. The 

Molinist thinks that, in addition to his ‘natural’ knowledge of truths that are necessary and 

true (logically) ‘prior’ to his creative act, God has infallible knowledge not only of contingent 

truths that are willed by free divine choice (i.e, his ‘free’ knowledge), but also complete 

knowledge of truths which are outside his volitional control but nonetheless genuinely 

contingent. 

Although Molina and his Counter-Reformation acolytes saw contingent truths about how free 

creatures will freely act in each possible circumstance as the ‘content’ of divine middle 

knowledge, recent theistic philosophers of a Molinist persuasion extend an account of middle 

knowledge to include truths about the behaviour, so to speak, of indeterministic systems in 

nature. 

There could be, accordingly, grounds for holding that God was constrained by counterfactual 

truths about how natural systems will operate indeterministically. So it might be hypothesised 

that particular instances of natural evil, while themselves not the preconditions of the 

actualisation of an outweighing good or the prevention of an evil of equivalent magnitude, are 

part of the best world God can create. 

Writers who have addressed the question of Molinism and its implications for a theistic 

treatment of natural evil have tended prematurely to dismiss this sort of response to a 

standard evidential Argument from Evil. But note that in order to avail oneself of such a 

response, one needs to carefully attempt to show that indeterminism in nature could itself be 

instrumentally valuable to God in his quest to bring about the highest axiological possibilities. 

To do so, the Molinist would need to invoke an “Ordered World” theodicy, at least as a 

speculative proposal. 

Ordered World theodicy has a significant historical pedigree. Berkeley asserts that the deity 

“acts according to fixed laws which He will not transgress upon the account of accidental evils 
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arising from them.”46 Berkeley continues, “Suppose a prince on whose life the welfare of a 

kingdom depends to fall down a precipice: we have no reason to think that the universal law of 

gravitation would be suspended in that case.”47 Berkeley thinks that this principle establishes 

that paradigmatic natural evils do not undermine belief in the moral goodness and 

omnipotence of God.48
 

For the Molinist, however, an Ordered World theodicy need not be predicated on the 

conviction that God could (and, if the actualisation of the highest forms of finite free being is 

his objective, would) choose to adopt a “hands-off” attitude in his superintendence of the 

world. Rather, the laws of nature which operate in a properly ordered world would supervene 

on the truths about the behaviour of indeterministic systems, and evil would be an 

unavoidable byproduct of God’s creation of such systems, and of his decision not to 

deterministically cause all events. 

It is, then, potentially open to the Molinist to say that, in fact, given the way that the 

counterfactual conditionals specifying how free creatures and indeterministic natural systems 

will behave, contrary to appearances, this very evil-stricken world we inhabit represents the 

best God could create, even if not the best possible world per se. 

A very historically pedigreed distinction, that between God’s antecedent and his consequent 

will, may assist here. Those things which are willed by God, according to classical theological 

authorities, are willed, consequently, in conjunction with all surrounding relevant 

circumstances. Other goods willed by God, by contrast, are willed, antecedently, just for what 

they are by nature. Utilising this classical proposal49 we might, if proceeding from Molinist 

presuppositions, insist that antecedently, God does not will any evil, since in itself evil does not 

accomplish anything but destruction. Yet, given the counterfactual truths he knows by his 

middle knowledge and which are thus outside his control, God might consequently will the 

occurrence of certain evils, such as the indignity sometimes visited upon sentient animals as 

                                                      
46 George Berkeley, Passive Obedience: Or, the Christian Doctrine of Not Resisting the Supreme Power, Proved 
and Vindicated Upon the Principles of the Law of Nature. In a Discourse Deliver'd at the College-Chapel. (H. 
Clements, at the Half-Moon in St. Paul's Church-Yard, 1712) at 23. 
47 Ibid. 
48 For a contemporary presentation see Bruce R. Reichenbach, Evil and a Good God (New York: Fordham 
University Press, 1982). 
49 Note that theologians such as John of Damascus and Thomas Aquinas did not formulate or utilise this 
distinction in the context of theodicy, at least in anything resembling its contemporary sense. The 
deployment of the distinction for them was largely in service of articulation of an orthodox soteriology: 
antecedently, God wills that everyone be saved; consequently, however, God might well will damnation of 
the unrepentant. 
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the result of apparently haphazard and random events in nature. 

It is worth carefully noting that even Bergmann, in defending his version of sceptical theism, 

observes that a Molinist could hold that: 

To say ‘[a good] G couldn't be obtained without permitting [an evil] E’ is to 

say that God if he exists) is not able to bring about G without permitting 

E—either because G's obtaining entails the permission of E or because G’s 

obtaining together with the counterfactuals of freedom that are contingently 

true of individual creaturely essences entails the permission of E. Likewise, 

to say ‘G could be obtained without permitting E’ is to stay that God (if he 

exists) is able to obtain G without permitting E—because it's the case both 

that G's obtaining doesn't entail the permission of E and that G's obtaining 

together with the counterfactuals of freedom that are contingently true of 

individual creaturely essences doesn't entail the permission of E.50
 

I note that this precisification of what it means for a good G to be such that it cannot be 

obtained without any evil E involves an important modification, intended to allow for Molinist 

convictions, of Rowe’s original formulation. This is significant, since it appears that the 

Molinist might argue that, on her principles, there may indeed be evils which in and of 

themselves are ‘antecedently’ not willed by God, and are completely gratuitous, but which in 

the light of, and in conjunction with, the counterfactual conditionals governing 

indeterministic systems or free agents, are consequently willed by God as unavoidable 

ingredients of the best world feasibly created by him. 

It would seem to me that the essential sceptical theses defended by Bergmann would become 

more plausible on this view, than on a deterministic view according to which God is directly 

active in everything that happens in nature, which he wills to happen in an absolute and 

unqualified sense.51
 

It might be said, however, that in a genuinely open universe even the personal God would lack 

determinate knowledge of how free and indeterministic systems will behave. On those 

grounds, many will reject the Molinist proposal as conceptually unstable or even as incoherent. 

                                                      
50 Bergmann, 'Skeptical Theism and the Problem of Evil', at 395, n.3. Emphases original. 
51 Mark Piper, 'Skeptical Theism and the Problem of Moral Aporia', International Journal for Philosophy of 
Religion, 62/2 (2007), 65-79 at 74-77, concedes that Molinism might resolve the (moral paralysis) problem he 
poses for sceptical theists, but rejects Molinism, on other grounds. 
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Open Theism 

At this juncture, the ‘Open Theist’ contention that God, because of the logically necessary 

limitations on the power and knowledge of even a maximal agent, cannot have determinate 

knowledge of truths concerning how free creatures or indeterministic natural systems will act 

given certain antecedent conditions, acquires particular relevance and force. On the Open 

Theist’s premises, it seems that the essential assumption impelling Rowe’s evidential case – 

that any natural evil allowed by God would bring about a greater good or otherwise prevent an 

evil at least as bad – simply is not correct. 

There has been a very considerable debate concerning the applicability and extension of the 

concept of ‘gratuitous evil’, in the context of this particular dialectic. William Hasker has 

consistently argued that gratuitous evil is indeed consistent with theism, and may be itself a 

necessary precondition of the possibility of genuine moral development.52 On his account, “… in 

order for us to have the proper moral motivation God must be willing to allow some gratuitous 

evil”. 53 

Some evils which are themselves gratuitous, so Hasker claimed, must be tolerated so that we 

can develop our characters as autonomous agents. The implicit idea is that, if no evil was 

gratuitous, and if this could be inferred by human agents, such agents would have less 

motivation to prevent evil and strive for moral development. 

Rowe, for his part, was not persuaded by Hasker’s animadversions. Rowe repeated the point 

that he had made right at the outset in 1979 against the ‘direct attack’: that the quantity and 

intensity of evils in nature was out of all proportion to what could sensibly be thought of as 

necessary in order to allow for proper moral development, or the exercise of genuine free will.54 

Each instance of natural evil would then be part and parcel of the necessary counterfactual 

precondition of higher goods, such as unimpeded character development, or the knowledge of 

God’s status as a maker of good: that is, not gratuitous.55
 

                                                      
52 William Hasker, 'The Necessity of Gratuitous Evil', Faith and Philosophy, 9/1 (1992), 23-44, William Hasker, 
'Defining ‘Gratuitous Evil’: A Response to Alan R. Rhoda', Religious Studies, 46/03 (2010b), 303-09. 
53 William Hasker, The Triumph of God over Evil: Theodicy for a World of Suffering (InterVarsity Press, 2008) at 
195. 
54 William L. Rowe, 'Ruminations About Evil', Philosophical Perspectives, 5 (1991), 69-88 at 84-86. 
55 Daniel Howard-Snyder and Frances Howard-Snyder, 'Is Theism Compatible with Gratuitous Evil?', American 
Philosophical Quarterly, 36/2 (1999), 115-30 at 119-25. 
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However, Hasker’s account of gratuitous evil needs to be situated in the context of his general 

and unabashed commitment to Open Theism. On Hasker’s account, there cannot be known by 

any agent, even an omnipotent and omniscient agent, counterfactual truths about how 

genuinely free agents and indeterministic natural systems will behave. As a maximally 

knowledgeable being, of course, God will have the best possible and conceivable knowledge of 

the probabilities concerning such behaviour.56
 

But the creation of the world involving genuine freedom and randomness, on Hasker’s 

‘Ordered World’ theodicy, will necessarily involve God’s taking a risk. God retains full control 

over the course of history, and as a temporal being can intervene in any which way he can in 

order to providentially govern our Cosmos. Lest he descend into contrivance or 

micromanagement, however, God may be justified in failing to continually intervene by 

miraculous Fiat in the travails of history, and also in refraining from constituting free agents in 

such a way that their ability to do wrong or suffer harm is curtailed. God’s resourcefulness as 

saviour means that he will have profound resources to redeem whatever evils do occur. 

On such an account, God, not being a “policeman on the beat”,57 not being a contriving 

puppeteer, may need to tolerate the various evils we find in nature as the unfortunate results 

of a risk-taking act of creation over which by his providence God retains ultimate oversight. 

The evils themselves will be gratuitous and will not tend to any great good or be necessary in 

order to prevent an evil at least as bad. 

Rowe’s 1979 argument, and its subsequent presentations in 1988 and 1991, clearly proceed from 

the assumption of the falsity of Open Theism. On the Open Theist’s position, there will be 

many evils which do not conduce to the actualisation of a greater good or prevent an evil at 

least as bad. These will be evils which God will have foreseen as the possible concomitants of 

his governance of the world. But God will not have directly intended these. Nor will he even 

have had determinate knowledge that they will occur.58
 

If Open Theism is correct, then arguably Rowe’s guiding assumptions fail to be defensible. 

Arguably then, sceptical theism would be dialectically superfluous. I conclude, then, that 

sceptical theism is best discussed on the assumption that God’s providence as a personal being 

                                                      
56 Hasker, The Triumph of God over Evil: Theodicy for a World of Suffering at 197-205. 
57 Ibid, at 205. 
58 Alan R Rhoda, 'Gratuitous Evil and Divine Providence', Religious Studies, 46/03 (2010), 281-302 at 297-98. 
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is comprehensive.59
 

Given Rowe’s apparent focus upon the kind of theodicy advanced by Hick, it is of interest to 

note that Hick allows for only a ‘logical’ or abstract possibility that God’s will that all creatures 

attain salvation will be forever frustrated. He speaks of a ‘practical certainty’ that God’s will (for 

universal salvation) be ultimately achieved.60 Given his commitment, however, to the presence 

of a dysteleological surplus of evil as itself necessary for the development of character, one 

wonders whether his inclinations, implicitly, favour Open Theism. In any event, talk of merely 

abstract possibility of God’s will being forever frustrated illustrates one difficulty in arguing 

that Open Theism possesses advantages over Molinism: if God’s risk-taking, given his best 

possible knowledge of probabilities, involves only the most negligible risk, it is hard to see how 

that minimal risk could ground the substantive freedom of free agents and indeterministic 

natural systems. 

That problem illustrates a real difficulty in the invocation of a “dysteleological surplus” of evil, 

including gratuitous evil, on whatever account of providence one favours.61 How much surplus 

evil, we might ask rhetorically, is ‘necessary’ for the free development of character? According 

to Hick, ‘it is precisely this [viz, the randomness and pointlessness of suffering] feature of our 

common human lot that creates sympathy between man and man and evokes the unselfish 

kindness and goodwill which are among the highest values of personal life.’62 If this is true, is 

any evil really gratuitous? Does evil serve a purpose, and ought we refrain from counteracting 

it? Here lies a problem which is often presented to sceptical theists, as we shall now see. 

Moral Paralysis: God’s Causal Activity as Itself Morally Paralysing 

“All powers come from God, I agree; but so does every disease, and no one forbids us to summon 

a physician.” 

– Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Of the Social Contract63
 

                                                      
59 Peter Van Inwagen, The Problem of Evil (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006) at 61-93, invokes an ‘Ordered 
World’ speculative theodicy in response only to a ‘global’ Argument from Evil: one which abstracts away from 
the particularities of specific, concrete evils. This may be a conceptual mistake. Such a theodicy might be what 
one needs in order to entertain a hope of defusing a Rowe-style argument from specific concrete evils. 
60 Hick, Evil and the God of Love at 344. 
61 Hence, the most horrendous cases of intentionally inflicted evil will raise an evidential problem not unlike that 
raised by the case of the fawn, even given libertarian free creatures. See the (real life) case of a young girl raped 
and murdered by her mother’s boyfriend in Rowe, 'Evil and Theodicy', at 120-21. 
62 Hick, Evil and the God of Love at 335. 
63 J.J. Rousseau, The Social Contract, trans. M. Cranston (Penguin Books, 2004) at 6. 
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Much ink has been spilt in recent years on the question of whether sceptical theism would 

carry the logical implication that we are so overcome by the ignorance imposed by our finite 

condition that we cannot be justified in believing that we ought to intervene to prevent 

horrendous suffering.64
 

It is not difficult to see how sceptical theism could be seen to necessitate such an invidious 

‘moral paralysis’. Suppose that the total spectrum of possible goods and evils, and the 

metaphysically necessary counterfactual interconnections between them, are such that we 

have no reason to trust even our impressions or intuitions that some evils are not necessary 

for, or even conduce to, the actualisation of a greater good or the prevention of an evil at least 

as bad. If that’s true, then why should one intervene to prevent what seems to one an all-

things-considered tremendous evil? 

What might we say in this regard about the sceptical theist suggestion that, given our cognitive 

limitations, we are not justified in inferring from the appearance that there exists gratuitous or 

pointless evil the conclusion that there has existed some such evil in re? As far as I can see, that 

suggestion, in terms of its practical import, is on a par with that of the defender of a traditional 

theodicy. That is, I consider that the problem of moral paralysis arises for any speculative 

theodicy, and is neither peculiar to, nor exacerbated by, sceptical theism. In fact, the suggested 

paralysis might imperil even the very concept of a morally perfect creator who has, despite his 

omnipotence, allowed all the evils of history to take place. So, in any case, I shall shortly argue. 

Scott Sehon has argued that, on the sceptical theist’s premises, if he is inclined to send a 

cheque to Oxfam as a contribution to the alleviation of poverty, he cannot justifiably either 

send the cheque, or refrain from doing so.65 He says that if he is not a sceptical theist, he can 

weigh the applicable reasons and probabilities and so might decide that it is unlikely that the 

divine purpose will be frustrated through the amelioration of famine and abject poverty. Sehon 

says that the sceptical theist, by contrast, cannot even with epistemic credibility weigh the 

relevant probabilities and so a moral paralysis is engendered. 

                                                      
64 For the tip of an iceberg see William Hasker, 'All Too Skeptical Theism', International Journal for Philosophy of 
Religion, 68/1 (2010a), 15-29, Mark Piper, 'Skeptical Theism and the Problem of Moral Aporia', ibid.62/2 (2007), 
65-79, Mark Piper, 'Why Theists Cannot Accept Skeptical Theism', Sophia, 47/2 (2008), 129-48, Jeff Jordan, 
'Does Skeptical Theism Lead to Moral Skepticism?', Philosophy and Phenomenological Research, 72/2 (2006), 
403-17, Stephen Maitzen, 'The Moral Skepticism Objection to Skeptical Theism', The Blackwell Companion to 
the Problem of Evil, (2013), 444-57. 
65 Scott Sehon, 'The Problem of Evil: Skeptical Theism Leads to Moral Paralysis', International Journal for 
Philosophy of Religion, 67/2 (2010), 67-80 at 74. 
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But what if among those considerations germane to the possible donation to Oxfam is an 

antecedent conviction regarding the reasonable likelihood of an appropriate package of 

theodicies covering, inter alia, God’s permission of famine and starvation as the consequence 

of inequitable distribution of natural resources and the necessities of life? It seems to me that 

the prospect of moral paralysis arises precisely from this consideration. In my view, it is 

implausible that an inability to sensibly gauge probabilities is the prospectively paralysing 

force here. 

The suggestion has been put forward that, from the sceptical theist position, one would not be 

able to gauge with any reliability at all the moral status of a potential action. One would not 

have any reasons, therefore, either to donate to Oxfam or to not. One’s practical reasoning 

could be paralysed to such an extent that one could face a completely irresolvable choice, and 

thus complete stasis would ensue. I think the suggestion is redolent of the ancient ‘Buridan's 

ass’ problem – invoking a hypothetical donkey who is as thirsty as he is hungry and is placed 

between hay and water and thus stultified as a result of being faced with two equally attractive 

and feasible courses of action.66 Indeed, the so-called ‘Buridan cases’ typically involve a 

paralysis which attends the absence of rational considerations motivating any particular 

intentional action amongst several, whose benefit to the agent are indistinguishable.67
 

It is worthwhile to mention, nonetheless, that some ostensibly ‘Buridan’ cases are typically 

thought to be dissolved by reference to a ‘tie-breaker’ which may be of the most negligible 

significance. In the present context, if what is being asserted is the existence of a cognate 

paralysis – generated by commitment to the core tenets of sceptical theism – then the paralysis 

may be broken by considerations even of minimal net conative force. 

If the objection is that by their position sceptical theists are, by parity of reasoning, committed 

to the view that a person faced with the immediate opportunity to either intervene to prevent 

significant suffering or to refrain is in a predicament like that of ‘Buridan’s ass’, then maybe 

appeal to revealed moral principles could ‘tip the balance’. 

God, according to the theistic traditions, is infinitely above us. His ways are not ours. But the 

darkness of our nature has been remedied by God. He has provided authoritative revelation in 

                                                      
66 Alternatively, a comparison with ancient fatalist apraxia puzzles could be made: Brian Ribeiro and Scott Aikin, 
'Skeptical Theism, Moral Skepticism, and Divine Commands', International Journal for the Study of Skepticism, 
3/2 (2013), 77-96. 
67 For a very clear recent discussion see Eugene Chislenko, 'A Solution for Buridan’s Ass', Ethics, 126/2 (2016), 
283-310. 
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the form of Holy Writ. His divine word contains moral prescription, which tells us how we 

ought to act. Some have suggested that acceptance by revelation of a moral code settles the 

moral scepticism problem for sceptical theism.68
 

It is true that members of a particular religious tradition differ on how to interpret their 

religious moral codes, and interpretations of moral obligations amongst religious groups differ 

across time and place – Christian views of slavery, for instance, have changed very much down 

the centuries. Still, contrary to some critics of sceptical theism,69 I think that non-arbitrary 

reflection on moral obligations, fortified by a consistent religious tradition, might break the 

paralysis, if it really does proceed only from the problem of agential motivation. 

Benjamin Rancourt has charged that some sceptical theists would require an appeal to agential 

preferences to break their ‘paralysis’ dilemma, and thus fall into egoism.70 Perhaps that is so, but 

preferences of an agent well immersed in an agapeistic moral vision, informed by the teachings 

of one of the major monotheisms, might in fact reflect a life of concern for others which in fact 

reveals, actualises, and brings the agent into communion with the Highest Good as an agent’s 

proper end. 

Accordingly, I suspect that the root of the moral paralysis problem consists in the very 

consistency of the sceptical theist’s picture of God and his reasons with other, very crucial, 

cognitive and practical commitments of theism. It may be properly situated in the conceptual 

area occupied by the very concept of a God who is a perfectly good and all-powerful person. A 

recent paper by Stephen Maitzen, putting forth the suggestion that sceptical theism threatens 

the consistency of our moral practice, contains an interesting observation. Almost obiter, 

Maitzen charges that the very existence of a “potential guarantor of a good outcome” threatens 

to undermine our moral practice, by entailing the permission of certain omissions.71 In 

response, in an article contained in the same volume, Michael Rea responds to Maitzen by 

retorting that Maitzen’s objection, if successful, would undermine not sceptical theism per se 

but, rather, theism (on assumptions about the concept of God standard in analytic philosophy 

                                                      
68 Michael Bergmann and Michael Rea, 'In Defence of Sceptical Theism: A Reply to Almeida and Oppy', 
Australasian Journal of Philosophy, 83/2 (2005), 241-51, Ira M. Schnall, 'Sceptical Theism and Moral Scepticism', 
Religious Studies, 43/1 (2007), 49-69. 
69 See Stephen Maitzen, 'Skeptical Theism and God's Commands', Sophia, 46/3 (2007), 237-43. Also, and 
importantly, see the argumentation in Ribeiro and Aikin, 'Skeptical Theism, Moral Skepticism, and Divine 
Commands', at 84-95 
70 Benjamin T Rancourt, 'Egoism or the Problem of Evil: A Dilemma for Sceptical Theism', Religious Studies, 
49/03 (2013), 313-25. 
71 Maitzen, 'The Moral Skepticism Objection to Skeptical Theism', at 451. 



 

41  

of religion) itself. 

God and his reasons 

It seems to me that Rea is correct. However, the significance of the point that he raises in 

response to Maitzen is yet to be adequately (or completely) appreciated. The existence of a 

“potential guarantor of a good outcome” seems to carry the implication that the very 

occurrence of any evil is the mark, if not of God’s approval of it, then of his having sufficient 

reason to allow it to happen. God might not be directly implicated in everything that happens. 

But, even given the account of providence suggested by Open Theism, God must be in a 

position of executive control, the antecedent conditions of every single event having received, 

in some way, the stamp of divine approval. Therefore, whether the sceptical theist’s sceptical 

premises ultimately threaten to paralyse our moral practice depends largely on whether or not 

the sceptical theist’s belief in the existence of the relevant kind of divine personal being turns 

out to be true. 

Let me elaborate. There has been some (but, I suspect, not enough) discussion in the analytical 

philosophy of religion literature of what one might call prudential arguments for atheism, 

which appeal to affective dispositions and views about how one ought with most existential 

profit view the world we inhabit, in support of the rejection of theism. One consideration that 

may frequently be marshalled is a concern for existential privacy: in an age in which political, 

legal, and social institutions guard so jealously the privacy of each individual person and the 

details of his or her private circumstances, many might recoil in horror at the suggestion that 

there is an all seeing Person superintending the Cosmos from on high.72
 

Something clearly distinct from, but nonetheless related to, this prudential concern may be 

garnered from the postulation of an all-powerful, all-knowing person and his relation to the 

vicissitudes of history. It is a familiar lament of philosophers unsympathetic to theism that the 

presence of a divine agent lurking from without, but with the power to intervene within, the 

natural world would interfere with reliable scientific explanation, and thus appeals to divine 

agency ought to be a priori excluded from scientific investigation.73 Analogously, many 

historians and theoreticians interested in the evaluation of historical explanation regard as a 

threat to the integrity of proper historical explanation the existence of a divine deus ex 

                                                      
72 Guy Kahane, 'Should We Want God to Exist?', Philosophy and Phenomenological Research, 82/3 (2011), 674-
96 at 682-85. 
73 See e.g, Gregory W. Dawes, 'In Defense of Naturalism', International Journal for Philosophy of Religion, 70/1 
(2011), 3-25. 
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machina.74
 

By analogy, the very notion that every warp and woof of history, every event no matter how 

unspeakable or horrific, must have received divine approval within a broadly reconciliatory 

and explanatory scheme, might be thought to remove the essential preconditions of the most 

concretely fruitful ethical perspective on the world. I do not see, however, that the adequacy of 

our ability to accurately gauge the likelihood that some particular instance of evil is, of 

metaphysical necessity, a precondition of a greater good or the prevention of an evil at least as 

bad, has any direct bearing on the plausibility of this ethical and pragmatic challenge to 

anthropomorphising theism. 

Those who seem to disagree with my inclination here tend not to do so pellucidly. Sehon, after 

charging that by affirming the perfect moral goodness of the omnipotent God the theist has, 

given the evidence of the evil in the world, held fast to a moral theory that is unreliable and at 

odds with ‘commonsense’ morality, then goes on to say: 

Of course, things are different if the theist has a theodicy, whereby she can 

explain why God allows the suffering caused by natural evil, even though 

we ourselves should try to limit it. With an adequate theodicy, the 

theist can still hold onto her moral theory of how agents in general 

should act. But the skeptical theist tells us that there will be no such 

theodicy, and that we should expect not to understand the reasons God 

allows horrendous suffering from natural evil.75
 

I find this passage obscure. If what is being suggested is that the moral paralysis problem is 

dissolved given the presence of a fully adequate theodical explanation, a compelling account of 

how God can be perfectly morally justified in allowing all the various evils in the world, then 

what is being asserted seems to be an analytic truth. An opponent of theodicy, such as Rowe, 

may accept that conditional claim, but maintain and argue that no such fully adequate 

theodicy exists. 

But I do not think that this can be all Sehon means to say. It seems to me that he wants to 

suggest that the theist ought to engage in the practice of theodicy. One reason for this would 

be that a purely sceptical response to the problem of evil will fail to adequately safeguard well-

                                                      
74 E.g, E. H. Carr, What Is History? (New York: Penguin, 1987) at 74-75. 

75 Sehon, 'The Problem of Evil: Skeptical Theism Leads to Moral Paralysis', at 71. Emphasis mine. 
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established moral practices. 

It is worth recalling that the shift to an evidential form of the Argument from Evil was inspired 

by a widespread acceptance that it had been demonstrated that no logical contradiction 

between the existence of an omnipotent, omniscient and perfectly good divine person and the 

presence of evil in the world. Atheologians like Rowe thought, nonetheless, that a successful 

“consistency proof” could not foreclose every persuasive argument from evil in favour of 

atheism. They insisted that the distribution and sheer gravity of the evils displayed in the 

actual world was sufficient to show that the existence of the relevant kind of God, even if not 

strictly logically impossible, was nonetheless unlikely or inherently difficult to rationally 

believe in. 

Does this shift in the structure of the atheologian’s argument in any way affect the problem of 

quiescence which attends belief in a superintending omnipotent personal God who is perfectly 

good? In substance, the shift to an evidential form of the Argument from Evil consists in a 

concession by the atheologian that God could indeed have sufficient reason for allowing all the 

concrete evils in the world, contrary to appearances – even if that possibility may be unlikely or 

even remote. The moral and practical problem that arises from the very notion of a God who 

has determined to allow all the various evils in the world for the sake of a countervailing good 

or in order to prevent evils at least as bad, is in no way mitigated by the admission that evil is 

logically compatible with the existence of an omnipotent and perfectly good God. But I shall 

now explain why nevertheless the shift to an evidential version of the argument does not 

render the atheologian’s case much stronger. 

Logical and evidential arguments again 

Here, I suggest, is a significant corollary of the preceding point. If the problem of quiescence or 

moral paralysis is brought to the fore as much by responses to a logical as to an evidential 

argument, then sceptical theism (as a response to an evidential argument) neither aggravates 

nor ameliorates this problem. For, a response based purely on scepticism to a logical Argument 

from Evil could never be successfully formulated. As John Bishop and Ken Perszyk beautifully 

put it: 

The atheologian’s prima facie case for restricting exoneration for 

preventable evil to finite agents [i.e. for holding that moral justification for 

permitting evil for the sake of greater good can arise only from some 

limitation on the scope of agency] grounds the claim that it is logically 



 

44  

impossible for infinite God to have morally adequate reasons for evil. But, if 

that is correct, our inability to recognise such reasons could hardly be due 

to cognitive limitation! … No, some coherent speculative theodicy or 

theodicies must be constructed to rebut the charge that God logically 

cannot have morally adequate reason for evil. Only then might appeal to 

cognitive limitation properly be added.76 

Caution about our ability to apprehend and cognise God’s reasons for allowing suffering has 

been emphasised for centuries by those advancing theodicies. I do not believe that this caution 

is inherently inconsistent. Conceptually, there is no reason at all why theodicy needs to specify 

precisely or even with some exactitude God’s reasons for permitting evil in the world. In fact, 

any theodicy which did so would appear to exhibit a reckless estimation of the ability of finite 

persons to comprehend that knowledge which must be the preserve of a maximally 

knowledgeable being. 

If it be alleged that the sceptical theist’s profession of ignorance with respect to God’s actual, 

precise justifications for allowing evil is what generates the moral paralysis, I can see no reason 

why a sensitive theodicist would not face the same problem just as squarely. The sceptical 

theist and the theodicist have no quarrel about the proposition that God has fully adequate 

justification for allowing evil. And, arguably it is this very fact that God really has some fully 

adequate set of reasons for allowing the world’s evil threatens to paralyse ordinary moral 

practice. (Here it may be worthwhile noting that the wholesale rejection [on ethical grounds] 

of theodicy is very often responded to by practitioners of theodicy on the basis that the moral 

critique holds against some or most theodicies, but not theirs.)77 

Sceptical Theism without Theodicy? 

In a certain sense, the sceptical theist position – when divorced from any filled-out theodicy – 

is further weakened when one considers that Bergmann’s (ST1-ST3) might not undermine the 

essential inference from the premise that no good we know of would justify God’s permission 

of concrete instances of horrendous evil to the conclusion that, in all probability, there is no 

such good that is (intimately) connected by having horrendous evils of that kind as its logically 

                                                      
76 John Bishop and Ken Perszyk, 'The Normatively Relativised Logical Argument from Evil', ibid.70 (2011), 109- 
26 at 120. Emphasis original. 
77 For amusing illustration see D. Z. Phillips, The Problem of Evil and the Problem of God (London: SCM Press, 
2004b) at 91, n.9. 
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necessary precondition. 

Arguably, even if the goods, evils, and entailment relations between them of which we know 

are not representative of the goods, evils and entailment relations between them knowable 

from a ‘God’s eye view’, those of which we know must be representative to some degree of the 

goods, evils, and entailment relations between them relative to particular instances of cruel and 

oppressive suffering. 

Even in an age in which chaos theory has taught us that the flap of a butterfly’s wings might be 

correlated with some meteorological activity even on another continent, the simple fact that 

spatiotemporal contiguity and proximity correlate positively with connections between events 

can, I think, ground a presumption that whatever possible good might be counterfactually 

intimately connected with, say, the fawn’s agony in the forest fire, will be to some extent 

actualised in spatiotemporal proximity to the occurrence of the evil in question. Indeed, 

ignorance of the all-things-considered objective epistemic probabilities of certain propositions 

need not entail complete ignorance of the subjective epistemic probabilities assignable by a 

suitably situated person.78
 

Traditional approaches to causation in medical epidemiology take temporal connection and 

geographic specificity to be factors which tell in favour of an inference of some causal 

connection between an alleged cause and the occurrence of some medical condition or disease 

in a given population.79 (Ironically, ‘Ordered World’ theodicists tell us that such causal 

regularities are God’s design to allow significant moral freedom.)80
 

Analogously,81 I consider that if the fawn’s ordeal, down to its specific details and duration, is 

the unavoidable price (even for omnipotent God!) of the prevention of an evil at least as bad or 

the actualisation of an outweighing good, then that prevented evil or outweighing good which 

is the end to which God’s allowing the fawn’s suffering is the means is inherently likely to be 

proximate both spatially and temporally to the lightning strike which caused the fawn to 

                                                      
78 Benton, Hawthorne, and Isaacs, 'Evil and Evidence', at 14-16. 
79 See the famous (in medicine) discussion in Austin Bradford Hill, 'The Environment and Disease: Association or 
Causation?', Proceedings of the Royal Society of Medicine, 58/5 (1965), 295-300. 
80 Nick Trakakis, The God Beyond Belief: In Defence of William Rowe's Evidential Argument from Evil (27: 
Springer Science & Business Media, 2006a) at 295. 
81 I regard the analogy I am drawing here to be far more apt than those drawn by a small minority of critics of 
sceptical theism, who hold that the sceptical theist is inconsistent if she refuses to entertain scepticism about, 
for instance, the reality of the external world, or the falsity of extremely eccentric propositions. For example, 
see Ian Wilks, 'Skeptical Theism and Empirical Unfalsifiability', Faith and Philosophy, 26/1 (2009), 64-76. 
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suffer. 

The absence or, at very least, paucity, of observed correlations between the occurrence of 

natural evils the kind of which is exemplified by the ‘fawn’ hypothetical example and other 

states of affairs involving greater goods or the prevention of evils at least as bad, might support 

an inference to the conclusion that evils of this kind are not connected of logical necessity with 

the actualisation of a greater good or the prevention of an evil at least as bad.82 Thus, the 

inference involves reasoning from what we know of goods and evils and how they are related to 

what is the case in reality: not so much from ‘appearance’ to reality. 

This CORNEA-friendly inference might be undermined if all indeterministic natural systems 

are governed by an astonishing constellation of counterfactual conditionals by which there is 

no intrinsic spatial or temporal connection between antecedent conditions and consequent 

behaviour. Some might not find this ad hoc: proponents of Molinism have typically thought 

that the objects of God’s middle knowledge are counterfactual conditionals with extremely 

‘rich’ antecedents, which include the complete history of a world. 83 Perhaps, then, the way in 

which the counterfactuals concerning indeterministic natural processes “fall” is odd, and the 

contrast between possible worlds and those feasible for God to actualise vis-à-vis the fawn and 

the lightning strike very counterintuitive. Then, maybe, God’s desire to create the best world 

open to him requires him, at the instant84 of creation, to take into account possible events 

remote from the fawn and the lightning strike and treat the fawn’s lingering in agony as among 

the unavoidable conditions of some greater good, or the prevention of evils at least as bad. On 

such an account, the suffering of the fawn taken in isolation would not be necessary in order to 

actualise greater good or prevent some evil at least as bad. What would instead be posited is 

that a world containing the fawn’s suffering was the optimal world among those open for God to 

actualise. This would make the sceptical theist’s scepticism look more reasonable,85 by suitably 

distinguishing God’s view from the perspective of the creator ex nihilo from that of a finite, 

                                                      
82 I therefore dissent from the conclusion of William P Alston, 'The Inductive Argument from Evil and the Human 
Cognitive Condition', Philosophical Perspectives, 5 (1991), 29-67 at 46-47, that Rowe’s inference from the 
premise that no good state of affairs we know of would justify God’s permitting evils to the conclusion that no 
good state of affairs at all would do so is like an inference in 1850 from the fact that no- one had reached the 
moon to the conclusion that no man ever would. 
83 See Thomas P. Flint, 'Divine Providence', in Thomas P. Flint and Michael C. Rea (eds.), The Oxford Handbook of 
Philosophical Theology (Oxford University Press, 2008) at 274-78. Also Kenneth J. Perszyk, 'Molinism and 
Theodicy', International Journal for Philosophy of Religion, 44/3 (1998b), 163-84 at 181, n.27. 
84 That is, whether logical or temporal. Molinists usually take God to be atemporal. 
85 As is correctly pointed out by Trakakis, The God Beyond Belief: In Defence of William Rowe's Evidential 
Argument from Evil at 61, Rowe’s argument depends on what Trakakis calls a ‘theological premise’: that 
“necessarily, there are no pointless evils if God exists.” 
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historically conditioned moral agent.86 

Such a distinction is inadmissible on a deterministic view, under the traditional concept of 

divine sustenance.87 Derk Pereboom has, however, argued that theological hard determinism, 

the view that God wills everything that happens in such a way as to exclude human free will 

and standardly conceived moral responsibility, does not threaten the practice of theodicy to 

the extent customarily thought.88 Although the free will of finite creatures is almost always and 

intuitively thought of as the basic pivot on which any theodical explanation must depend, 

Pereboom insists that many well-established theodicies may be appropriated, with suitable 

modification, by the theological hard determinist. Many of the goods invoked by theodicies as 

potentially giving rise to sufficient justification for God’s allowing evil, he thinks, (such as the 

development of character as in Hick’s theodicy) can be attained without creatures bearing 

moral responsibility in the basic desert sense. A fortiori, so Pereboom maintains, a hard 

determinist may avail herself of many traditional theodicies, suitably modified. 

On hard determinism, however, it will be the case that God has caused and intended that each 

concrete instance of suffering in history will take place. Pereboom confesses that he finds it 

difficult to imagine how morally perfect God could do so. But, in order to buttress his case 

against an Argument from Evil based on hard determinist principles, he supplements his 

speculative theodicies with an appeal to ‘sceptical theism’.89 I emphasise, however, that 

Pereboom’s appeal here seems to be nothing more than an augmentation of a broad, 

speculative theodicy by means of a supplementary appeal to the limitations of our knowledge 

of the agential situation of an all-powerful, all-knowing personal God. 

If God has caused or permitted everything that happens, the very facts concerning the 

presence of evils, subject to God’s being a person, raises a moral question to which a mere 

appeal to scepticism will be inefficacious as a response. I therefore agree with Ian Wilks that 

“in the context of this debate the ambitions of those who attempt to formulate theodicies are 

in no way achieved by those who succeed in formulating sceptical theism.”90
 

                                                      
86 Daniel Howard-Snyder, 'Agnosticism, the Moral Skepticism Objection, and Commonsense Morality', in Trent 
Dougherty and Justin McBrayer (eds.), Skeptical Theism: New Essays (Oxford University Press, 2014). 
emphasises this distinction 
87 Leigh Vicens, 'On the Natural Law Defense and the Disvalue of Ubiquitous Miracles', International Journal for 
Philosophy of Religion, 80/1 (2016), 33-42. 
88 Derk Pereboom, 'Theological Determinism and Divine Providence', in Ken Perszyk (ed.), Molinism: The 
Contemporary Debate (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), 262-79. 
89 Ibid, at 273-76. 
90 Ian Wilks, 'The Structure of the Contemporary Debate on the Problem of Evil', Religious Studies, 40/3 (2004), 
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Parent and Child 

Very frequently, practitioners of theodicy, and sceptical theists too, tell us that (as far as 

knowledge of reasons for actions goes) the relation between ordinary adult human beings and 

God is analogous to that between a very young child and her parent. 

Early adopters of the analogy tended to use it to illustrate that God could indeed be justified in 

permitting suffering to occur, provided that, in addition to suffering of that kind being 

logically necessary for some outweighing good, in the end, the sufferer’s pain and anguish is 

appropriately balanced out or defeated by an intrinsically connected good. Just as a surgical or 

dental ministration could cause a child pain and suffering, but unbeknownst to the child be 

the necessary means to a very good end, so too might our apparently gratuitous suffering be 

allowed for the sake of a greater good of which we do not know. Nelson Pike influentially 

suggested that this fact secures logical space for God’s having a “morally sufficient reason” for 

permitting evil.91
 

Richard Swinburne, too, thinks that God’s parental role as Creator can to an extent be 

analogised to a human parent delegating care responsibilities for a young child to an older 

child and that “God may entrust creatures to the care of each other.” 92 Just as a human father 

who insisted on close oversight of his elder child’s care for a young sibling could be justly 

accused of being overbearing, so too would God’s meddling in our affairs in order to remove 

danger and physical harm detract from his giving us meaningful freedom. 

Theodicists, however, must emphasise both the similarity and the difference between the 

‘human’ and ‘divine’ parent cases. Eleonore Stump, for instance, allows, despite her theodicy, 

that: 

[U]nlike omniscient God, human beings are rarely in a position to see into 

the inner life of another person enough to know whether any particular 

suffering is likely to serve the purpose of justification or sanctification. And 

so it is also true that one human being Paula is rarely in a position to be 

morally justified in permitting the suffering of another human being 

Jerome when, ceteris paribus, Paula could readily prevent or relieve 

                                                      
307-21 at 319. 
91 Nelson Pike, 'Hume on Evil', Philosophical Review, 72/2 (1963), 180-97. 
92 Richard Swinburne, Providence and the Problem of Evil (Oxford: Oxford University Press 1998) at 99. 
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Jerome's suffering.93
 

Given the chasm between God’s knowledge and ours, and his role and ours, the vindication of 

God’s moral perfection in the face of his permission of all suffering, however, in no way should 

induce in us a quiescent or diffident practical approach to evil, Stump thinks: 

From the fact that there is a morally sufficient reason for God to allow 

suffering, it does not follow that this reason also gives a human person 

moral license to allow suffering. Because God and human persons are not 

in the same epistemic condition as regards the permission or production of 

suffering, different moral judgments apply to God and human beings on 

this score … Oppression of the poor by the rich is an injustice whose evil is 

in no way mitigated by any consideration of God's reasons for allowing 

suffering.94
 

Note that Stump distinguishes the putative fact that there is a (i.e, some) reason for God to allow 

suffering from the proposition that God’s actual reason licenses a “hands off” attitude towards 

concretely witnessed suffering. Nevertheless, as long as God’s agency and mind are conceived as 

being of the same kind as ours, though without the constraints of finitude, the very fact that God 

has deemed, on the basis of rational deliberation, that a world containing all the actual evils of 

history ought to be permitted for a greater good, arguably could not fail to have serious 

repercussions for our ethical practice. 

Against that background, we may consider the sceptical theist’s claim that in terms of our 

epistemic access to truths about the possible goods and evils and interconnections between 

them, we are like infants or very small children in comparison to the omniscient God. 

In the present context, God as a personal being like us, but without our limitation in terms of 

power, knowledge, and goodness, must exercise choices in his act of creation in the sense 

analogous to our choices, guided by his superlative moral character and in accordance with his 

knowledge of all various possibilities. The actual world is under divine control, certainly, but 

the possible alternatives (as abstracta) open to God constitute the environmental background 

behind his action. Those alternatives are, to that extent, external to him. And these would put 

omniscient God in an epistemic position very different from that occupied by even the 

                                                      
93 Stump, Wandering in Darkness: Narrative and the Problem of Suffering at 433. 
94 Ibid, at 434. 
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cleverest finite minds. 

In a recent paper, addressing the objection that the gratuitousness of horrors may be cognised 

directly and as a matter of common sense, Bergmann has said: 

God, if he exists, would be able to take in and accurately evaluate … horrors 

we can’t imagine and are not capable, psychologically, of taking in. And if 

God were to permit some evil on the level of 100 or 500 because he knew 

that that was the only way to prevent some evil on the level of one million, 

no morally decent person would object to that any more than they would 

object to a parent's choice to let her child undergo painful treatment for 

cancer.95
 

Bergmann, it seems, is impervious to what might seem an obvious line of objection here. 

Certain kinds of evils, such as (to use Bergmann’s own example)96 the repeated rape over a long 

period of a young girl by Sudanese military officials, cannot with any seriousness be 

rationalised and compensated for according to some kind of overall qualitative comparison, no 

matter how vast God’s knowledge might be. As D. Z. Phillips once acerbically wrote, in reply to 

Swinburne, “Often, when the invitation to consider consequences is made, the appropriate 

reply is "Get thee behind me, Satan!" And if there is a "higher" form of reasoning among God 

and his angels, where such matters are open for compromise and calculation, then so much 

the worse for God and his angels.” 97
 

Now, Phillips wrote this in response to a substantive theodicy proffered by Swinburne. And we 

should concede that if a specific theodicy can be defended against a welter of conceptual and 

moral objections, then this wholesale objection to theodicy will necessarily have been 

disarmed. But Bergmann is here availing himself – in the abstract – of certain notions of evil 

and God’s possible relation to it in order to defend the conclusion that an illicit noseeum 

inference, and not an appeal to common sense or intuitive understanding, lies behind an 

evidential Argument from Evil. My point is that Bergmann, since he admits that God has long-

term goals, for the sake of which he permits evils, in sight, must face this line of objection, 

                                                      
95 Michael Bergmann, 'Commonsense Skeptical Theism', in Kelly James Clark and Michael C. Rea (eds.), Reason, 
Metaphysics, and Mind: New Essays on the Philosophy of Alvin Plantinga (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2012), 9-37 at 22. 
96 Ibid, at 20-21. 
97 D. Z. Phillips, 'The Problem of Evil', in Stuart C Brown (ed.), Reason and Religion (Ithaca and London: Cornell 
University Press, 1977), 103-21 at 116. 
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directly. 

For, if a superlative mind-like-ours has contemplated the toleration of events which – 

axiomatically – define the intolerable, then God has breached the boundaries of what we 

intuitively take to be the sphere of moral countenance. As Michael Levine has provocatively 

emphasised, if a high-powered political figure made in public some of the rationalisations of 

evil propagated in the works of theodicists like, for instance, Swinburne, there would be riots 

on the streets!98 Thus seems attractive the position which Stuart Jesson has recently attributed 

to Simone Weil: “that compassion and abstract intellectual life really are intimately linked, so 

that thoughts about suffering are responses to suffering; one might even say that thought itself 

can be compassionate, or lacking in compassion.”99 And the proposal that an omnipotent 

individual possessing an executive control over everything that happens – itself hardly 

generative of abundant compassion towards those undergoing hardship – would, to put it 

mildly, not seem to bear any further practical fruit in the way of compassion when allied to 

Bergmann’s further sceptical theses that our knowledge of goods, evils, and entailment 

relations between them are not representative of the goods, evils, and entailment relations 

there are. (I leave it an open question whether this is an understatement.) 

So, it seems, the sceptical theist cannot avoid addressing the vital challenge posed by 

those who cannot countenance the possibility of a successful theodicy. Thus we see yet 

again that the very notion of an anthropomorphic deity gives rise to the conceptual and 

normative difficulties that attend the idea of divine calculation of evils as part of an overall plan 

involving an ultimate harmony. If anything, the sheer appearance of evils as pointless and 

inherently corrosive of purpose and meaning in life raises a further problem, for a loving Divine 

Parent might be thought to necessarily spare his children the specific trauma of experiencing 

horrors as apparently pointless.100 

As William James once remarked with that singular combination of grace and incisiveness 

which one finds with such remarkable frequency in his writings, “the possession of true 

                                                      
98 Levine, 'Contemporary Christian Analytic Philosophy of Religion: Biblical Fundamentalism, Terrible Solutions 
to a Horrible Problem, and Hearing God', at 107. 
99 Stuart Jesson, 'Simone Weil: Suffering, Attention and Compassionate Thought', Studies in Christian Ethics, 
27/2 (2014), 185-201 at 200. 
100 See William L Rowe, 'Friendly Atheism, Skeptical Theism, and the Problem of Evil', International Journal for 
Philosophy of Religion, 59/2 (2006), 79-92 at 86-87, Bruce Russell, 'The Persistent Problem of Evil', Faith and 
Philosophy, 6/2 (1989), 121-39 at 134. And more recently Trent Dougherty, 'Reconsidering the Parent Analogy: 
Unfinished Business for Skeptical Theists', International Journal for Philosophy of Religion, 72/1 (2012), 17-25. 
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thoughts means everywhere the possession of invaluable instruments of action…”.101 And I 

suppose that if it is true that God has all-things-considered sufficient grounds for allowing all 

the manifold evils in the world to occur, then one may suggest that fact would spur one on to a 

mode of action, or rather an orientation to action, which would involve a radical rejection of 

some of theism’s most indigenous ethical precepts. (How would a conviction that all evil 

ultimately is reconciled with God’s overall plan provide one with extra motivation to feed the 

hungry, visit the sick and imprisoned, or comfort the afflicted?) 

Perhaps our scepticism ought, then, to be directed at substantive accounts of what it might be 

for God to be an intelligent agent. 

Scepticism about the Concept of God 

It might thus assist my reader if I draw a contrast between the scepticism invoked by the 

sceptical theist and that which led the apophatic tradition to eschew excessively substantive, 

anthropomorphic, conceptions of God. Take as representative Hobbes’s remark: “He that will 

attribute to God nothing but what is warranted by natural reason must either use such 

negative attributes as infinite, eternal, incomprehensible; or superlatives, as most high, most 

great, and the like; or indefinite, as good, just, holy, creator; and in such sense as if He meant 

not to declare what He is (for that were to circumscribe Him within the limits of our fancy), 

but how much we admire Him …”.102 Hobbes is very careful to insist that even our highest 

superlatives used to describe created things do not properly portray the one, true God. 

By striking contrast, no such caution about modelling God after the pattern of finite creatures 

is exhibited by the sceptical theist. The sceptical theist wishes to invoke an appeal to the 

qualitative limitations of human knowledge in order to undermine the instinctual idea that 

some evils in the natural historical order are not the logically unavoidable preconditions of the 

attainment of a greater good, or the prevention of evils at least as bad. To that extent, we 

might even say that the scepticism invoked relates not to the divine being per se, but rather to 

the counterfactual structure of the world and the logical relations between goods and evils. 

We might put forward the suggestion that what is primarily said by the sceptical theist to be 

beyond our comprehension is not so much the divine reality but the goods, evils, and 

intrinsically necessary interconnections between them presented by the world. Let me clarify, 

                                                      
101 William James, Pragmatism (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company, Incorporated, 1981) at 98. 
102 Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan (Hamilton, Canada: McMaster University, 1998) at pt. II, ch. 31. 



 

53  

lest my suggestion mislead. 

J L Schellenberg makes a very important point when he says: 

[T]he claim of traditional theism is that the ultimate reality is a person, 

very different from us in various ways, certainly, but in many ways similar 

too. I don’t think this is always remembered by skeptical theists, who 

sometimes write as though we were talking about the more general idea I 

have elsewhere called ultimism, instead of about theism; as though we 

were forced to operate without much of an idea as to how metaphysical, 

axiological, and soteriological ultimacy are instantiated if there is a God. 

Given the quite detailed filling out of ultimism that theism represents, we 

do have a few ideas about such things that should be regarded as reliable.103
 

Schellenberg’s main contention, if I do not misunderstand it, is that (in effect) a tu quoque may 

be advanced against the sceptical theist. Rhetorically, Schellenberg’s reply to the sceptical 

theist can be put like this: you say that human cognitive limitation gives us reason to be 

sceptical about whether apparently gratuitous evil is evidence of really gratuitous evil. But, tu 

quoque: surely I can likewise hold that limited epistemic access to truths about the 

fundamental nature of reality warrant scepticism about whether Ultimate Reality is, as the 

sceptical theist believes, an individual personal being.104
 

Schellenberg, I believe, draws our attention to a much neglected but important point. Very 

often, the sceptical theist’s appeal to mystery seems redolent of the time-honoured apophatic 

formulations of classical theism. Indeed, a seminal early attempt to appeal to the limited 

nature of our epistemic access to all the goods available to God, and their metaphysically 

necessary connection with various possible evils, in order to rebut inductive arguments from 

evil drew crucially on the apophatic formulations of Aquinas and the Eastern Fathers.105
 

Yes, the ancient tradition of apophatic theology certainly does emphasise the limitations of 

finite human minds, conditioned as they are by the exigencies of human understanding and 

experience, to comprehend the divine. And that tradition certainly does guard against what is 

seen as the religiously pernicious trap of idolatry: the direction of obeisance towards what is 

                                                      
103 J. L. Schellenberg, 'Skeptical Theism and Skeptical Atheism', in Trent Dougherty and Justin McBrayer (eds.), 
Skeptical Theism: New Essays (Oxford University Press, 2014) at 193. 
104 Ibid, at 206. 
105 F. J. Fitzpatrick, 'The Onus of Proof in Arguments About the Problem of Evil', Religious Studies, 17/1 (1981), 
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something less than the Highest One. 

However, sceptical theism needs to be properly situated in its dialectical context. It is designed 

to defeat the presumptive inference from the appearance of apparently gratuitous evil to the 

conclusion that, probably, there has really existed such gratuitous evil, for the permission of 

which a personal being with maximal power and goodness would have no reason. It is thus 

formulated at the service of a very specific, highly anthropomorphic, conception of Divinity.106
 

Revealed scriptures of the theistic traditions, however, do not self-evidently affirm the 

existence of such an individual immaterial being with maximal personal attributes. Even those 

who suppose that only such a conception of God could have a hope of yielding an adequate 

philosophical theory of the basic content of the theistic traditions will usually admit that one 

cannot find, for instance, any such developed metaphysical conception proclaimed in the Bible 

or the Koran. 

One might, perhaps, retain the epithet ‘sceptical theism’ and use it to describe a position on 

which suitable epistemic modesty demands caution, given human cognitive limitation, in 

assessing the reliability of our own judgements concerning the adequacy or otherwise of 

defences and theodicies.107 Given, however, the framing assumption behind the debates over 

standard versions of the logical and evidential Arguments from Evil – that God’s power, 

knowledge, and goodness are univocal with those attributes when found in creatures – I do not 

consider that such a position may rightly be taken to justify anything more than an application 

in the present dialectical context of a general fallibilism about one’s considered assessments of 

philosophical arguments.108
 

                                                      
106 Pace, T M Rudavsky, 'A Brief History of Skeptical Responses to Evil', The Blackwell Companion to the 
Problem of Evil, (2013), 377-95. Cf. Gerald K. Harrison, 'A Radical Solution to the Problem of Evil', Sophia, 
56/2 (June 01 2017), 279-87. who presents an argument for a view of God’s goodness as being something 
different from ordinary moral goodness as an argument for a novel form of “sceptical theism” in response to 
an evidential Argument from Evil – even though his view would dissolve the standard logical problem as 
usually conceived! 
107 See Pereboom, 'Theological Determinism and Divine Providence', and Todd Long, 'Minimal Skeptical Theism', 
in Trent Dougherty and Justin McBrayer (eds.), Skeptical Theism: New Essays (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2014), 63-75. 
108 One important note: many popular evidential Arguments from Evil seek merely to show, more modestly 
than Rowe’s 1979 argument, that evil is better explained on the falsity than the truth of a certain kind of 
theism. Bayes Theorem is often deployed in these. See, e.g, Paul Draper, 'Pain and Pleasure: An Evidential 
Problem for Theists', Noûs, 23/3 (1989), 331-50, and William L. Rowe, 'The Evidential Argument from Evil: A 
Second Look', in Daniel Howard-Snyder (ed.), The Evidential Argument from Evil (Indiana University Press, 
1996), 262--85. If I am right that Rowe’s 1979 argument (as repackaged in 1988 and 1991) depends on the 
failure of certain dialectical moves in response to a logical argument, then the same principle will apply to 
these weaker, if important, versions. I have therefore focussed on Rowe’s original (more ambitious) 
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Absent some sort of reasonably plausible account of how those evils, at least when considered 

under a category or class, play some logically ineliminable (given the way reality fundamentally 

is) role in the actualisation of some superlative axiological state and/or the prevention of evil of 

at least as much magnitude, given the evidential weight of the appearances of gratuitous evil in 

the historical order it seems plausible to conclude that God (as standardly defined within 

contemporary analytical philosophy) cannot exist. The question is: is there, could there ever be, 

such a reasonably plausible account? And this, I contend, brings us back into the territory 

occupied by logical arguments from evil. Our next chapter will proceed on that basis. 

                                                      
argument. 
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3 

LOGICAL ARGUMENTS FROM EVIL 

 

Introduction: The Argument in its ‘Logical’ form 

Given the conclusions reached in the previous chapter, it now behoves me to examine logical, 

or deductive, versions of the Argument from Evil. 

R.G. Collingwood once observed that the ‘backbone’ of any discussion of the problem of evil 

will be a critical examination of the conceptions of omnipotence, the goodness of God, and the 

evil in the world.109 This might seem like a truism, in the light of the way that the problem has 

been conventionally formulated – in its Epicurean form. Still, I think Collingwood gives us 

useful heuristics for the task of evaluating deductive Arguments from Evil. 

He gives us a further steer in what he thinks is the right direction for the theist to take when 

faced with such an argument. Collingwood says that the deductive problem of evil admits of 

three kinds of response. One sort of response involves giving up the whole of theistic religion: 

this, of course, is what many atheistic philosophers commend when they advance some version 

of the Argument from Evil. The second way of responding involves not outright atheism, but a 

rejection of one of the essential premises of the argument. One who follows this line of reply to 

the argument may deny that God is omnipotent, or that he is perfectly good. 

Or else, if he is particularly daring, he might bite the bullet and say that evil is unreal, a 

complete illusion. Thirdly, a response to the problem may be advanced by means of “criticism 

and re-exposition of the conceptions involved”. This approach is pursued in the hope that, on 

closer examination and further interpretation, the logical contradiction between the 

affirmation that God is perfectly good and omnipotent, and that evil exists in the world he has 

created, no longer holds. 

Having carved out the three fundamental choices one faces when treating of the logical 

problem of evil, Collingwood then offers a metaphor which, again, I find most instructive. He 

says that the first “method” of response “is the suicide of religion”; the second “its violent 
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mutilation”, which is likely to result in a grisly death. 110 For the theist, Collingwood wants to 

say, the third path alone is feasible, even if it is arduous. So, whether the theist who affirms 

that evil is real and that God is omnipotent and perfectly good is able to discharge the burden 

of dissolving the problem depends upon the answer to the question: Is it possible to develop 

accounts of God’s omnipotence and goodness which circumvent the apparent contradiction 

between elements of the theist’s belief set? 

My impression is that little direct consideration has been given to this precise question in the 

literature on the logical problem of evil. As a general rule, and lamentably, partisans to the 

debate over the logical problem of evil have tended to say that unless 'power' and 'goodness' 

are predicated of God in precisely the same sense as they have when predicated of creatures, 

one is left with the philosophically and religiously invidious position imposed by there being a 

merely accidental use of the same terms when speaking of God and his creatures. 

The implicit or explicit assumption in many writings by modern analytical philosophers seems 

to be that the literal ascription of 'personal' qualities to God involves the most strictly univocal 

kind of predication, on which, for example, "God is good" means that God is "good" in exactly 

the same sense as, say, Mother Teresa was (although, of course, without the slightest 

limitation). McCloskey, for instance, says: “[F]or the problem of evil to arise in its traditional 

form for the theist, the attributes of power, wisdom and knowledge, as well as goodness must 

hold of God in a literal sense.”111
 

It is doubtful that, in this context, a distinction between “literal” and “non-literal” discourse 

about God is of any philosophical value. If what McCloskey means is that a problem of evil is 

generated by the theist's insistence that God's possession of the relevant attributes is not just a 

mythological construction, then what he says is some sort of truism. 

It would be an unhelpful truism if McCloskey's point is that unless theism is understood as 

making some concrete claim about the way reality is, there could be no problem of evil. 

Plainly, neither mythological tales nor allegorical expressions of ethical truths could possibly 

generate the sort of logical problem examined by Mackie or McCloskey. That observation 

seems to make McCloskey's avowed objective, i.e, of evaluating “whether the problem of evil 

remains a real problem for such theists [viz. those who take God’s ‘personal’ attributes to fail to 
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hold in a “literal” sense], and if so, how and in what ways” unworthy of any sustained attention. 

On the other hand, if the point is that the logical problem arises only if "God is powerful" and 

"God is good", when taken as equivalent in meaning to "God is a powerful personal agent" and 

"God is a good person/moral agent", assert that God literally is that kind of being, then, the 

problem is defined clearly on the basis of that particular understanding of the concept of God. 

One is still faced with the task of explaining precisely how and why God's perfect power and 

perfect goodness, so understood, give rise to a logical problem of apparent inconsistency. And 

it seems that the problem can be very swiftly avoided by the theist who, in line with classical 

tradition refuses to place God under any of the categories proper to finite creatures. The 

following comment from McCloskey is particularly apposite, when viewed as a treatment of 

such a classical theistic dissolution of the problem: 

God either is literally or non-literally a person who loves mankind. The 

former can be ruled out, since a person cannot be an infinite being. 

Similarly love must be confined within some bounds. It cannot embrace all 

beings. This tells not at all against Aquinas's account of analogous 

predication in respect of pure perfections; but it does reveal the need for a 

supplementary theory of predication if attributes such as those of being a 

loving, personal God are to play the roles they play in so many proposed 

solutions, including many of those offered by Thomists.112
 

Here are exhibited a number of confusions. Firstly, the traditional Thomist whose concept of 

analogical predication McCloskey discusses will not in fact be prepared to allow that God is "a 

person who loves mankind". For the defender of classical theism generally, and certainly the 

adherent to traditional Thomist thought, God's being, perfections, and nature admit of no 

ontological differentiation: this is the crux of the classical doctrine of the Divine simplicity. It 

will be a corollary of this view that any proposition which entails that God is a member of any 

particular kind of entity will be simply false. 

If, on the other hand, what McCloskey really means is that the classical theist needs to give 

some positive semantic and ontological account of how the various perfection terms when 

predicated of God are related to predications of the same qualities to finite, composite entities, 

then he is in my view quite correct. But this suggestion is quite different from, and cannot be 
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reduced to, the complaint that the classical theist cannot with full intellectual integrity avoid 

the problems and pitfalls attending the conception of God as an omnipotent and perfectly 

good personal being. 

We shall see later that the implications of the abandonment of the concept of God as a person 

shed particular light on the force, character, and utility of the logical Argument from Evil. But 

before we return to questions about the relation between the problem of evil and the 

anthropomorphism of the standard contemporary analytic philosophical conception of God, we 

need to consider squarely the question: How and why does the attribution of perfect power 

and perfect goodness to God give rise to a logical problem of evil? Only once this question 

has been answered are we in any position to consider what, if any, conceptual modification 

might reasonably be advocated by the theist as a means of circumventing the problem of evil. 

Omnipotence, good and evil 

In his seminal paper "Evil and Omnipotence", Mackie freely confessed that there was no 

contradiction which could be seen to "arise immediately" between the three propositions "God 

is omnipotent", "God is perfectly good", and "Evil exists". Rather, his essential thesis was that 

"quasi-logical rules" governing the meaning of "omnipotent" and "good" generate an insoluble 

contradiction between this 'triad' of propositions.113
 

Mackie specifies these “quasi-logical rules” by saying that “good is opposed to evil, in such a way 

that a [wholly] good thing always eliminates evil as far as it can”, and that “there are no limits to 

what an omnipotent thing can do.” 

“[I]t follows”, says Mackie, “that a good omnipotent thing eliminates evil completely, and then 

the propositions that a good omnipotent thing exists, and that evil exists, are incompatible.”114
 

Both these "quasi-logical rules" might appear to be far from immune from criticism by the 

theist. Firstly, provided that one allows that omnipotence is subject to the confining 

limitations imposed by logical laws, it seems that there may indeed be limits to what an 

"omnipotent thing" is able to do. 

One suspects that attention must be focussed on what theists mean when they talk of God’s 

power: how else could we ascertain the logical limits on what his power may be said to 

                                                      
113 Mackie, 'Evil and Omnipotence', at 201-02. 
114 Ibid. 
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involve? 

As Mackie himself said: “The question is whether God's being what the theist calls wholly 

good, and omnipotent, is compatible with the existence, which he recognises, of what he calls 

evil.” 115 But who is this “theist”? Certainly, one must proceed when assessing a deductive 

Argument from Evil on the assumption that the theist ascribes to God the familiar divine 

attributes understood in a manner consistent with the conception of God implicitly targeted 

by such an argument. 

Mackie always conceded that a perfectly “adequate” solution to the problem of evil is yielded 

simply through denying that God is omnipotent, or perfectly good. One might also insist that 

since the logical dilemma traditionally confronting the theist on the basis of the presence of 

evil in the world proceeds on the assumption that power and goodness are predicated of God 

in precisely the same sense as they are predicated of finite agents, the denial that God is a 

personal agent should also be sufficient to dissolve the problem as formulated or conceived 

by writers such as Mackie. We may safely assume, therefore, that the basic conceptual 

assumption on which Mackie's argument turns is that ordinary theists take it for granted that 

God’s properties are to be understood as of the same kind and involving the same 

characteristics as standard personal agency. Still, we must ask: with what sort of necessity are 

these quasi-logical rules supposed to apply? 

It may be that the kind of necessity which is at issue here is of the sort Kripke famously 

treated, of which theoretical identifications such as "lightning is an electrical discharge" are 

paradigm instances. The necessity of such identifications is not a priori in the strictest sense: 

the truth of propositions expressing such identifications cannot be derived strictly from 

meanings. Ought we, then, to take Mackie's "quasi-logical rules" to be allegedly necessary in 

the sense in which Kripke takes theoretical identifications to be necessary? 

We should derive very little assistance in seeking to address this question from Anders 

Kraal's recent suggestion that Mackie is contending that the meanings of terms like “infinite 

power” and “infinite goodness” are such as to render God's omnipotence and perfect 

goodness inconsistent with the presence of evil in the world.116 Kraal distinguishes this 

                                                      
115 J. L. Mackie, 'Theism and Utopia', Philosophy, 37/140 (1962), 153 - 58 at 153-54. Emphasis original. See also 
Marilyn McCord Adams, 'Problems of Evil: More Advice to Christian Philosophers', Faith and Philosophy, 5/2 
(1988), 121-43 at 133. 
116 Anders Kraal, 'Has Plantinga 'Buried' Mackie's Logical Argument from Evil?', International Journal for 
Philosophy of Religion, 75/3 (2014), 189-96. 
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interpretation, which he calls the "meaning interpretation", from an "ontological" 

interpretation, according to which the nature of things, as against the meanings of words, 

generates the logical contradiction between the existence of evil and the omnipotence and 

perfect goodness of God. Such an "ontological" interpretation seems to me extremely odd. 

Contradictions, unless one adopts certain exotic logical theses of Hegel, arise between 

propositions, and not things. And likewise, and in turn, the meanings of the relevant terms, 

which under Kraal's interpretation give rise to the logical problem of evil as Mackie actually 

conceived it, cannot be divorced from claims about the nature of reality, i.e, ontological theses. 

This is illustrated by Kripke's well-known comment about theoretical identifications: 

Any world in which we imagine a substance which does not have these 

properties is a world in which we imagine a substance which is not gold, 

provided these properties form the basis of what the substance is. In 

particular, then, present scientific theory is such that it is part of the 

nature of gold as we have it to be an element with atomic number 79. It 

will therefore be necessary and not contingent that gold be an element 

with atomic number 79.117
 

On the assumption that the alleged necessity of the "quasi-logical rules" is on a par with the 

necessity of theoretical identifications, there must be implicit claims about the concepts of 

evil, and divine perfect goodness and perfect power, and what the instantiation of these 

would imply, which would undergird the quasi-logical rules. These implicit principles would 

tell us, just as present scientific theories tell us that what it is for gold to have the nature it 

does is for it to be an element with the atomic number 79, what it is for God to be 

omnipotent, perfectly good, and what it is for evil to exist.118 

But the conceptual territory occupied by the concepts of God, omnipotence, perfect goodness, 

and of evil, is very different from the conceptual territory occupied by scientifically 

investigable phenomena such as gold, or electricity. In the case of a fitting object of scientific 

investigation, we have a certain substance or phenomenon which is the subject of 

investigation, and we have our scientific theoretical concepts by which we classify the 

                                                      
117 Saul Kripke, Naming and Necessity (Revised edn; Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1980) at 125. 
118 For an application of Kripke’s account of necessity to the present context (taking libertarianism about free 
will to be metaphysically necessary given acceptance of theistic revelation) see James Cain, 'Free Will and the 
Problem of Evil', Religious Studies, 40/4 (2004), 437-56. 
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substance or phenomenon so as to facilitate a better scientific understanding of what is like. 

As Kripke says “The original concept of cat is: that kind of thing, where the kind can be 

identified by paradigmatic instances. It is not something picked out by any qualitative 

dictionary definition.”119 Something cannot, says Kripke, be a cat and a demon at the same time. 

Essential feline characteristics and putatively essential demonic characteristics cannot be 

predicated of the same subject without explicit contradiction. 

No such readily observable reference point is available in the case of the relevant concept of 

God. We cannot even say that appeal must be made to the realities of religious practice in 

order to derive our understanding of the applicable concepts, and under what conditions they 

are exemplified. Contrast another statement from Kripke: “We could have discovered that the 

actual cats that we have are demons. Once we have discovered, however, that they are not, it is 

part of their very nature that, when we describe a counterfactual world in which there were 

such demons around, we must say that the demons would not be cats.”120
 

It might be, and indeed often has been, objected that this suggestion trades on a quite 

misguided conception of the nature of logical laws. And it is true that the early Wittgenstein is 

on solid ground when he says “It used to be said that God could create anything except what 

would be contrary to the laws of logic. The truth is that we could not say what an 'illogical' 

world would look like.”121 Logical laws cannot sensibly be said to constrain the range of 

possibilities open to an omnipotent God; rather, the laws of logic determine the limits of our 

language in articulating coherent possibilities. Linguistic representation, says Wittgenstein, of 

a logically impossible state of affairs is ruled out in just the same way as is geometric 

representation of the coordinates of a figure that contradicts the fundamental rules of space. 

Still, the extent to which logical laws might “constrain” the scope of omnipotent power 

depends on what God's characteristic attributes are. 

Mackie’s Presuppositions: What Kind of ‘Thing” is God? 

First, however, I must admit to finding Mackie's confident invocation of concepts of an 

"omnipotent thing" and a “good thing” rather perplexing. The word "thing" is a rather vague 

and generic substantive. I suspect that Mackie could well have used the more philosophically 

                                                      
119 Kripke, Naming and Necessity at 122. 
120 Ibid, at 126. 
121 Ludwig Wittgenstein, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, trans. David Pears and Brian McGuinness (Pbk. edn; 
London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1974) at 3.031. 
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standard phrase "omnipotent being". But even this much more usual epithet needs unpacking. 

For, right from the beginning of Western philosophy the notion of "being qua being" has been 

the subject of a great deal of metaphysical controversy. Nevertheless, I think we can safely 

presume that, given various of Mackie's remarks, the sort of "omnipotent thing" Mackie means 

to denote is an omnipotent bodiless person; the God whose existence or nonexistence is so 

readily taken in contemporary analytical philosophy to be the issue which divides theists and 

nontheists.122
 

To be an individual personal agent, along with whatever else that might entail, is indeed to 

possess the power of a particular nature. And the very concept of being an individual member 

of the category of person in the ordinary sense entails some sort of limitation on divine action. 

I have found no clearer expression of this than that offered by Keith Ward when he says: 

[T]here are, as a matter of grammar, some limits on God. Before God can 

choose anything, God must already be an agent, capable of making choices. 

God must be an agent whose choices are not determined by anything 

already in existence, either in God or in anything else. And there must be 

some alternatives to choose between. These are not bad or avoidable limits. 

They are conditions of being able to say sensibly that God can make free 

choices.123
 

Ward here invokes the Wittgensteinian notion of “grammar” to make a point about the 

essential structure of personal agency as it is embedded in our talk about personal agents. Of 

course, one might demur at this point, and say that Ward’s ‘grammatical’ account of divine 

power makes God look too much like a creature. Fair enough, perhaps, but in the context of a 

discussion in which what is presupposed is a conception of God who is an individual personal 

being, such a response is of no dialectical utility. Defenders of logical arguments from evil have 

always made it plain that their arguments are directed at a particular, if very frequently 

presumed, conception of the object of worship in the theistic traditions. 

How far do these logically necessary limits on what God as omnipotent may accomplish 

restrict the courses of action open to a personal God? This is indeed a large question. It is well 

                                                      
122 Witness that in the closing remark of Mackie’s paper, Mackie, 'Evil and Omnipotence', at 212. he questions 
whether an atemporal God could be meaningfully said to have "power of any sort". 
123 Keith Ward, 'Freedom, Necessity, and Suffering in God', in Anthony Clarke and Andrew Moore (eds.), Within 
the Love of God: Essays on the Doctrine of God in Honour of Paul S. Fiddes (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2014) at 134-35. 
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worthwhile to note that even amongst those who affirm the existence of an omnipotent, 

omniscient and perfectly good person, there are fierce intramural disagreements on this very 

question. 

One might reasonably consider that these, apparently intractable, disagreements indicate that 

divergent doctrines of providence reflect a fundamental distortion of the very concepts they 

seek to helpfully elucidate. 

‘Powerful’ Things 

There has been in the contemporary literature a quite significant discussion of the difficulties 

attending any definition of omnipotence which treats the power to do anything logically 

consistent with one’s nature as equivalent to omnipotence. To illustrate, “McEar”124 may – by 

nature – be able only to scratch his ear. But it is patently absurd that McEar might thus qualify 

as an omnipotent being. 

This relatively recent discussion, however, was anticipated by Aquinas. (In philosophy, nothing 

is new under the sun.) Aquinas says “If, however, we were to say that God is omnipotent 

because He can do all things that are possible to His power, there would be a vicious circle in 

explaining the nature of His power. For this would be saying nothing else but that God is 

omnipotent, because He can do all that He is able to do.”125
 

Aquinas says [a particular] “nature’s power is confined to definite effects”.126 God’s 

omnipotence, by contrast, consists in the complete lack of defect or privation of nature, and 

total freedom from the impediment of contrary causes. On Aquinas’s account, omnipotence is 

not the maximal instantiation of the power proper to a being of a particular nature. Rather it is 

the sovereign and absolutely unfettered power that is found in a reality whose existence and 

essence are not distinct, and in whom there is no shadow of ontological constitution or 

structure. 

This view is not open to those who think there are compelling grounds for the theist to say 

that God is, contra classical theism, a personal being. On this conception, God’s omnipotence 

                                                      
124 This odd creature was introduced to the contemporary discussion by Plantinga, God and Other Minds at 
170. His sobriquet is due to Richard R La Croix, 'The Impossibility of Defining ‘Omnipotence’', Philosophical 
Studies, 32/2 (1977), 181-90. 
125 Thomas Aquinas, The "Summa Theologica" of St. Thomas Aquinas (Third edn; London: Burns, Oates & 
Washburne, Ltd, 1941) at Bk. 1, q. 25, art. 3, co. 
126 Thomas Aquinas, On the Power of God = Quaestiones Disputatae De Potentia Dei, trans. Laurence Shapcote 
(London: Burns, Oates & Washbourne, Ltd, 1932) at bk, 1, art. 3, ad. 2. 
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as a personal agent is typically conceived as the power to do anything logically possible. 

Whatever further elaboration or qualification that notion needs, it is surely clear that the 

omnipotent power of a personal agent is completely divorced from our ordinary experience of 

particular agents having specific, tightly constrained power within a circumscribed sphere of 

control. As Andrew Gleeson remarks: “[A]t least in empirical contexts (outside mathematics 

etc.) it is arguable that logical possibility collapses into actual possibility, and knowledge of 

actual possibility depends on actual investigations of the world that cannot be conducted from 

the armchair.”127 Accordingly, the idea of a personal God whose omnipotent power is unlimited 

power as an agent pushes at the very boundaries of intelligibility. 

On whatever conception of a person you might endorse, a person must surely be a discrete 

individual who has realised cognitive, volitional, and noetic abilities. But our familiar notion of 

cognition, volition, and mentation includes some implication that any individual who, thinks, 

wills, contemplates, or has intentions does so against the background of a conditioning 

environment. I think this is what Hume saw when he – famously and dramatically – 

formulated the problem of evil in his Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion: 

[I]s it possible, Cleanthes, said Philo, that after all these reflections, and 

infinitely more, which might be suggested, you can still persevere in your 

Anthropomorphism, and assert the moral attributes of the Deity, his 

justice, benevolence, mercy, and rectitude, to be of the same nature with 

these virtues in human creatures? His power we allow is infinite: whatever 

he wills is executed: but neither man nor any other animal is happy: 

therefore he does not will their happiness. His wisdom is infinite: he is 

never mistaken in choosing the means to any end: but the course of Nature 

tends not to human or animal felicity: therefore it is not established for 

that purpose. Through the whole compass of human knowledge, there are 

no inferences more certain and infallible than these. In what respect, then, 

do his benevolence and mercy resemble the benevolence and mercy of 

men? 

Epicurus's old questions are yet unanswered. 

Is he willing to prevent evil, but not able? then is he impotent. Is he able, 

but not willing? then is he malevolent. Is he both able and willing? whence 
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then is evil?128
 

We may say, then, that the likes of Mackie presume that an omnipotent being has as much 

power as could be meaningfully ascribed to a personal agent, and that such an agent has 

perfect freedom from constraint and unlimited power over other “things”. 

‘Good’ Things 

We have discussed what it might be for an agent to be ‘all powerful’, but what of ‘all-

goodness’? Arguably, neither power nor goodness is a univocal term. Peter Geach suggested in 

a seminal paper, that 'good' functions as a logically attributive, as against a logically predicative 

adjective. As such, “even when good and bad stands by itself as a predicate, and is thus 

grammatically [i.e, logically] predicative, some substantive has to be understood; there is no 

such thing as being just good or bad, there is only being a good or bad so-and-so. An A B splits 

up logically into a pair of predications “is a B” and “is A”: otherwise I shall say that A is a 

(logically) attributive adjective.”129 

Geach continues, significantly in the present context: “If I say that something is a good or bad 

thing, either thing is a mere proxy for a more descriptive noun to be supplied from the context; 

or else I am trying to use good or bad predicatively, and its being grammatically attributive is a 

mere disguise. The latter attempt is, on my thesis, illegitimate.” 130 In light of Mackie’s 

presuppositions about the nature of divine agency, however, I am content to assume that what 

Mackie really means to speak of when he talks about a perfectly good "thing" is a perfectly 

good moral agent, an agent whose morally considerable actions exhibit the highest conceivable 

moral goodness. With those preliminaries behind us, let us now examine Alvin Plantinga's very 

influential Free Will Defence, so widely taken to have decisively refuted Mackie's version of the 

Logical Argument from Evil. 

A ’Molinist’ Free Will Defence 

Displaying characteristic technical acumen and much logical rigour, Plantinga purports to 

establish that there is a proposition R which is itself logically possible, logically compatible 

with the existence of an omnipotent and perfectly good God and which logically entails, either 

alone or in conjunction with the existence of such a God, the presence of evil in the world. If 
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Plantinga is right that he has succeeded in this, then, he claims, the logical Argument from Evil 

has indeed been refuted. 

I shall now proceed to sketch how Plantinga's "defence" is structured. There are subtle 

variations in the presentation and logical configuration of the defence across Plantinga's 

writings. However, none of these variations requires analysis here. 

The fundamental premise on which the Free Will Defence proceeds is “that God, though 

omnipotent, could not have created just any possible world he pleased”.131 In fact, the 

conditional claim that if an omnipotent God exists, then God can create any possible world he 

wishes is based on a serious misunderstanding. Plantinga calls this conditional claim "Leibniz's 

Lapse", because Leibniz, notoriously, claimed that if God exists then this is the best of all 

possible worlds. 

On what basis does Plantinga find that Leibniz's Lapse is indeed a lapse? The answer, roughly, 

is that while God is the creator of everything but himself, that does not entail that God has 

actualised every state of affairs contained within the actual world. To quote Plantinga himself: 

[S]ince God did not create numbers, propositions, pure sets, and the like, 

he did not actualise the states of affairs consisting in the existence of these 

things. Nor does he actualise such other necessary states of affairs as 7+5’s 

equalling 12. Necessary states of affairs do not owe their actuality to the 

creative activity of God. So if we speak of God as actualizing [possible 

world] α, we should not think of him as actualizing every state of affairs α 

includes.132 

Here, we may see, is the metaphysical basis, on Plantinga's view, of the claim that Leibniz's 

Lapse really is a lapse. God's status as creator does not entail that every state of affairs included 

in the actual world is or has been actualised by God. Plantinga's specific proposal concerns 

certain truths about "creaturely essences", i.e, encaptic properties, 133 the instantiation of which 

constitutes a person. These essences do not owe their truth to God's creative activity. If that 

proposal is admissible, then the possibility arises that every creaturely essence, the condition 

of the possibility of any person God could create, might suffer from a condition which 

                                                      
131 Plantinga, God, Freedom, and Evil at 44. 
132 Plantinga, The Nature of Necessity at 169. 
133 In Plantinga’s terminology, a property P is encaptic if P is instantiated in some possible world and for every 
world-indexed property Q, P entails Q or P entails the complement of Q. See ibid, at 75. 
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Plantinga calls "transworld depravity". 

A person P suffers from transworld depravity if and only if for every world 

W such that P is significantly free in W and P does only what is right in W, 

there is a state of affairs T and an action A such that 

(1) God strongly actualises T in W and T includes every state of affairs God 

strongly actualises in W, 

(2) A is morally significant for P in W, and 

(3) if God had strongly actualised T, P would have gone wrong with respect 

to A.134
 

A state of affairs y is weakly actualised by God iff God strongly actualises a state of affairs that 

counterfactually implies y. A state of affairs z is strongly actualised by God iff God causally 

determines z to be actual. Strong actualisation, then, is to Plantinga “a special case of weak 

actualisation” 135: the casual determination involved in strong actualisation is what 

distinguishes it from (mere) weak actualisation. 

As Plantinga himself has written of the Free Will Defence: “the conclusion of its central 

argument is that it is necessary that there are some possible worlds God could not have weakly 

actualised.”136
 

The concept of transworld depravity has proved very difficult for many to interpret and 

understand correctly. This should not be surprising. For, in order to understand what 

Plantinga means when he speaks of the "condition" of transworld depravity, we need first to 

understand some other abstruse metaphysical concepts which, relatedly, Plantinga introduces. 

Firstly, the concept of an "initial segment", otherwise named by Plantinga a "maximal world 

segment", picks out, approximately, a complete possible world minus whatever free action a 

free agent might take in a particular set of circumstances. An initial segment, as Frederick 

Kroon nicely puts it, is "a possible world with a single hole in it".137 The complete set of 

                                                      
134 Ibid, at 186. 
135 Plantinga, 'Self-Profile', at 49. 
136 Alvin Plantinga, 'Is Theism Really a Miracle?', Faith and Philosophy, 3/2 (1986b), 109-34 at 125. 
137 Frederick W. Kroon, 'Plantinga on God, Freedom, and Evil', International Journal for Philosophy of Religion, 
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circumstances leading up to a particular action is included, along with everything else in the 

history of the world, in the segment, but the particular action is not. 

Here is the illustrative example Plantinga gives. A mayor, Curley Smith, is offered a bribe of 

$35, 000 by a corrupt highways director, to abandon his opposition to the proposed 

construction of a new motorway. After Smith succumbs to temptation and accepts the bribe, 

the instigator of this malfeasance wonders if he could have succeeded in his corruption by 

offering and paying him just $20, 000. A segment identical to the actual world in which the 

mayor is offered $35, 000 up to (but excluding) the moment when Curley is offered $35, 000; 

but which instead includes the mayor’s being offered $20, 000, is a component of a possible 

world.138
 

If the mayor is “significantly” free, thinks Plantinga, there will be some determinate fact about 

what Curley does in this possible world when offered a bribe of $20, 000 over which God has 

no control. And if Curley’s essence suffers from transworld depravity, then God will not be able 

to create any world in which Curley exists and always does the right thing, unless God strongly 

actualises his every action, thereby, Plantinga thinks, rendering Curley not free. And it really 

could be that every creaturely essence is transworldly depraved in just this way. If so, every 

possible world containing significantly free creatures but no moral evil would be not open to 

God for actualisation. Leibniz’s Lapse would be a true slip, an ontological premise without 

foundation. 

Natural evil would remain unaccounted for by such a defence. Yet Plantinga hypothesises that 

all apparently natural evil might be attributable to the malfeasance of Satan and his cohort. 

This might seem to be a desperate move, but nonetheless, it may also have some plausibility 

for those committed to the Christian tradition.139
 

Once the logical compatibility of God and evil are established, the logical argument is refuted. 

All that is required for such a refutation is a "consistency proof". One might agree with David 

Lewis that consistency comes cheap140 and that such a consistency proof is a very limited utility 

for the defender of theism. But, nonetheless, a theodicy which exhibits caution about our 

ability to cognise the precise reasons why God allows the evil in the world and its particularity 

and severity may thus need to proceed from a consistency proof so understood, buttressed by 
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139 See Plantinga, 'Self-Profile', at 50. 
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some considerations of the plausibility and credibility of the explanation advanced for God's 

permission of evil. 

Counterfactuals of Freedom 

At a conference presentation by Plantinga, Anthony Kenny observed that Plantinga had, 

apparently unwittingly, invoked the "Molinist" doctrine of scientia media. 141 Kenny's 

observation has enabled a much clearer appreciation of the structure of Plantinga's Free Will 

Defence. The very basis on which Plantinga purports to have undermined Leibniz's Lapse, in 

effect, is the distinction between God's middle knowledge, as asserted by proponents of 

Molinism, and his so-called "free" knowledge. 

It will be recalled from the previous chapters that, for Molinists, middle knowledge stands 

midway between God's "natural" knowledge and his "free" knowledge. Truths known by divine 

natural knowledge are necessary and their truth is independent of God's creative decree. The 

objects of God's free knowledge, by contrast, are contingent, but they are contingently true 

precisely because God wills them to be true. The objects of God's middle knowledge occupy an 

intermediate conceptual space, because they are contingent truths, like the objects of free 

knowledge, but, like the objects of natural knowledge, their truth is anterior to God's creative 

activity. 

So, subjunctive conditional propositions, like those which specify what a creaturely essence, 

when instantiated as a significantly free creature in Plantinga's sense, will freely do in any 

given situation, on Plantinga's view clearly qualify as objects of God's middle knowledge. 

That this is so should clearly be a corollary of Plantinga's (highly controversial) account of 

human freedom, on which “if a person S is free with respect to a given action, then he is free to 

perform that action and free to refrain; no causal laws and antecedent conditions determine 

either that he will perform the action, or that he will not.” 142
 

There has been a veritable welter of discussions of Plantinga’s Free Will Defence published 

over the last half century, and a perennial complaint from those who find it unconvincing has 

been that it proceeds from the assumption of a set of highly contentious antecedent claims 

about the fundamental structure of reality.143 It carries, so many critics have urged, a lot of 
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metaphysical baggage. Those who find inadmissible on metaphysical grounds the ontology of 

possible worlds which Plantinga presupposes, along with the postulation of counterfactual 

conditionals, over whose truth even God can have no control, specifying what each possible 

creaturely essence will freely do in any possible situation and any possible world, may well 

protest that the apparent refutation of the logical argument from evil seems to spring from a 

bunch of premises which the atheologian may responsibly resist. 

The logical possibility that God might “turn out” to be faced with the invidious position 

envisaged by Plantinga’s free will defender very much depends on the sorts of constraints 

which God, despite his omnipotence, might plausibly be thought of as being subject to. 

Suppose we imagine that it is logically possible for the following conditional to be true: 

(HC) Harry stands atop Mount Everest □→ Harry keeps very silent 

There is certainly nothing intrinsically impossible about (HC): indeed, we might say, if Harry 

was a free agent, then it was perfectly within Harry’s power, to behave in accordance thereto. 

How might we insist that it could nonetheless not have been open to God to actualise a world 

in which the conditional is true? One possible answer – which might be quite consonant with 

libertarian theories of free action – involves insisting firmly that the conditions specified in the 

antecedent of a counterfactual of creaturely freedom are jointly sufficient, but by no means 

necessary for the (free) action specified in the consequent. 

Unsurprisingly, many have held that the truth of counterfactuals of creaturely freedom would 

imply that genuine freedom in creatures is compatible with causal determinism. In other 

words, Molinism has been taken to be not genuinely, or not robustly, libertarian in its account 

of free will.144
 

Molina himself writes of conditionals concerning human free action: “In such a case, even if (i) 

the conditional is necessary … and even if (ii) the antecedent is necessary in the sense in 

question … nonetheless the consequent can be purely contingent.”145 Molina therefore denies 

that the necessity of the truth of the relevant conditionals and their antecedents entails that 

their consequents are necessary. Must Molinists, therefore, hold that free will is compatible 

with determinism? 
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York: Cornell University Press, 2004) at disp. 52, 3, pp. 337-38. 
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Generally speaking, a libertarian who affirms the reality of ontologically reducible agent 

causality thinks that agency involves the exercise of causal powers that are not ontologically 

equivalent to (mere) events. So, a necessary precondition for the actions of creatures counting 

as free actions is the causal influence of such agent causality. Plantinga himself thinks that 

such a view of agency must be tolerable to those who allow the possibility of the truth of 

theism: since God’s agency must be ontologically irreducible.146
 

This “agent causationist” proposal helps to explain what might seem a perplexing feature of the 

Molinist picture: that it looks very much as if a counterfactual of creaturely freedom tells us 

what a, supposedly free, creature will do in the situation specified in the antecedent, so that 

the truth of such a counterfactual conditional makes the action of the possible creature to 

whom it relates seem to be the result of truths which are absolutely fixed and immutable. As 

Nick Trakakis says, pithily, for the Molinist, “the choices we think we make freely are in reality 

built into the very structure of the world, thus becoming as unalterable as the laws of nature.”147 

But this is a charge which the Molinist will, I believe, feel confident in rebutting. Truths about 

"creaturely essences" in Plantinga's sense, and the free actions of individuals whose 

instantiations they are, would certainly be more fundamental than any truths about the way 

the actual world is. This should not concern the proponent of the theory of middle knowledge, 

precisely because they are truths about creaturely essences whose actualisation results in 

individual persons possessing significant freedom. Those essences might account for 

transworld depravity, with the consequence that moral perfection among every creaturely 

essence cannot be guaranteed.148
 

This reply, however, comes at a significant dialectical cost. Suppose the truth makers for 

counterfactual conditionals of creaturely freedom relate to creaturely essences. Instantiations 

of these essences would have the status of agents possessing significant freedom. At the 

temporal or, perhaps more plausibly, logical instant at which God creates, ‘before’ any creatures 

exist, how could there be logical space for the imposition by those counterfactual conditionals 

of any constraints on the creative activity of God?” 

                                                      
146 Plantinga, 'Is Theism Really a Miracle?', at 124-25. 
147 Nick Trakakis, 'Does Hard Determinism Render the Problem of Evil Even Harder?', Ars Disputandi, 6/1 
(2006b), 239-64 at para. 54. 
148 William L. Rowe, 'In Defense of 'the Free Will Defense': Response to Daniel Howard-Snyder and John 
O'Leary-Hawthorne', International Journal for Philosophy of Religion, 44/2 (1998), 115-20 at 117-19. But cf. 
Daniel Howard-Snyder and John O'leary-Hawthorne, 'Transworld Sanctity and Plantinga's Free Will Defense', 
ibid./1 (1-21 at 23-27, K. H. A. Esmail, 'Plantinga’s Defence of the Free Will Defence in Chapter Nine of the 
Nature of Necessity', Sophia, 41/2 (2002), 19-29. 
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Here, however, the discussion of the logical problem of evil seems to me to generate a 

discussion parallel to a central metaphysical dispute concerning the feasibility of the theory of 

middle knowledge itself. A time-honoured objection to the Molinist account of divine 

providence, known as the grounding objection, states that middle knowledge is impossible, 

because the truths which are the objects of God's middle knowledge cannot have truth 

makers.149
 

If truths about what creatures with free will would freely do in some given situation are true 

because they are willed by God, then, evidently, their truth is or would be determined by God, 

and thus such counterfactual truths could never account for any difference between worlds 

that are possible, and worlds that may be actualised by God. During the Counter-Reformation, 

critics of Molina held, influenced by Aquinas or Calvin, that the notion that the truth of 

counterfactuals of creaturely freedom could be logically prior to God's creative act impugned 

the sovereignty of God as a free creator, 150 with the effect that the incommensurable difference 

between the causality of God and the free agency of creatures could no longer be affirmed. 

Thus, for the earliest critics of the Molinist theory, the fundamental problem with Molinism 

was that it issued in an excessively anthropomorphic conception of God, and contradicted 

fundamental tenets of classical theism. 

There is a great temptation to say that each counterfactual conditional as portrayed in 

Plantinga's Defence would have to supervene on something in the initial segment specified in 

its antecedent. Consider, by way of illustration, a counterfactual of freedom: 

(TP) Trump wins the Republican Nomination for US President 2016 □→ 

Trump declines the nomination 

(TP)'s antecedent, on Molinist principles, includes the entire history of the world which 

precedes the instant at which the action specified in the consequent occurs. If a supervenience 

relation obtains between truth and being, it seems quite natural to suggest that, for instance, 

(TP)'s falsity is grounded by aspects of the history of the world specified in its antecedent, such 

as Trump's distinctive personality traits, so that we can say that Trump himself makes the 

                                                      
149 For defenders see Steven B. Cowan, 'The Grounding Objection to Middle Knowledge Revisited', Religious 
Studies, 39/1 (2003), 93-102, Scott A Davison, 'Craig on the Grounding Objection to Middle Knowledge', Faith 
and Philosophy, 21/3 (2004), 365-69. 
150 Plantinga, incidentally, seems to labour under the misunderstanding that Molina's early critics denied the 
existence of such true counterfactuals. See Plantinga, 'Self-Profile', at 50 
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counterfactual false.151 

This answer, of course, could be given an interpretation amenable to compatibilists. Perhaps, 

what makes the counterfactual false is the fact that the causal history which determined that 

Trump would accept the nomination, did not bypass Trump's character, and did not involve 

the sort of manipulation which would rule out Trump's acceptance of the nomination as an 

instance of free action. We shall return to this interesting point soon, but in the meantime, if 

we examine another interesting problem for the response to the grounding objection to 

Molinism signalled here the character of Plantinga's defence may be more easily understood. 

Freedom, Human and Divine 

Counterfactuals of freedom are, according to Lewis, “unfulfilled”, “true and that’s that”, if their 

antecedents are false.152 As Lewis points out, something seems strange here. "Fulfilled" 

counterfactuals of freedom, with true antecedents, are true or false depending, we suppose, on 

the (real) agents whose actions are specified in their consequents. But what of counterfactuals 

of freedom which are unfulfilled? 

Lewis also holds that Molinists ought to maintain that a fulfilled true counterfactual of 

creaturely freedom, like, for example: 

(NA) Neil Armstrong lands on the moon on 20 July 1969 □→ Neil 

Armstrong says “One small step for man…” 

is made true by the agent whose free action its consequent contains. But, as Graham Oppy 

points out,153 the position under that interpretation is difficult to sustain. For, (NA) was known 

by God, so Molinists think, “before” Armstrong existed, in fact, before God created anything at 

all. Otherwise, (NA) would not be an object of divine middle knowledge. Other possible worlds 

cognised via God’s middle knowledge cannot ground the truth of these counterfactuals, for 

then the unfulfilled ones by definition would be impossible. It seems awfully strange and ad 

hoc to say that the counterfactuals of freedom which are fulfilled are grounded differently to 

those which happen never to be fulfilled by God. How might this be possible? 

William Lane Craig answers this question this way: “Just as there are tensed facts about the 

                                                      
151 Plantinga himself seems to think that such a response fails, but argues, instead, that there is more reason to 
admit the truth of counterfactuals of freedom than there is to accept the supervenience principle. See 
Plantinga, 'Replies to My Colleagues', at 373-75. 
152 Lewis, 'Evil for Freedom's Sake?', at 160. 
153 Oppy, Arguing About Gods at 277. 
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past or future which now exist, even though the objects and events they are about do not, so 

there are counterfacts which actually exist, even though the objects and events they are about 

do not.”154 Hence, says Craig, the truth or falsity of unfulfilled Molinist counterfactuals of 

creaturely freedom may be grounded by these "counterfacts". Those who deny the existence of 

these Craig thinks presuppose that there is no room for libertarian free will. Grounding 

objectors who would not permit Craig the indulgence of adverting to counterfacts as 

grounding counterfactuals of freedom, Craig thinks, hanker after a Leibnizian demand for a 

sufficient reason for every contingent truth.155
 

Craig's rejoinder, however, contains an ambiguity. One might think that the grounding 

objection to Molinism need not be based on a particularly harsh principle of sufficient reason. 

The grounding objection may, rather, proceed merely from an antecedent principle according 

to which God as creator must be supreme in the order of causality, such that God does not act 

against the background of any kind of logically prior entity.156
 

Quite often, disputants over the logical problem of evil attempt to show either that it is or that 

it is not “broadly logically” necessary that omnipotent God could completely eliminate evil 

from the world he creates. Like so much of the conceptual apparatus utilised in the 

contemporary discussion about the problem of evil, the concept of “broadly logical” necessity, 

and its correlate, “broadly logical” possibility, have been introduced by Plantinga himself.157
 

The idea that logical possibility and logical necessity might admit of (correlatively) original and 

secondary or derivative senses is problematic. 

Let me illustrate by way of distinguishing example. Suppose I am a very conservative High 

Church Anglican who thinks that it is impossible to validly confer the sacrament of Holy 

Orders on a female member of the Church. I think that, necessarily, to be a priest one needs to 

                                                      
154 William Lane Craig, 'Middle Knowledge, Truth-Makers, and the "Grounding Objection"', Faith and Philosophy, 
18/3 (2001a), 337-52 at 346-47. 
155 William Lane Craig, 'Ducking Friendly Fire: Davison on the Grounding Objection', Philosophia Christi, 8/1 
(2006), 161-66 at 162-64. 
156 Alfred Freddoso has suggested that the “grounding” objection to Molinism cannot be severed from the 
objection that Molinism postulates too great a resemblance between divine and human agency: Alfred J. 
Fredosso, 'Introduction', in Alfred J. Freddoso (ed.), On Divine Foreknowledge: Part IV of the "Concordia" by 
Luis De Molina (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1988) at 67-68. This would entail that attempts to establish 
that Open Theism (on which God takes a risk in creating and exerts only suasive control of free creatures 
and other indeterministic systems) also face a “grounding objection” are misplaced. See, e.g, Jennifer 
Jensen, 'On Grounding God's Knowledge of the Probable', Religious Studies, 49/1 (2013), 65-83. Open 
Theists, of course, are very happy to accept that God is a being amongst others, negotiating the world’s 
circumstances. 
157 Plantinga, The Nature of Necessity at 1-3. 
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be validly ordained, and in order to be validly ordained as a priest one needs not only to share 

in Christ’s baptism and the faith of his church, but also to share in the gender he had in his 

incarnate life on earth. (Perhaps I am preparing to join the Communion of Rome next Easter.) 

As a consequence of these theological beliefs, I do not regard a female Anglican minister as a 

priest, and I do not regard her purported celebrations of the Eucharist to issue in the true 

consecration of bread and wine. Now further suppose, with all this in mind, that I attend a 

service at which a woman purporting to be an ordained Anglican priest officiated. 

Though in the strict and original sense I believe and profess that it is impossible for her to be a 

priest, I may still say to members of the assembly at the service that I appreciated ‘the priest’s 

homily’. I do not contradict myself in saying this, since in complimenting the officiant on her 

homily I am using the word ‘priest’ in a derivative and secondary sense, implying not valid 

ordination but the performance of the outward social, ministerial, and liturgical functions of a 

minister of the Anglican Church. 

How could logical necessity and possibility admit of both strict, original and broad, derivative 

senses in some way analogous to this? What is crucial to note is that logical notions, such as 

possibility, consistency, contradiction, and compossibility, are the very tools which allow us to 

say that something is in any sense necessary. Thus, it is very hard to see how they may apply in 

different (broad and narrow) senses.158
 

Another way of putting this is to say that ascriptions of logical modality are not polysemous. 

Operators such as may and can might admit of different construals: e.g, deontic and epistemic 

possibility may involve different senses of “may” and “can”.159 So, in what sense does the 

introduction of "broadly logical" possibility enable one to address a Logical Argument from 

Evil without illicitly importing some extra-logical limitation on the power of God? 

The answer to this perplexing question lies in what Frederick Kroon (in treating Plantinga’s 

Free Will Defence) has astutely called an ‘actual constraints’ analysis of God’s power. The three 

illustrative examples (of what he calls a “personal-modal ascription”) Kroon gives are “it is 

possible for me to play tennis tomorrow”, “it is in my power to get you a good teaching 

                                                      
158 It has been suggested that there is only one sort of logical necessity, which serves as the modal component 
of the relation of logical consequence, namely, that which Plantinga calls "broadly logical", and that Plantinga's 
"narrow" sort of logical necessity is just an application of this (broader) notion given certain (i.e, fundamental) 
logical constants. See William H. Hanson, 'The Concept of Logical Consequence', Philosophical Review, 106/3 
(1997), 365-409. 
159 See Emanuel Viebahn and Barbara Vetter, 'How Many Meanings for ‘May’? The Case for Modal Polysemy', 
Philosophers' Imprint, 16/10 (2016). 
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position”, and “I am able to join you for lunch tomorrow, should you want me to join you”. 

These are compossible with all the constraints the world actually imposes on the exercise of 

this ability tomorrow, constraints such as physical laws, limitations of time and space, previous 

arrangements, and so on.160 

 

These ascriptions are clearly distinct from ascriptions of what is what is merely logically 

possible, or else, say, technologically possible. Less broad notions of e.g., technological 

possibility or nomological possibility therefore differ importantly from the kind of possibility 

invoked in personal modal ascriptions. Locutions which ascribe a capacity to a personal agent 

inevitably relate to what can be accomplished given a certain environmental background.161 

 

In a 1986 paper on what is commonly taken to be Ockham's account of the relation between 

divine omniscience and human freedom, Plantinga, specifically referencing the structure of his 

Free Will Defence, emphasises that in his view, for God no less than humans, broadly logical 

possibility of the actualisation of a state of affairs p does not entail ability to actualise p. 162 What 

is relied on, then, is the assumption that certain fundamental, constraining features of agency 

apply to God as much as to humans, and thus that God may not be able to actualise just any 

logically possible world. Modulo this assumption, it would seem that there would be no logical 

coherence in insisting that, necessarily, an omnipotent God must be free from any constraints 

except those imposed by the laws of logic. God's being so free would rule out God's status as an 

agent.163 

Kroon, however, has pointed out the irony implicit in Plantinga's ascribing to Leibniz the lapse 

involved in holding it true that God can actualise any possible world.164 For Leibniz, creatures 

are free in a sense that in no way implies freedom from antecedent determination. And, 

indeed, Leibniz's famous principle of sufficient reason would reject the possibility of sheer, 

brute facts which are not susceptible to any deeper explanation in terms of a sufficient reason. 

Free creatures for Leibniz, says Kroon, are somewhat like characters in a novel, whose agency 

and character develops within the creative power of the author.165
 

                                                      
160 Kroon, 'Plantinga on God, Freedom, and Evil', at 80-81. 
161 Ibid. 
162 Alvin Plantinga, 'On Ockham’s Way Out', Faith and Philosophy, 3/3 (1986a), 235-69 at 263. 
163 Agents, ordinarily, of course, act within an environment. (Might the intuition here influence those who find 
unintelligible the Thomist identification of the divine as Actus Purus?) 
164 Kroon, 'Plantinga on God, Freedom, and Evil', at 87, 91. 
165 An analogy by no means falsified by the fact that creatures, unlike fictional characters, are real. What I 
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It is very interesting to note that considerations of a principle of sufficient reason led Leibniz 

himself to reject the Molinist account of divine providence. The kind of self-determination as 

an agent which Molina ascribed to created agents, protested Leibniz, is but an "impossible 

chimera" involving freedom from antecedent causal determination, and thus a kind of relation 

to the external causal order of which sense cannot easily be made. Leibniz concludes that for 

these reasons the Molinist proposal is "without foundation".166 I think this holds the key to 

ascertaining a deeper issue surrounding the discussion of the Argument from Evil. Let me 

explain more. 

Iron Block or Branching Tree? A way of conceptualising the disagreement 

Those who are disposed to share that concern about pictures of God’s relation to the Cosmos 

which fail to secure a unique, incommensurable, inexhaustible role for God as Creator, will be 

bound to find Plantinga’s Free Will Defence quite unsatisfactory. The anthropomorphism 

latent or patent in the defence, they will think, comes at its expense as a piece of theistic 

apologetic. But, of course, it needs to be made very clear that the Defence was intended to 

rebut only Logical Arguments from Evil, like those proffered by Mackie and McCloskey, which 

implicitly or explicitly proceed from the assumption that God’s power and goodness are 

univocal with those of creatures, and that God is the same sort of agent (though without, of 

course, all the limitations in the capacities and qualities possessed) as finite persons.167 

Determinism, William James once said, seems to imply that the history of the universe forms 

an indivisible unity, an "iron block".168 Causal connections between each event mean that every 

happening, past, present, and future is intimately and necessarily connected. Open alternative 

possibilities, one might think, are ruled out under determinism, and so our actions represent 

the unfolding of more of the determined historical matrix but not the actualisation of hitherto 

contingent possibility. In James’s words: “Possibilities that fail to get realised are, for 

determinism, pure illusions: they never were possibilities at all. There is nothing inchoate, it 

says, about this universe of ours, all that was or is or shall be actual in it having been from 

                                                      
say here is contrary to flippantly dismissive comments by P. T. Geach, Providence and Evil: The Stanton 
Lectures 1971-2 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1977) at 62-63. 
166 Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz, 'Conversatio Cum Domino Episcopo Stenonio De Libertate', in Deutsche Akademie 
Der Wissenschaften (ed.), Sämtliche Schriften Und Briefen (4; Berlin, 1999), 1375-1383 at 1380. Quoted by 
Alexander Aichele, 'The Real Possibility of Freedom: Luis De Molina’s Theory of Absolute Willpower in Concordia 
I', in Aichele and Matthias Kaufmann (ed.), A Companion to Luis de Molina (Leiden: Brill, 2013), 1-54 at 3. 
167 A point apparently missed by Wesley Morriston, 'Is Plantinga’s God Omnipotent?', Sophia, 23/3 (1984), 45-
57. He says that God as portrayed in Plantinga’s Defence is “more like Plato's demiurge than like the Judaeo-
Christian God” and, thus, the Defence succeeds only at the cost of giving up on the omnipotence of God. 
168 William James, 'The Dilemma of Determinism', The Will to Believe and Other Essays in Popular Philosophy 
(Cambridge, MA and London: Harvard University Press, 1979), 145-83 at 181. 
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eternity virtually there.”169 James clarifies further: “Indeterminism, on the contrary, … admits 

that possibilities may be in excess of actualities, and that things not yet revealed to our 

knowledge may really in themselves be ambiguous.” Let us recall that, for Plantinga, “if a 

person is free with respect to a given action, then he is free to perform that action and free to 

refrain from performing it; no antecedent conditions and/or causal laws determine that he will 

perform the action, or that he won't.” 

Craig-style counterfacts are very ontologically thin, and so, their existence certainly does 

cohere with the core tenet of indeterminism as James defines it. What is questionable is 

whether indeterminism, so understood, is congruent with certain fundamental components of 

theism's central claim about the nature of reality. Let me explain why that is questionable. The 

suspicion is invited that openness and surprise in nature require God to create a (temporal) 

causal series over which he does not have complete control. Here, too, we see that a 

“branching tree” account of the Cosmos does not alter God’s position as prime agent as much 

as might have been thought. It is true that Molinism and Open Theism seem to be, at a very 

important juncture, divergent positions. (On the latter, recall, God has only suasive control of 

an “open” universe and only probabilistic knowledge of future contingents.) But they 

nonetheless share an important implication.  

Both the Molinist and the Open Theist allow that God, despite his omnipotence and 

omniscience, might face a situation in which, for reasons related to the basic structure of 

reality which not even omnipotence can modify, God has to tolerate the most horrendous evils 

this world has seen, despite his always acting according to the highest ethical standards 

reflecting his moral perfection. 

If the God who is a person exists but is not the very condition of all being, it seems that what is 

compromised is a strong doctrine of God as creator. It looks as if the systems, including human 

agents possessing libertarian free will, whose behaviour is indeterministic and involves the 

realisation of hitherto un-actualised possibility, are independent of God in a manner which 

might seem quite striking. On libertarian theories of human freedom, as Roderick Chisholm 

says, “Each of us, when we act, is a prime mover unmoved”, thus possessing “a prerogative 

which some would attribute only to God.”170 The Koran, in fact, states that "man does indeed 

transgress/because he thinks himself to be independent."171 One might think that the Koran, 

                                                      
169 Ibid. 
170 Roderick Chisholm, 'Human Freedom and the Self', in Robert Kane (ed.), Free Will (Blackwell, 1964) at 32. 
171 Koran 96:7. 
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and indeed theistic religion generally, associates the impression that we are free agents in the 

libertarian sense with our fallen nature as sinful beings. 

There may be questions about the extent to which a libertarian theory of the free action of 

creatures is congruent with the postulation of an all-powerful, all-knowing, perfectly good 

person who is Creator of the world. Consideration of those questions, however, is best pursued 

by means of a comparison with a compatibilist theory of the free action of creatures, and what 

ramifications the existence of a supremely powerful person would have for the feasibility of 

such a compatibilist theory. 

One might assume that, if the actions of creatures are causally determined, under the 

superintending oversight of a personal God unlimited in power, no appeal to free will could be 

feasible at all,172 let alone help defuse the Argument from Evil. After all, the point of a Free Will 

Defence seems to be that our free actions, including our sinful actions and their consequences, 

may be put down to us as fallen creatures, and not to the creative causality of God. However, it 

seems to me that it may, in fact, be open to even the defender of compatibilism to insist that it 

need not follow from the premise that God is omnipotent that God can create a ‘Mackie-

world’, i.e, a world in which all free creatures freely choose the right. Compatibilism, after all, 

is grounded in the idea that free action is possible under determinism given antecedent 

conditions of the right kind. A compatibilist variant on the Free Will Defence, therefore, would 

carry the burden of explaining how it might have been impossible even for omnipotent God to 

bring about the sort of antecedent conditions which would issue in the existence of free 

creatures who always freely choose to do the right.173 

Here is a problem for the advocate of compatibilism who wishes to appropriate some version 

of the Free Will Defence. It looks as if, given the thesis of causal determinism, God could 

actualise any world which (in and of itself) is logically possible. There would be no entities 

with counterfactual power to constrain God's creative activity, if determinism is true. Under 

compatibilism, the notion of freedom which may be ascribed to created agents is, importantly, 

more attuned to Leibniz's notion. The moral responsibility of free agents is secured not in 

virtue of radical freedom from causal determination but rather because the actions of such 

                                                      
172 Graham Oppy, Describing Gods: An Investigation of Divine Attributes (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2014) at 266-67. 
173 Jason Turner, 'Compatibilism and the Free Will Defense', Faith and Philosophy, 30/2 (2013), 125-37, A. A. 
Howsepian, 'Compatibilism, Evil, and the Free-Will Defense', Sophia, 46/3 (2007), 217-36, Michael J. Almeida, 
'Compatibilism and the Free Will Defense', in Hugh J McCann (ed.), Free Will and Classical Theism: The 
Significance of Freedom in Perfect Being Theology (2016). 
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agents bear the imprint of the character of the relevant agent. A compatibilist account of free 

will enables, so its proponents insist, an account of how the emerging modern scientific 

picture of the world does not rule out moral responsibility. 

The threat posed to the presence of human free will by the existence of an omnipotent 

personal creative agent, however, seems to me174 importantly different from sceptical worries 

about the possibility of morally responsible agency in the light of a modern natural scientific 

outlook. A universe superintended by an omnipotent personal agent is clearly a system in 

which a full explanation of the occurrence of any event, process, or action would need to 

contain an explication of the volition, action, or omission of the omnipotent mind exerting 

executive control over it. 

The modern scientific picture of the world seems to pose a real threat to belief in the moral 

responsibility of human agents because all events in the history of the world appear to be 

connected by relations of complete causal necessitation by antecedent physical determinants.  

It is, as Gilbert Ryle observes, in fact arguable that the archetypal analogue to a deterministic 

system in which agents are unfree – a game of billiards on a table – is in fact a superlatively apt 

example of a system such that a purely mechanistic description is necessary but not sufficient 

for an adequate understanding of it.175 A mechanistic description of the physical movements of 

the balls across a spatial plane is quite insufficient as a complete explanation of the 

significance of the game. A very different and irreducible vocabulary is needed for that; one 

that calls for description in terms of the game’s rules, and the skill and knowledge of the 

player. Indeed, Ryle – notwithstanding his trenchant criticisms of Cartesian dualism – thought 

that a human action may at once be explicable in terms of mechanistic physical laws and 

evaluable according to moral principles.176 And the co-applicability of physical or scientific, and 

intentional or ethical, concepts in the explanation of action is what would, if tenable, suffice to 

fend off the apparent threat to our ethical practice posed by the scientific picture of the world.  

When it comes to the situation of an all-powerful personal agent existing alongside others, 

however, the problem that arises is not one of securing the co-application of irreducible 

conceptual frameworks. Instead, we have, it is supposed, a single agent of a common kind 

exerting an ultimate control over every created thing. Let me explain briefly the character of 

                                                      
174 And to Jerry L. Walls, 'One Hell of a Problem for Christian Compatibilists', in Hugh J. McCann (ed.), Free Will 
and Theism (New York: Oxford University Press, 2016), 79-98. 
175 Gilbert Ryle, The Concept of Mind (60th Anniversary edn. Albingdon, Oxford: Routledge, 2009) at 66-67. 
176 Ibid 
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the problem arising as a result. I shall base this on a (radical) heuristic suggestion to assist the 

identification of a very basic pre-requisite for the ascription to a personal being of morally 

responsible and intentional agency. Even in contemporary robotics, there has been a shift away 

from a “centralised mindset” in the scientific understanding of the mechanisms by which 

robotic systems act.177 The basic suggestion is that I cannot begin to understand what it is for 

me to exist as the sort of being who acts according to intellect and will for the pursuit of 

certain goals, and whose actions are subject to moral appraisal and evaluation, except in so far 

as I understand myself as a member of a community, whose actions likewise are properly 

explicable in the context of the environment created by that community. Nevertheless, one 

might reasonably think that, as long as God remains conceived of as a being amongst beings 

who acts in reciprocal relation to finite creatures, given the evil we find in our world, a 

deterministic picture according to which God is the determining cause of every event remains 

problematic. The distinction between what God does and what God allows, on such a view, has 

no admissible ontological basis. 

The Causal Status of the Creator 

I have suggested that whether or not moral responsibility is available under determinism, the 

basic problem caused by the overseeing control of an omnipotent person remains untouched. 

For, as Antony Flew puts it: “As Creator he must be first cause, prime mover, supporter, and 

controller of every thought and action throughout his utterly dependent universe. In short: if 

creation is in, autonomy is out.”178  

One escape which might be available to the hard determinist, however, is an appeal not to the 

value of free will or its concomitants, but an appeal to the inevitable implications of the 

creation of a world containing finite, transient beings. Indeed, an important thread through 

many formulations of “soul making” theodicies is the inevitability of accident and hardship in 

any world containing mutable, limited beings. Derk Pereboom has attempted to adumbrate 

responses to the problem of evil which do not depend on the reality of creatures with free will 

in the sense required for a conception of basic desert on which “[an] agent would deserve to be 

blamed or praised just because she has performed the action, given an understanding of its 

moral status, and not, for example, merely by virtue of consequentialist or contractualist 

                                                      
177 See Mitchel Resnick, Turtles, Termites, and Traffic Jams: Explorations in Massively Parallel Microworlds 
(Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press 1994). Resnick holds that his (to me, fascinating) discussion yields support for 
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considerations.”179  

This looks like a Herculean task. It is easy to see why theists who take God to be an 

omnipotent person have sought to rely on the inevitable limitations on God’s power implied by 

the existence of creatures with free will. But Pereboom proposes that something akin to the 

"soul making" theodicy pioneered in the 20th century by John Hick may be modified and 

appropriated by the theological hard determinist. As I understand this proposal, its central 

contention is that a world beset by physical limitation, hazard, and disfigurement may provide 

opportunities for genuine epistemic and spiritual development of human personality. It may 

be, so Pereboom's argument goes, that, logically, the darkness of ignorance may be dispelled 

only through a world whose hardships are often physically and psychologically costly to those 

who suffer. Put another way, Pereboom resists Flew’s claim that creation excludes the 

autonomy of creatures. Pereboom allows that creatures may lack free will in the basic desert 

sense, but still be reasonably ascribed a measure of autonomy as epistemic agents developing 

as spiritual beings. Hence, his deployment of traditional theodicies, suitably varied. 

The goodness of a person – even when divested of any notion of moral responsibility involving 

desert – cannot be intelligibly applied, one might say, to a being who does not relate to, learn 

from, and be guided by the influence of others who share his environment, and the radical 

vulnerability to evil with which one must learn to live. On that basis, we might agree with 

Pereboom that some variant on the soul making theodicy of Hick could be defended without 

recourse to a notion of free will: “[N]ot even God”, Marilyn Adams says, “could place human 

beings in a world like this without their being radically vulnerable to horrors. It seems to me 

that the metaphysically necessary constitution of created natures is something God has to 

work with and around in deciding whether and which sorts of things to produce in what 

circumstances.”180
 

It would appear, however, that Adams’s suggestion is that God needs to negotiate, “work with 

and around”, some kind of counterfactual truths anterior even to his omnipotent will, in 

creating a world containing beings such as us. Unless some kind of ontologically irreducible 

agent causality (which might reintroduce a concept of free will in the basic desert sense) is 

introduced by God's instantiation of “created natures” subject to such a “metaphysically 
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necessary constitution”, how could God possibly have to “work around” such natures? 

Although Adams never demonstrated much interest in developing a filled-out theory of divine 

providence, it seems to me that nothing about her general approach to theodicy suggests that, 

in her view, literally every instance of horrendous suffering has an objective good-making 

aspect. I do not regard Adams as one who is committed to the view that everything that occurs 

is directly willed by God. Her focus in instead on God’s power to redeem and restore even the 

worst evils, however they come about. I note that she specifically endorses "the notion that 

horrendous suffering has an objective good-making aspect (cognitive contact with the 

Divine)", but augments this with a conviction, grounded in Christian revelation, that 

participants in horrendous suffering will find that their earthly sufferings are "concretely 

balanced off" by means of "beatific intimacy" with God.181 Mere “balancing off”, for Adams, is 

not enough to vindicate God’s goodness: Adams's view is that the nature of our material world, 

and the metaphysically necessary constitution of the sort of created beings we find in the 

world, logically entails the presence of some horrendous suffering, and that a certain account 

of the promise of salvation revealed within the tradition enables us to say that God in his 

incommensurable goodness will defeat all evil for each person, no matter how disfiguring and 

destructive.182 

This emphasis on God’s power to defeat suffering is fitting: the problem of evil as it vexes 

people, away from abstract philosophical debates, arises from the sheer randomness and 

uncanny distribution of apparently senseless and destructive evil. Accordingly, any account of 

God’s putative justification of the general structure of the world as containing death and 

destruction will be at best inchoate and incomplete; at worst, a dialectical smokescreen 

obfuscating the real and serious crisis-inducing power of concretely experienced evils. A 

corollary of this is that it will never be sufficient to consider the problem of evil with an eye 

just on God’s status as the creative cause of the universe. Even consideration of such status 

needs to be conducted not as that status may hold abstracted away from God’s putative salvific 

and redemptive activity, but rather, in the context of the overall purpose of God in creating a 

world in which he pursues specific policies and develops specific personal relations with finite 

created persons. 

The primacy of the status of the relation between God and creatures in any discussion of 
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theodicy is in fact something which Pereboom himself has emphasised. Pereboom's solution to 

the problem of the relation between God and suffering creatures is to accentuate very heavily 

the feasibility and importance of a universalist theology of salvation and redemption, drawing 

on the ideas of Adams.183 If the heavenly banquet really is the ultimate destiny of everybody, 

both Pereboom and Adams insist, God's status as the perfect agent of our redemption is 

secure, for God will redeem every suffering and wipe away every tear through his totally 

incommensurable goodness. 

Perhaps the latent suggestion, then, is that an adequate response to the problem of evil 

involves two stages. At the first stage, the theist must emphasise that, as a matter of logical 

necessity, genuine development of creative beings who possess real and significant knowledge, 

creativity, and understanding must involve placing them in a hazardous and evil-filled world. 

At the second, complementary, stage, theological resources must be relied on to ensure that, 

no matter how much evil any particular agent has happened to suffer, God's status as a perfect 

creator and redeemer is vindicated in virtue of God's fulfilment of the hope of the ultimate 

eschatological redemption of every single person. 

Even if this suggestion could be taken up and a substantive speculative theodicy could be 

prosecuted on its basis, I doubt that such a theodicy could fully defuse the problem of evil. At 

best, it would show, as a matter of ‘grammar’, that, an essential precondition of God’s creation 

of a world containing beings subject to decay and death, a world more clearly distinct from the 

Beatific Vision than a heaven populated by angels, was the presence of genuine physical 

vulnerability and the mutual destruction of competing causes. Arguably, if God is a person, 

then contemporary “passibilists” would be right: God could not count as perfect as a person 

unless compassionately he feels sorrow at the suffering of his creatures, and suffers alongside 

them. God’s status as an agent who set up the universe would have to be set alongside his 

status as one who relates to the vicissitudes of the lives of created beings and responds 

providently to them. 

After all, God, according to theistic tradition, is not a being who set up the whole structure of 

the world and created its inhabitants, leaving the world and its occupants to their own devices. 

God, rather, is the one who sanctifies, redeems, brings his people out of bondage, sends his 

only begotten Son to save us, et cetera. This seems to me to cause, in fact, a real problem for 

responses to the problem of evil which restrict their focus to the general fitness and character 
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of the world. Whether in pursuing an elaborate non-interventionist policy for the sake of a 

Cosmos with its own integrity and to safeguard the autonomy of free creatures, or when 

directly acting at particular times and places to achieve redemptive resolution, the externality 

of God’s position as agent when coupled with his total control of the course of nature creates a 

singular moral difficulty. 

Eugene Thomas Long puts it this way: 

God is often portrayed as making or producing the beings of the world in a 

sense analogous to that of a factory worker producing a product. This 

model of God, however, tends to remove God from the world which is 

essentially the product of God and makes God less than ultimate for we still 

have to ask about the being of God. It also raises particular issues for the 

problem of evil and suffering. Given the external and causal relation 

between creator and creation and the power and willingness of God 

to intervene on occasion to bring about some desired end, it is 

difficult to deal with the problem of suffering without thinking of 

God’s goodness in ways that seem to have little in common with our 

human conceptions of goodness. 184
 

Like so many philosophers and Christian theologians today, Long takes traditional, classical 

theism to be equivalent to the (anthropomorphising) position he wishes to criticise here. 

And, so, he assumes that when classical theists have tried to commend the metaphor of God as 

an artisan, expressing something of himself in and through his creation, their objective has 

been to mollify the worries of those who find unsatisfactory a “model of God as a kind of 

transcendent self-sufficient monarch who makes or produces” and the relation between God 

and creatures such a model implies. 

In my view, this misses the point of the artisan metaphor. As it was deployed in classical 

theism, the metaphor was developed to convey the notion that the knowledge possessed by the 

incomprehensible Creator of all is intrinsically the knowledge of one who is eternally active 

and creative, and so, Maimonides says when making use of the artisan metaphor, it is not 

“acquired or increased in proportion to the things known” and thus very different from our 
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knowledge.185 To that extent, the metaphor is designed to express something which is an 

important corollary of the classical doctrine of divine simplicity, on which there is no 

distinction between existence, essence and activity. An ordinary personal agent has knowledge 

of the environment which serves as the backdrop against which he acts. Even in the course of 

quintessentially creative activities, like weaving, sculpting or the writing of poetry, there is a 

gap between creative intention and the realisation of that intention, a gap which may not hold 

for God.186 On the classical doctrine of divine simplicity, no such gap can obtain, since not only 

is it impossible for God's will to be frustrated, there is not even any un actualised potentiality 

in God, nothing God could be or do that he is not eternally "already".187 Still, the "practical 

knowledge" of an artist expresses imperfectly something of the sense in which knowledge 

could be attributed to the God of classical philosophical theism: God’s action is perfectly 

immanent and intimately creative.188
 

By contrast, the external and causal activity of God-as-person involves a reciprocal relation 

involving mutual activity and mutual passivity. It may well thus be the case that the necessity 

of there being genuine alternatives for God to freely choose between in creating yields a 

logically inevitable, and consistent with God’s omnipotence as a personal agent, “constraint” 

on the originative activity of the personal God. Nevertheless, as far as the personal God acts in 

history as a being really related to the inhabitants of his creation, I consider that God would 

have to be subject to weightier constraints than these. For, if I am seized with compassion 

when I observe a person I care about in distress, and thus resolve to take action to alleviate her 

sorrow, surely my activity, relative to the particularities of her suffering, is conditioned by the 

historical circumstances in which that suffering takes place. As Long said, the "external and 

causal" relation between God and Cosmos implied by the concept of God as an individual 

external agent, provided his power and knowledge is of the same kind as ours but without 

limitation, seems to make it impossible to call God perfectly good in the face of scandalous and 

destructive evil, without doing significant violence to the concept of goodness as it is 

predicated of human beings. 
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Deliverance from the prospect of a freedom-depriving divine control might be said to emerge 

from certain facts anterior to the volitions, acts, or omissions of God. Such facts might relate to 

the intrinsic tendencies and inclinations toward action to be instantiated in any possible finite 

created being. Small wonder, then, that a position very frequently, if unfairly, associated with 

the Calvinist tradition, according to which there is an omnipotent personal God who exercises 

sovereign control directly over everything, and on which there are no such facts, is frequently 

found to be alarming, and even grotesque. God conceived of as a person is not only the one 

who permits, as an external controlling agent, states of affairs including horrendous suffering 

That very God is also the one who chooses, by sheer act of will, to place particular creatures in 

circumstances in which their suffering is necessarily fated. 

As Jerry Walls has recently stated: 

[W]hat I want to highlight about theological determinism (as opposed to 

mere philosophical determinism) is that it is underwritten and scripted 

by a personal God who determines all things according to ‘the most free 

purpose of his will.’ I take this to mean that God was under no necessity to 

determine things in the specific way he did. For instance, he was under no 

sort of necessity to choose to save or damn the particular people he did, 

nor perhaps to save or damn anyone at all. 189
 

Now this is an anachronism. For classical Christian thinkers who affirmed meticulous divine 

providence and the direct causal determination by God of every creaturely action, their 

theological determinism was very much of a piece with an unyielding emphasis on the 

transcendence and perfect simplicity of God. It was not the freedom of God as a particular 

personal agent that writers like Aquinas and Calvin were keen to underscore, but rather the 

radical distinction between the agency of God – the Creator of all and not a particular being 

amongst others – and the agency of finite, conditioned, individual intentional agents. As John 

Webster says, in defending classical Christian tradition, “In short, to attribute all created 

effects to God as omnicausal is not to rob creatures of their proper action, because what God in 

his perfect wisdom, power and goodness causes is creatures who are themselves causes. The 

idea whose spell must be broken is that God is a supremely forceful agent in the same order of 

being as creatures, acting upon them and so depriving them of movement.”190 If theodicies 
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proceed from the assumption that God is such a “supremely forceful agent”, then we must 

agree with Karen Kilby when she says “[i]f one assumed that when we act most freely God is in 

fact also most fully bringing about our actions, then the introduction of our freedom into the 

theodicy discussion cannot help – it only makes matters worse.”191 And if you retain the 

conception of God as an omnipotent personal agent, then the position – very well established 

in classical tradition – that God is fully the source of our freedom would seem to be 

unintelligible. 

The Ethical Status of the Creator 

One could scarcely make sense of an agent who performs particular, historical benevolent acts 

towards others, who nonetheless did not have to factor in the exigencies of the historical 

context in which such historical actions take place. In fact, Ken Perszyk has suggested that a 

Molinist could argue that certain ineliminable facts about what it is to be an agent like 

ourselves have the implication that even omnipotence must be subject to non-logical 

limitation.192 This suggestion, perhaps it could be retorted, amounts to a concession that 

omnipotent personhood is not a coherent possibility. In any case, as McTaggart observed, 

“everything in the universe must be held to be caused by God, if God is conceived as creative.”193
 

And, most importantly, a creative personal God must be in some direct sense the author of the 

very background conditions under which those exigencies arose. This point is no novelty. 

Hume saw it, long ago: 

The ultimate Author of all our volitions [it is supposed] is the Creator of 

the world, who first bestowed motion on this immense machine, and 

placed all beings in that particular position, whence every subsequent 

event, by an inevitable necessity, must result. Human actions, therefore, 

either can have no moral turpitude at all, as proceeding from so good a 

cause; or if they have any turpitude, they must involve our Creator in the 

same guilt, while he is acknowledged to be their ultimate cause and author. 

For as a man, who fired a mine, is answerable for all the consequences, 

whether the train he employed be long or short; so wherever a continued 

chain of necessary causes is fixed, that Being, either finite or infinite, who 
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produces the first, is likewise the author of all the rest, and must both 

bear the blame and acquire the praise, which belong to them.194 

It may be, however, that the very notion of a non-material agent cause who is perfectly good, 

and not the ascription of omnipotence, is providing the perplexity here. (Note that even a 

finite creator on Hume’s view is in this way implicated in the mess of his creation.)195 Certainly, 

our ordinary understanding of what it is for something to exert causal force is inextricably 

bound up with the conditions of physical reality, such that a completely immaterial being 

might seem to exert intentional agency in a sense so remote from anything we experience so as 

to look like something that is not a causal agent at all. As Bede Rundle says: “[Causation’s] 

roots in the physical are such that nothing is left of the relation when the state of affairs 

ostensibly brought about is in the domain of the physical and the supposed agency is ‘wholly 

other’.”196
 

That otherness seems to relate not just to God’s non-physicality. The sheer scope of God’s 

agency may remove him from our ordinary conceptualities of personal agency. Very frequently, 

discussions of the problem of evil seem to me to conjure up a notion of the personal God 

engaged in a very elaborate and difficult computer game, writ large. It is as if what is being 

imagined is that God is, despite being the biggest, most powerful, agent conceivable, engaged 

in a quest to bring about the best logically possible universe. The presence of other persons 

with whom God is to establish and maintain loving relationships seems to place a limiting 

constraint on the exercise of omnipotent power lest it become coercive.197
 

That this is so may be brought out by a consideration of something said by David Burrell (who 

officially rejects compatibilism): “The reason we (Kathryn Tanner and I) do not like to describe 

creation as ‘determining’ is precisely because ‘determine’ presumes a flat field of competing 

forces, but a God who would be the ‘ultimate’ force in a flat field of like forces, differing only in 

power, would be the ‘biggest thing around’; not the creator.”198
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Burrell, I think, raises a signal point about the pitfalls of thinking of God as a “determining” 

cause in a sense akin to necessitating natural causes, while at the same time exhibiting 

something of a confusion. If by “determination” one means the ordaining agency of a particular 

controlling agent, then one would be quite right to insist that creation ought not to be thought 

of as an instance of determination. Yet determination need not involve the determining 

causality of any personal agent. 

The upshot might be that insofar as the (omnipotent) personal God has particular relations to 

individual creatures and societies, as the one who redeems, there might be a direct tension 

between the “externality” of God as an individual “maker” or “actualiser” and the affective 

responses one might expect from a personal being who relates to his creatures, as, to use 

Burrell’s phrase again, “the ‘ultimate’ force in a flat field of like forces, differing only in power”. 

It might be tempting to consider that, on the assumption of certain ethical theories, such as an 

unalloyed act utilitarianism, this tension would not arise. After all, any applicable notion of 

duty or virtue, for the classical act utilitarian, must be wholly contingent on the imperative to 

do that action which brings about the greatest overall net utility. So a personal God who allows 

all the evil in the world, even as a contriving causal force, must be by utilitarian standards 

morally in the right, provided that the system of the world produces sufficient utility. 

While, for D. Z. Phillips, God’s allowing evil as a means to ensuring a greater overall good 

obscures a proper sense of how theistic religion proclaims the goodness of God, Richard 

Swinburne holds that such a notion is an essential postulate of a theism faithful to revealed 

tradition. Thus, Brian Davies has characterised the disagreement between Phillips and 

Swinburne over the possibility of theodicy as ultimately a purely normative ethical 

disagreement, which may be insoluble.199 Phillips himself disagreed with Davies's interpretation 

of his dispute with Swinburne. Phillips insisted that his point was that the very concept of God 

as a morally perfect person breaks down when one affirms that God has followed the policy 

Swinburne says he has. 

Specifically, Phillips’s central claim is that ethical considerations are, for a reflective moral 

agent, themselves determinative of what counts as a possible course of action amongst others 

which present as alternatives. To that extent, we might say, Phillips’s stance depends on a 

premise that relates to the basic constitutive structure of moral imperatives, rather than to the 
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content of a normative ethical theory. Inculcation of sound moral disposition renders the 

morally abhorrent literally unthinkable; for a morally praiseworthy agent, and especially a 

morally perfect agent, the sphere of possible action is itself delimited by morality. 

One might think, however, that such a view of the constitutive structure of moral 

imperatives rather begs the question against the proponent of certain kinds of normative 

ethical theory. For instance, on at least some utilitarian theories, the moral goodness of an 

action is constituted entirely by its consequences, and the moral character of the relevant 

agent is of, at most, only derivative concern. Even for such a utilitarian, therefore, there is 

no easy escape. For her, a morally perfect God would have established, as a good act 

utilitarian, that created universe with the greatest potential to bring about the greatest 

overall utility for sentient creatures. Phillips, however, finds implicit in much of theodicy a 

form of consequentialist reasoning which obliterates a sense of moral worth of the person 

which is essential to the very logic of morality.200 

Vincent Brümmer (taking as his starting point the Phillips-Swinburne exchange) has 

claimed that in fact a standard anti-theodicy position depends on the fundamental premise 

that a morally perfect God would eliminate as much suffering as possible – an “absolute 

negative utilitarianism” representing a “moral universe” which one might reasonably not 

desire to inhabit. On an alternative account of proper moral sensitivity, Brümmer claims, 

perfect love depends upon “mutual fellowship” of love that is “necessarily vulnerable”. Love 

logically depends on the “freedom and responsibility” of each partner in establishing and 

maintaining a relationship. Thus, the theist might plausibly say, not only humans but God 

also “depends on the freedom and responsibility of human persons in order to enter into a 

loving relation with them.” Accordingly, “… the free will defence is based on the love of God 

rather than on the supposed intrinsic value of human freedom and responsibility”.201 

Interestingly, Brümmer emphasises that the kind of fellowship which is the mark of loving 

relationship may be distinguished from “manipulative” and “contractual” relations. In 

manipulative and contractual relations, one partner assumes the role of an, effectively 

impersonal, object. In loving relations between persons, however, the personal subjectivity 

of each partner is respected, developed, and enhanced. It is Brümmer’s suggestion that 

God’s engaging in such relations requires divine restraint from coercion – and that this tells 
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in favour of some version of free will theodicy. 

What becomes of the conception of an all-powerful person who is our Creator and Redeemer 

once one affirms that such a person is the only personal agent who has the radical autonomy 

ascribed to free agents by those defending the libertarian account of freedom? The answer to 

this question will depend on whether the power of the personal God extends to determination 

of all creaturely deliberations and actions. Consider, for example, Charles Hartshorne’s 

remarks: 

The notion of a cosmic power that determines all decisions fails to make 

sense. For its decisions could refer to nothing except themselves. They 

could result in no world; for a world must consist of local agents 

making their own decisions. Instead of saying that God's power is 

limited, suggesting that it is less than some conceivable power, we should 

rather say: his power is absolutely maximal, the greatest possible, but even 

the greatest possible power is still one power among others, is not the 

only power. God can do everything that a God can do, everything that 

could be done by ‘a being with no possible superior’.  

If we retain the assumption that God is an individual personal agent, complete divine 

determination of all deliberations, actions, and decisions becomes a very curious concept. As 

Hartshorne says, all decisions would then relate to nothing except God himself. God’s all-

determining will would arguably cancel out the possibility of the responsive relationship 

between God and creatures. This is a relationship an opportunity for which is often supposed 

to be unavailable under the classical theist conception of God according to which God is not an 

individual personal agent. William Hasker for instance writes: “God understood according to 

the strong doctrine of divine simplicity, … is not and cannot be responsive to his creatures. 

This is so, because such a God does not satisfy the minimal requirements for divine 

responsiveness …”.202 Responsiveness (when taken to contrast with unresponsiveness), however, 

seems to be a quality that one ascribes to individual agents. 

 

Subject to the assumption that omnipotent God is an individual agent, some will argue on 

non-utilitarian grounds that God would need to allow evil to ensure that proper relations may 
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be enjoyed by creatures between themselves and with God. The point made by Brümmer is 

not just that, say, a version of utilitarianism according to which suffering is absolutely to be 

minimised may be rejected by the theist on good theological grounds. It is more precisely that 

the notion of a God acting according to utilitarian standards of the kind envisaged simply 

could not fulfil the functions required of the object of worship proclaimed in theistic 

tradition. But if the character of genuine love would require divine restraint and consequently 

God’s non-interference in the face of horrendous evils, perhaps the theist who holds fast to 

the relevant concept of God faces a serious problem. God would be tainted by either his 

coercive involvement in the world or his “hands-off” toleration of evil. On any theistic 

account of ethics, God would turn out not to himself exemplify the highest moral ideal.  

So the logical problem of evil may fruitfully be thought of as a normative expression or 

manifestation of a conceptual and metaphysical inconsistency within the relevant – if standard 

in contemporary analytic philosophy – conception of divinity. Therefore I resist the 

characterisation of the dispute between the practitioner and the opponent of theodicy as a 

disagreement rooted in competing particular, psychologically contingent, normative value 

judgements. 

Any inconsistency within the relevant concept of God would not show that the truth of 

atheism per se is demonstrated, nor that any of the creedal claims of traditional religious 

doctrine are falsified.203 One might well caution against inferring from there being a persuasive 

case for what Jeanine Diller has recently called “local” atheism, i.e, atheism understood as 

denial of the existence of God as conceived according to a certain conception to the conclusion 

that, again, in Diller’s terminology, “global” atheism – the denial that there is any divine reality 

at all – has been established. And Diller, in passing, says that she herself is a “local atheist” with 

respect to an omnipotent, omniscient, perfectly good personal Creator. For, she has been 

persuaded by some version of the Argument from Evil that such a being probably does not 

exist, but also by a priori conceptual arguments defended by philosophers like Patrick Grim to 

the conclusion that the existence of such a being is strictly impossible.204
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73. In particular, see Thatcher’s comment: “In academic philosophy of religion we can perhaps look forward to 
the ebb and flow of argument about whether 'person without a body' is coherent, and the unbelievers will have 
an easy task showing it won't work. And as for religious people themselves, a few literalists will be pleased to 
learn that God is a person after all (as they have all along believed). The rest will manage without it.” 
204 Jeanine Diller, 'Global and Local Atheisms', International Journal for Philosophy of Religion, 79/1 (2016), 7- 
18 at 10. 
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Now, if Diller reports her own position correctly, as I am sure she does, then it was an 

evidential, and not a logical, Argument from Evil which convinced her. And if one has on 

conceptual and/or logical grounds been led to the conclusion that the existence of the being 

whose existence is purportedly shown by an evidential argument from evil to be unlikely is in 

fact impossible, then one should surely find the problem of evil, especially in its evidential 

guise, to be of little or no direct interest and ultimately otiose. 

Maybe, however, the most fruitful version of the Argument from Evil is in some ways best 

thought of as being of a piece with arguments that show that there is no logical space for the 

God who is an omnipotent and morally perfect individual personal being without a body. 

After all, most of us would agree that God’s perfection, understood as moral goodness, would 

depend on God’s possessing those features of personality requisite for ascription to him of 

moral praise,205 but also involvement in the affairs of the world as an individual agent.206
 

Michael Ruse identifies the genesis of the problem of evil in this way: 

The problem of evil is very much a problem for Western religions. Eastern 

religions recognise pain and suffering; indeed, pain and suffering are very 

much at the heart of Buddhism and Jainism and other such religions. But 

they are not a problem in the way they are for the Abrahamic faiths 

particularly. If you do not posit an all-powerful, all loving God, then you 

have no questions to answer about why He permits or cannot prevent evil.207
 

I do not accept that even the Western theist who engages in theodicy fails to “recognise pain 

and suffering”. But I take Ruse to be attempting to say this: Abrahamic theism, faces a problem 

of evil insofar as it proclaims the reality of an “all-powerful, all loving God” who is creator of all 

and may be said to be “in charge” of all that happens, including every evil. In light of the 

cruellest and most unyielding hardships, one might reasonably consider God if he is a 

participant in reciprocal relations between persons, involving suffering, not to be the One on 

                                                      
205 See, e.g, N. N. Trakakis, 'Against Theodicy: A Response to Peter Forrest', Sophia, 49/1 (2010), 129-40 at 138-
39. 
206 It is on this basis that Shawn Graves has argued that the very idea that God has brought about bad states 
rules out his moral perfection. See Shawn Graves, 'God and Moral Perfection', Oxford Studies in Philosophy of 
Religion, 5 (2012), 98-116. Graves thinks that his argument, because it does not aim to establish outright 
atheism or focus on the notion of God’s morally sufficient reasons for permitting evil, is not an Argument from 
Evil. But I tend to think his paper indicates the direction in which discussion of Arguments from Evil ought to go. 
207 Michael Ruse, 'Naturalism, Evil, and God', in Chad Meister and Paul K. Moser (eds.), The Cambridge 
Companion to the Problem of Evil (Cambridge Companions to Religion; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2017), 249-66 at 266. 
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whom our redemption depends but rather one who is “tainted” by his causal involvement in 

such suffering. And the precise “questions to answer” about God’s permission of evil to which 

Ruse refers arise only when God’s power and love are understood as attributes ascribed to a 

personal being, albeit without the limitations characteristic of humans. 

This raises the crucial issue of whether alternative accounts of divine omnipotence and perfect 

love are available, on which those questions – as understood and formulated within the 

standard debate in contemporary analytical philosophy over the problem of evil – do not arise. 

To this I shall now (briefly) turn. 

Reframing the Divine Perfections 

There is, I submit, a primitive conceptual tenet indispensable in the project of constructing an 

adequate philosophical account of the object of worship in the theistic traditions, of which the 

ethical judgements motivating the rejection of theodicy may be considered derivative. This 

tenet is that for God to be supreme as an ultimate reality and the source and measure of all 

goodness, there can be nothing reciprocal or reactive about the relations between God and his 

creatures. This idea – which many contemporary philosophers and theologians find so startling 

– led Thomas Aquinas to insist that, while created things are really related to God as their 

Creator, God is not at all “really” related to things.208
 

In no way, however, does this doctrine entail that God is aloof or irrelevant to creation. Quite 

surface. Therefore, the very fact that many things are predicated of God in a relative manner 

bears witness to His supreme simplicity.”209 God’s simplicity underscores the relatedness of all 

things to him as their end and governing principle: just as more things may be ordered to a 

point than to a line, and a line to a surface, so is God, given his not being an item but perfectly 

actual, one to whom all things are related. 

The idea that God’s being is perfectly actual and that God does not act “alongside” anything 

else is a basic conceptual motivation (Plantinga himself calls it the “sovereignty-aseity 

intuition”)210 for the doctrine of divine simplicity, according to which there is no distinction in 

God between being, essence, and attributes. It might thus seem that for God to exist as an 

agent who acts against the background of a wider environment ontologically antecedent to 

                                                      
208 See, e.g, Aquinas, On the Power of God = Quaestiones Disputatae De Potentia Dei at q. 7, art. 10. 
209 Thomas Aquinas, The Summa Contra Gentiles trans. Dominicans. English Province. (London: Burns, Oates & 
Washbourne, 1923) at bk. 1, ch. 14. 
210 Alvin Plantinga, Does God Have a Nature? (Milwaukee, Wis. : Marquette University Press, 1980) at 34. 
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him involves a tragic anthropomorphisation of the concept of God. 

My suggestion, then, is that future reflection on the problem of evil might well focus on the 

deductive version of the Argument from Evil as an argument for the thesis that what is 

superlative in the order of goodness logically cannot stand in ontologically reciprocal relation 

as a being amongst others to finite things. Consider Paul Clifford’s thoughtful remarks: 

We are so accustomed to use the word "power" followed by the preposition 

"over" that we find it difficult to appreciate a dynamic quality in things that 

is not dynamic in a certain way, that is, in the specific way of making 

someone or something subject or instrumental. 

If this is so, the power of God must be understood not as the capacity to do 

everything, still less as the autocratic control over everything, but as the 

expression of the perfection of His Being. 

… [A]ssuming that the power of God is the expression of the perfection of 

His Being, omnipotence may be a most misleading word; for it is not all 

power that we ought to ascribe to God, but such power as is inherently 

his.211
 

So it might be that the conclusion which might be motivated from a discussion of the problem 

of evil in its deductive formulation is that God cannot remain conceived of as an omnipotent 

being as long as he is seen as a being amongst others, whose goodness is like that of finite 

agents, albeit divested of all imperfection. No doubt some theists would regard this as a 

colossal concession to atheology, a dramatic abandonment of essential tenets of the core 

theistic proclamation. But I think that as long as God’s presence in the world is not seen as 

conflicting with his ineffability and his unsearchable nature, there might well be no good 

reason for the theist to insist that God is a particular being, a maximally powerful personal 

agent. That thesis accepted, the frightening ethical implications of total divine determination 

of the created order may well then evaporate. 

Recall that Collingwood recommended that the theist seek to respond to the Argument from 

Evil in its deductive form by seeking to revise the meaning of one of the terms giving rise to 

the central dilemma it expresses. But note that, if what I am arguing here is correct, even the 

univocal, anthropomorphising account of agency and goodness presumed both by proponents 

                                                      
211 Paul R Clifford, 'Omnipotence and the Problem of Evil', The Journal of Religion, 41/2 (1961), 118-28 at 120-21. 



 

98  

of Arguments from Evil and their dialectical opponents alike necessitates some modification of 

the semantic evaluation of those terms.212 One might end up revising the concept of God, 

wittingly or unwittingly, willingly or unwillingly, in the face of the life-disfiguring evil in the 

world. 

It may be, however, that the moral is that we should say: So much the worse for a lot of 

contemporary analytical philosophy of religion. Witness what Terence Cuneo has recently 

claimed: 

[M]uch of the discussion in contemporary philosophy of religion is 

detached from the religious life in such a way that it threatens to offer a 

distorted picture of what is important to this way of life. A corollary is that 

contemporary philosophy of religion has largely failed to deepen our 

understanding of what it is to be a religiously committed agent and how 

one ought to be such an agent.213
 

It seems to me that the contradiction which I consider obtains between the affirmation of the 

existence of an omnipotent and perfectly good God and the presence of evil in the world 

advertises just such a detachment from the religious life. 

 

                                                      
212 Anders Kraal has advanced what he calls a "semantic interpretation" of Hume's version of the Argument from 
Evil advanced by Philo in his Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion. Kraal thinks that on this interpretation it 
may be distinguished from both logical and evidential versions. If I am right here, a traditional Logical Argument 
from Evil should be given a “semantic” interpretation. The categories should not be mutually exclusive. See 
Anders Kraal, 'Philo's Argument from Evil in Hume's Dialogues X: A Semantic Interpretation', Sophia, 52/4 
(2013), 573-92. 
213 Terence Cuneo, 'Introduction', Ritualized Faith (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016) at 6. 
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4 

IMMANENCE AND TRANSCENDENCE 

 

“God surrounds me like the physical atmosphere. He is closer to me than my own breath. In him 

literally I live and move and have my being.”214
 

"There is no greater distance than that between a man in prayer and God."215
 

The above epigraphs illustrate my topic: the internal contrariety or tension between the dual 

emphasis within theistic religion on the profound intimacy of God within creation, on one 

hand; and on the sheer transcendence of the divine, on the other. 

One might suggest that the twin emphasis might simply advertise a psychological niche which 

faith in God occupies in the minds and hearts of believers, and little more. But I shall in this 

chapter attempt to argue that here we have the seeds of a vitally important, but hitherto 

neglected, aporia for theism which, in turn, presents a philosophical problem for theism. The 

need to account for both the immanence and the transcendence of the divine, renders many 

conceptions of Divinity conceptually unstable, and threatens the coherence of their 

metaphysical formulation. 

What is more, it shall be argued (and here what begins as an excursus shall hopefully turn out 

to advance the dialectic of this thesis as a whole) that there are intriguing parallels between 

the problem of immanence and transcendence and the problem of evil, understood generically. 

In the end, I will suggest, my recommended approach to resolving the problem of immanence 

and transcendence yields a foundation for a more fruitful analysis of what it is, fundamentally, 

that makes theism susceptible to the problem of evil. 

Judaism, Christianity, and Islam are religions of revelation. They pivot, at a pre-philosophical 

level, on acceptance of God’s revelation as mediated within a tradition of prayer, literature, 

doctrine, and devotion. And one need not have a recondite knowledge of any of these 

traditions to know that they proclaim a God who is, at least fundamentally, deeply present 

                                                      
214 William James, The Varieties of Religious Experience: A Study in Human Nature (2nd edn; Abingdon, Oxon,: 
Taylor and Francis, 2002) at 60. 
215 Ivan D. Illich, Celebration of Awareness: A Call for Institutional Revolution ((Repr.). edn; London Calder & 
Boyars, 1971) at 47. 
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with the Cosmos. Biblical affirmations of God’s being the One who kneads us in our mothers’ 

wombs, who has counted every hair on our heads, and who is present at every peak and trough 

of the Universe, are meant, surely, to convey that idea. At the same time, it is equally evident 

that the Scriptures of the Judaic traditions very strongly underscore the concept of the 

transcendence of the sacred. When Moses encountered at the burning bush the God whose 

name is “I AM” and hid his face in fear of approaching God too closely, clearly, his mystical 

experience left him confronted by something awesomely Other than the world. 

The attempt to reconcile the immanence and transcendence of God seems directed at the 

fulfilment of two objectives. Firstly, it is normally seen as a desideratum of an adequate 

philosophical conception of God that it allows the conception of the divine to qualify as a real, 

indeed, astonishing agency. Unless one is content with the conception of God as an intellectual 

principle, or an abstract universal at the pinnacle of a hierarchy of archetypes (and it seems 

religiously imperative that an adherent to a theistic tradition will not be), ontological provision 

for divine agency is required. And excessive emphasis on the transcendence, the alterity, of 

God will yield a conception according to which the entity of God is so divorced from the causal 

traffic of the universe as to make talk of God’s acting scarcely intelligible, except, perhaps, as 

inspiring poetry. 

However, pushing the notion of divine immanence too far will likely have for the theist equally 

deleterious implications. The outcome will be a notion of a God so substantially 

indistinguishable from the operation of the causal order, or at least a bit of it, that all 

defensible talk about the substantive reality of God would be completely interchangeable with 

a certain kind of naturalistic metaphysic of substances, with, perhaps, an added sentimental 

tinge. After all, on the face of it, one need not under pain of inconsistency invoke God in order 

to accommodate order or structure in the natural universe. 

Scientific naturalists may be quite ready to profess profound wonder at the sheer beauty of the 

natural universe, and they might see as existentially inspiring the proliferation of diverse life 

forms within nature’s order. But – even if these attitudes on the part of the scientific naturalist 

might form the basis for a rapprochement between theists and secular humanists – it could 

scarcely be argued that this possibility shows that such scientific naturalists must be theists in 

disguise. Whatever ultimate principle of order the universe might possess arguably could not 

cut the mustard as a conception of the Creator and Redeemer proclaimed by theism. 

So, at least at first blush, much can be said for the idea that a philosophical conception of the 
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God of theism needs to negotiate as if between Scylla and Charybdis, a narrow passage 

between pure immanence and pure transcendence.  

Such a view is typified with admirable clarity by Robert Adams when he says: 

On theistic as distinct from deistic conceptions of creation, the Creator has 

not gone away and left the creatures behind, but remains unceasingly 

active in them. Shall we compare God then to a dancer, who cannot go 

away and leave her performance behind? … Well, in a theistic as distinct 

from a pantheistic view, the Creator is more distinct from the creatures 

than the dancer from the dance; but they are not as separable from God as 

the paintings are from the painter. God is neither as wholly immanent in 

the world as the dancer in the dance, nor as purely transcendent over it as 

the painter over the paintings.216
 

It is worthwhile observing precisely what Adams is saying here, and the presuppositions 

informing his remarks. Painters, once they have finished their work, leave it to be admired, 

criticised, puzzled at, et cetera. A painting is indeed completely the creation of its maker: one 

cannot point to a piece of canvas, small tins of paint, a paintbrush and an easel and say “Ah, 

here we have the beginnings of a paint on canvas depicting Mount Vesuvius or the Beehive.” 

The germ of a painting, like any creative work, is the archetype or design in the artist’s mind. 

Nevertheless, as Adams himself puts it “Rembrandt is gone and has left his works behind for us 

to enjoy. God is not like that.”217 Once a painting is complete, it does not require, and in fact 

ordinarily cannot accommodate, ongoing creative input from its creator. And to analogise 

God’s act of creation with that of a painter in creating a painting is to yield a view not unlike 

the deistic one bequeathed to us by certain shining lights of the Enlightenment. 

Nevertheless, Adams is equally unwilling to countenance a view according to which the 

Cosmos does not have any existence ‘distinct from’ the divine. He tells us that there is more 

distance between God and creation, on a theistic view, than there is between a dancer and her 

dance. (You cannot have a dance without the dancer’s activity: take away the dancer and there 

just is no creative activity to be found.) That, according to Adams, is the point at which theism 

and pantheism diverge. If pantheism is the view that the Universe has a principle of Unity 

                                                      
216 Robert Merrihew Adams, Finite and Infinite Goods: A Framework for Ethics (New York: Oxford University 
Press 1999b) at 194-95. 
217 Ibid, at 194. 
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which is divine, then obviously, just as per the dancer and her dance, subtract the Universe and 

you take away at the same time its divine principle of Unity. Theism, of course, proclaims the 

Universe to be the creation of a Being who freely creates, and so such a view cannot be 

palatable to the theist. 

It is worthwhile taking note, however, that Adams seems to take it as a given that the 

distinction of God from Cosmos must be tantamount to the separateness of an agent from the 

fruit of his action. Let me explain more. The reason we can clearly see that theistic conceptions 

of divine agency cannot sustain a model according to which God’s relation to his creation is 

like that of da Vinci to the Mona Lisa is that, once it was painted, da Vinci’s painting has an 

existence completely separate from any further creative activity that da Vinci may have 

exercised. In fact, had da Vinci later tampered with the Mona Lisa what would have been left 

was something other than the Mona Lisa we have today. (How much overall similarity it would 

bear would depend on the extent of the tampering or modification.) God is our rock and our 

salvation because, according to revelation, God acts throughout history to redeem his 

creatures. God also is regarded as the One on whom in some sense the sustaining of created 

things depends. But it surely does not necessarily follow that such sustaining or continued 

action within the created order must take the form of an intervention from a position to some 

extent removed from the Universe. Nor does it follow that the distinctness of God from 

creation needs necessarily to be the distinctness of an agent from what is produced by that 

agent. The distinctness of God from the world need not be cashed out as the distinctness of 

God qua agent from the world qua production. 

It might be thought that as long as the being of God is thought of as the being of supreme 

agency, then such distinctness must be cashed out in precisely this way. I think that this 

preconception is the result of the assumption that the action of God must be of the same kind 

(but, of course, without limitation) as the action of a personal agent. For, we may see that the 

ontological distinctness of God from created things need not be located in the relation of 

producer to artefact. 

God’s Agency and Causality 

Agency, in the broadest sense, encompasses the causal capacity found even in inanimate 

objects such as sticks and stones, and substances such as oxygen and lead. In this broadest 

sense, agency is the mark, we might say, of natural capacity or tendency. Stones, oxygen, and 

sand all exert a certain influence on other things with which they come into contact, and the 
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result of that influence may be as a matter of common sense ascribed to them qua the 

particular substances they are. Aquinas speaks of the ‘natural movement’ of stones as following 

a downwards trajectory.218 Even if in a post-Newtonian era we find the example a bit quaint, the 

philosophical point retains validity: natural substances act upon others according to their 

natures. By observing how a chemical burns the skin, we learn more about what the chemical 

does and as a result, about the chemical. If the chemical exhibits a characteristic kind of activity, 

but on a particular occasion fails to do so, we can ascribe that failure to the counteracting action 

of some other substance. 

Can the ‘distinctness’ of God from the world be usefully conceptualised as issuing from the 

frustration of God’s agent causality by contrary causes? Not if God is proclaimed as the 

Almighty Being who is the source and end of all things. Even on an account on which God 

lacks the property of omnipotence, and exerts a causal power that is to some extent limited, I 

doubt that the image of a deity wrestling with recalcitrant material is likely to resonate with 

the spirit of the biblical tradition. Furthermore, it seems at least very dubious to identify what 

distinguishes God from the world as being the action of finite things against the divine 

causality. Arguably, then, there is an ineradicable logical tension between any conception of 

God as Source and Origin of the natural universe and the idea that God, like us, has to master 

or suppress finite created things in order to exercise his power. 

So far, very few would demur from what I have said. But I think that considerations of God’s 

supremacy in the order of goodness, and of the doctrine of creation ex nihilo, will push us 

towards a (much) more radical conclusion. 

It is both a commonplace and a truism that God’s causality and his agency are exercises of his 

power. It is not easy to evaluate what it is for God to be a cause or to be an agent without some 

evaluation of the notion of divine power. But what philosophical explication of the notion of a 

powerful God is called for? A useful heuristic, I think, may be derived from a preliminary 

evaluation of the general or common notion of power. 

Consider, for the sake of illustration, what it is for people to be ‘powerful’. The notion of 

‘power’, we have already seen in the previous chapter, is an exceedingly wide one, even if its 

proper application admits only of analogous use. We speak of the President of the United 

States as the world’s most powerful man. But that does not mean that he will outdo all others 

                                                      
218 See, e.g, Aquinas, The "Summa Theologica" of St. Thomas Aquinas at I-II, Q. 17, art. 4, co. 
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in all the “power” stakes. (Robert Dahl was writing as a political scientist and thinking of 

specifically political power when he famously defined the formula “A has power over B to the 

extent that he can get B to do something that B would not otherwise do.”)219 And juridical or 

legislative power, especially when a democratic constitution achieves its raison d’etre, is 

subject to important caveats, checks, and balances. In that sense, even the power of the 

legislature or of the judiciary can at once be said to be supreme in one sense and curtailed in 

another. I must confess to finding very helpful in terms of both common sense and semantic 

propriety Locke’s definition of power in general as the “[ability] to make, or .. receive any 

change”.220 The ability to make change Locke dubs “active power”, while the ability to receive 

change (i.e, be changed) Locke calls “passive power”.221 In ordinary agents in the natural world, 

active power, in Locke’s terms, goes hand in hand with passive power. 

If, as a corollary of our working definition of power, we arrive at a preliminary understanding 

of omnipotent power as the ability to accomplish, or make, any change in any thing, time-

honoured worries about God’s ability to, for instance, create a stone he cannot lift, do not 

present any difficulty for this elementary conception of omnipotent power. For, if God’s power 

only fashions from extant material ever new created objects, and restores already subsisting 

items from the ravages of corruption and decay, the scope of his power will be defined 

according to the range of anteriorly extant materials available to him. God will have total 

power over and through222 sticks and stones, and everything else in the world, but the 

possibility of his acting on the world as a deus ex machina cannot arise. 

Perhaps we can retain and develop a notion of divine action as working interiorly within the 

created world, while removing any trace of the dualism implicit in the postulation of a platonic 

Demiurge. I think we may derive such a view from the classical tradition of philosophical 

theology. 

Classical Theism 

Classical theism for my purposes is the conception of God found in the patristic and mediaeval 

                                                      
219 Robert A Dahl, 'The Concept of Power', Systems Research and Behavioral Science, 2/3 (1957), 201-15 at 202-
03. 
220 John Locke, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding (Oxford: Clarendon Press 1975) at bk. II, ch. XXI, 
1. 
221 Ibid. 
222 See Imran Aijaz, 'Islamic Conceptions of Divinity', in Graham Oppy (ed.) The Routledge Handbook of 
Contemporary Philosophy of Religion (Routledge, 2015), 114-26 at 116-17. Aijaz argues that Islamic scriptural 
texts teach that the Creator has a “power over” all things, and that this might not amount to omnipotence. 
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tradition, according to which God is perfectly simple (not composite), eternal and 

nontemporal, perfectly actual, and impassible, and immutable. The unity of God’s creative act 

is of fundamental importance to classical theism. 

Wittgenstein once wrote that: 

One is led astray by the simile of the craftsperson. That someone makes a 

shoe is an accomplishment, but once made (out of what is existing) it 

endures on its own for a while. But if one thinks of God as creator, must the 

conservation of the universe not be a miracle just as great as its creation? – 

yes, aren’t the two one and the same?223
 

This remark by Wittgenstein captures very nicely the emphasis familiar within mediaeval 

philosophical theology on creation ex nihilo as a singular unitary activity. Indeed, Augustine 

remarks that it is inapposite to conceptualise God’s creation of the world as being analogous to 

a builder’s construction of a house.224 Once the builder has completed building his house, his 

work is done and he can withdraw from the finished product, which is the work’s fruition. For 

Augustine, and at least Aquinas and Scotus following him, God’s causal role as Supreme Reality 

cannot be like this. As the transcendent free creator of the entire manifold of created things, 

God most assuredly does not withdraw from creation. Nor by any stretch of the imagination 

may he be thought of as leaving creation to its own devices. 

Reflecting on Augustine’s remarks, Scotus endeavoured to underscore the absolute immanence 

of the divine causality. He proposed that God’s activity as Creator, and his activity as 

Conservator, admits of a conceptual distinction only, and not an ontological distinction.225 Lest 

the implications of this most striking suggestion be not immediately clear, I observe that the 

distinction between a created thing’s creation and its being sustained and preserved in being is 

right at the heart of what, at bottom, it is to be a finite created thing. For, ordinarily, an 

ontological distinction between the creation and the conservation of a finite thing, is secured 

by a lack of simultaneity in time. The conditions which allow the generation of a new 

organism, artefact, or physical object cannot be quite the same as those which allow it to be 

sustained in being – at least, for the reason that creation and persistence occupy distinct time 

                                                      
223 Ludwig Wittgenstein, Public and Private Occasions, trans. James Carl Klagge and Alfred Nordmann (Lanham, 
MD.: Littlefield Publishers, 2003) at 217. 
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slices. 

Scotus’s point may be helpfully elucidated if I refer to an intriguing distinction carved by 

Descartes in his response to trenchant criticism of his Meditations by Father Gassendi. 

Descartes saw fit to distinguish between two kinds of efficient cause: the “cause according to 

being”, and the “cause according to becoming”.226 An efficient cause according to being is 

responsible for the coming into being of a thing. An efficient cause according to becoming is 

responsible for the ongoing existence, manifestation, and alteration of the thing. Though finite 

things might have one or more efficient causes in both senses, nonetheless the two kinds of 

causing will be separable in re. The God of classical theism, however, is perfectly and 

unquenchably active – in him there is no lassitude or inactivity, for he is constantly acting 

anew. So God inseparably is always an efficient cause in both senses. 

William Hasker is one who finds this traditional idea most unattractive. He opines:  

                  When God newly creates a being ex nihilo, then God alone must determine all that 

being’s characteristics; there is nothing else that might perform this task. But when 

God conserves a being that is already in existence, then the previous state and 

causal powers of that being can play a part – often a large part – in determining the 

being’s state and characteristics at the time in question. So … a straightforward 

equating of creation with conservation seems to be ruled out.227
 

Though Hasker does not make this explicit, I think that there is a suppressed premise on 

which his argument against the ontological identification of creation and conservation 

depends. I take it that Hasker assumes that the ongoing causal impetus of the divine in the 

temporal causal flux of the Cosmos would fail to preserve ontological room for the 

manifestation of the distinctive potentialities of created agents. And, at least pre-analytically, 

there is something to be said for this assumption. 

It must be remembered, however, that the chief dialectical motivation for denying any 

ontological distinction between creation and conservation is the proper elucidation of Creation 

as distinct from quotidian manufacture. Right at the heart of the most canonical expressions of 

the core insight of classical theism is the concept that the unconditioned, inexhaustible Source 
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of all which is divine does not exist in a horizontal relation to created things as a being 

amongst others. God and created things cannot be assimilated, so that they can be juxtaposed 

and subjected to a comparison in terms of power, goodness, or wisdom. For that reason, I 

submit that the defender of the ontological identity of creation and conservation, on his own 

terms, may embrace a conception of divine action according to which the causality of God and 

the causality of creatures do not resemble, to borrow a very apt description from David Burrell, 

a “zero sum game”.228
 

On the standard assumption within contemporary analytical philosophy, of course, God is a 

person, and thus enters into personal relations with created persons. And so the basic structure 

that characterises the causal interface between human persons envelops of necessity, and 

notwithstanding the superlative personal characteristics of the divine, even the relation 

between God and his creatures. 

At this juncture, I ought to point out that those whose sympathies are against the classical 

conception of God frequently inveigh against it precisely on the basis that it depicts a God so 

remote from the warp and woof of the world as to fail to count as the One who is our Rock and 

Salvation. But in fact the strong doctrine of creation ex nihilo the classical theist upholds will 

reject any idea that God is less than perfectly involved in creation, on the basis that such an 

idea would imply the existence of less-than-perfect actuality in God. 

Arguably, it is right at the heart of the Hebrew tradition that (to use a term I borrow from 

Mark Johnston) the salvific “Highest One”229 is not a “being amongst beings” but rather the all-

encompassing Source of everything that is. In the words of the theologian Richard Bauckham: 

The … element that makes [Jewish theism] a kind of monotheism, is not 

the denial of the existence of other "gods," but an understanding of 

the uniqueness of Yhwh that puts him in a class of his own, a wholly 

different class from any other heavenly or supernatural beings, even if 

these are called "gods."… Especially important for identifying this 

transcendent uniqueness are statements that distinguish Yhwh by means of 

a unique relationship to the whole of reality: Yhwh alone is Creator of all 

                                                      
228 David B. Burrell, 'Creator/Creatures Relation:“The Distinction” vs.“Onto-Theology”', Faith and Philosophy, 
25/2 (2008a), 177-89 at 184. 
229 Mark Johnston, Saving God: Religion after Idolatry (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2009) at 13 
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things, whereas all others are created by him.230
 

The pertinence of this point to the question of the relation between creation and conservation 

consists in the truth that a total and complete dependence upon God as ground of being does 

not necessarily imply any encumbrance upon the free expression of the causality of created 

things. In fact, a literally unbounded, unconditioned reality which transcends all the structural 

exigencies of finite objects need not be thought of as exercising an agency which by any stretch 

of the imagination could encroach upon the causal autonomy of such an agent. God, on such a 

conception, may be the absolute Prime Agent, in the fullest metaphysical (but not necessarily 

temporal) sense, without any constraints being imposed on or by the causality of creatures. 

Back to Transcendence 

On what basis, then, does the postulation of a God who is a completely simple, perfectly actual 

being who creates ever anew everything but himself, imply perfect divine transcendence? The 

answer, I think, is likely to take something resembling the following form: a being from whom 

all things but himself are derivative from his creative Fiat, who does not account for any 

particular feature of the Cosmos but rather its very reality, by definition will not leave any 

empirical footprint by means of his causal input in the world. The time-honoured Thomistic 

notion of God as ‘primary’ cause operating through created ‘secondary’ causes231 suggests a God 

whose very intimacy in creation enables his gracious activity to be fully executed and displayed 

through the natural potentialities of natural entities.232 And so the idea of God as a being 

perfectly simple and without limitation in actuality may seem congruent with a naturalistic 

account of divine action according to which the distinction between the ‘general’ providence of 

God by which the general structure of the universe is ordained, and the ‘special’ providence by 

which discrete, particular acts of salvation are wrought, is dissolved. 233
 

Nonetheless, the persistent image of God being at an infinite remove from the creatures he 

                                                      
230 Richard Bauckham, 'Biblical Theology and the Problems of Monotheism', in Craig Bartholomew et al. 
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creates, and his unfathomable alterity from the perspective of the created world, still gives us 

reason to wonder how the reciprocal interrelationship of God and his people, apparently so 

central to religious practice, has any foundation in reality, absent a God who reacts and 

responds to the vicissitudes and turbulence of the world. 

It is often expostulated against classical theists that the God of classical philosophical theism is a 

philosophical concretion of little utility to the religious consciousness, because it depicts God as 

aloof, remote and uninvolved; and emphasises God’s transcendence over the temporal causal 

order at the expense of God’s intimate salvific action with the natural order. Contemporary 

theistic philosophers commend as a replacement for the classical conception of God a 

conception of God as a supreme, disembodied individual. Richard Swinburne, in a widely cited 

passage, offers the following encapsulation of this conception: 

By a theist I understand a man who believes that there is a God. By a ‘God’ he 

understands something like a ‘person without a body (i.e. a spirit) who is 

eternal, free, able to do anything, knows everything, is perfectly good, is the 

proper object of human worship and obedience, the creator and sustainer of 

the universe’234
 

What is, inter alia, striking about this modern construction is that it dispenses with emphasis 

on the intrinsic incomprehensibility of the divine and instead affirms that God falls under a 

category. Indeed, a category with which we have rather close familiarity. God, modern 

philosophical theists tend to assume, is a person like us, though without our imperfections. It 

must be conceded, promptly, that there is something very obviously simpatico with ordinary 

religious sensibilities about conceiving God in such thoroughly familiar terms. One can readily 

see theistic believers addressing by petition a God who is said to be and do things that are 

things that we normally see and know persons to be and to do. And of course Scripture depicts 

God in personal terms. 

Nonetheless, the notion that “God is a person”, despite having the status almost of an 

inviolable axiom inside the sphere of contemporary analytical philosophy, is a decidedly 

untraditional one. One does not see any reference to it in ancient doctrinal statements of 

Judaism, Christianity, or Islam. Nor is any attempt to explicate or defend it to be found in the 

Fathers of the Church or such mediaeval Judaeo-Christian philosophical luminaries such as 
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Augustine, Anselm, Aquinas, Maimonides, Ibn Sina, or Al-Ghazali.235 Furthermore, the curiosity 

of the idea is not merely historical. Prima facie, at least, ordinary use of the term ‘person’ 

disallows its use to describe a being wholly without spatial location. Our awareness of each 

other as necessarily embodied, physically bounded beings whose capacities for knowledge and 

agency depend at least partly on our sensory activity seems not to fit with the notion of a 

wholly disembodied, necessarily omnipotent and all-knowing being.236
 

This alone, however, need not trouble the theist who affirms that God is a person. God, she 

might reply, is a being unique in a very special sort of way. Our inability to find any kindred 

person within created reality should scarcely surprise us. Therefore, her rejoinder would run, 

what might appear to be evidence of worrying curiosity attaching to the idea of God as a person 

may in fact just underscore his very special characteristics as an individual. 

I am not sure that this reply will do. It seems that what gives rise to at least some of the doubts 

or puzzles about the feasibility of the notion of a God who is ‘a person’ is that neither 

corporeality nor limitedness seem to be merely inessential or contingent attributes of a ‘person’. 

Standardly, persons are taken to be entities who persist diachronically in virtue of relations of 

identity. There is, of course, a gargantuan literature dealing with the question of precisely what 

such relations must be in order for personal identity across time to be secured. But what is 

worth observing here is that, on any understanding of personal identity, a person must exist 

alongside other things, and the limits which delineate the bounds of the agency of the person 

by definition exclude a uniquely immanent causality throughout the bounds of the finite. 

This means that the goodness of the personal agent must consist at least inter alia in a certain 

manner of relation to other persons, through the negotiation of an external environment for 

the fulfilment of certain valuable goals.237
 

Keith Ward and the ‘Dual Aspect’ Doctrine of God 

As Keith Ward (whose views I shall now discuss in more detail) says of the God of classical 

theism: 

This purely actual, eternal, and impassible reality hardly seems to be a 

personal being with whom one can have a warm and living relationship. It 
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is hard to think of Abraham having to pursue a course of Aristotelian 

metaphysics before coming to an experience of the God who called him out 

of Ur. And it may seem that this idea of God is removed as far as possible 

from the God of popular devotion.238
 

Very frequently, foes of the classical theistic conception of God profess to finding morally or 

spiritually exceptionable the idea of an impassible God. It seems to them that such a notion 

implies or entails a God who is unresponsive or aloof; not at all caught up in the messy, 

perishable, often tempestuous travails of quotidian human existence. And to conceptualise God 

as an individual, indeed maximally exalted and praiseworthy individual, seems more congruent 

with the notion of abiding personal relationship and covenant apparently so essential to 

theistic religion.239
 

Ward reserves some stinging criticisms for the conception of God to be found in Aquinas. The 

classical Thomistic negations which require one to abjure any trace of temporality or 

changeability in one’s metaphysical conception of God, Ward thinks, hand us the self-enclosed 

“cosmic solipsist” of Aristotle, Christianised into “the self-absorbed tyrant, never really 

granting value or autonomy to creatures.”240
 

The Thomist God, moreover, says Ward, is one to whom no “form of personal relationship to 

God in prayer”241 could be enjoyed. This is because, Ward thinks, the perfect actuality of God in 

Aquinas’s scheme rules out the free, spontaneous relation to creatures implicit in prayer. 

Furthermore, Ward believes that the classical doctrine of divine simplicity, as expressed in 

Aquinas, turns to dust the notion of the contingency of the world. He thinks that beneath the 

abstruse linguistic edifice of scholastic philosophy lies a glaring incoherence. The idea that 

there is no potentiality in God that is not actualised, Ward holds, means that everything God 

brings about is necessary – there is no “could have done otherwise” for God. 242
 

It is at this point that on Ward’s view what he elegantly dubs the “iconic vision”243 of reality, by 
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which the “discernment of the infinite in and through the finite”244 lacks coherence unless God, 

like finite persons, is conceived of as an individual consciousness, though one perfect in the 

exemplification of his attributes. 

Ward makes it very clear that, on his view, God has maximal control over indeterministic 

streams of physical causality.245 As the history of the Cosmos expands and a burgeoning range 

of rational action emerges, God strives, within the limits of his agency as self-imposed for 

creaturely libertarian freedom’s sake, “to bring all evil into a pattern of goodness”.246 By an 

“axiom of intelligibility”247, God has all possible perfections by necessity of nature. But God is 

genuinely creative, and Ward thinks that taking God to have a temporal, creative personal 

nature allows God to be seen consistently as creator of all. He thinks that because classical 

theists do not think of God in this way, their own conception of God as perfectly actual is 

undermined. 

So after rejecting the classical doctrine of divine simplicity, Ward ascribes to God a triple 

causality. As the self-existent, God is a free creator of goods. By his necessary knowledge, prior 

to his creative act, he knows possible worlds and values, and he set the world’s (and thus his) 

ultimate purpose and destiny.248 Then he also has an ongoing modifying personal causality by 

which he relates to created persons.249 This is supposed to undergird the reality of unavailable 

on classical models of God. Ward considers that by thus affirming immutable and temporal 

aspects of the divine, at once we may escape for ever any notion of a remote, purely 

transcendent deity. God has true knowledge by acquaintance250 of the experience of delight in 

novelty in the world.251
 

It is noteworthy, however, that notwithstanding the alacrity with which such opponents invoke 

the notion of responsiveness in God, still it seems that such an invocation rests on an 

assumption of a strictly univocal interpretation of language about God. Hume was acutely 

aware of this, as is evidenced by the charge he places in the mouth of Cleanthes against Demea 

in his Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion: 
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The terms, admirable, excellent, superlatively great, wise, and holy; these 

sufficiently fill the imaginations of men; and any thing beyond, besides that 

it leads into absurdities, has no influence on the affections or sentiments. 

Thus, in the present subject, if we abandon all human analogy, as seems 

your intention, Demea, I am afraid we abandon all religion, and retain no 

conception of the great object of our adoration.252
 

And it is worth noting that, for Hume, certainly moral value is measured in terms of its ability 

to influence the passions, affections, and sentiments of the human person. 

Accordingly, Cleanthes is here expressly grounding in the conception of God as a moral agent 

the conceptual matrix that is rudimentary to religious psychology. Axiological notions which 

do not necessarily imply univocal moral agency, like ‘holiness’, ‘greatness’, and ‘wisdom’, don’t 

“influence our passions and actions, and [go] beyond the calm and indolent judgments of the 

understanding”253 unless they are accompanied by the moral attributes which we attach to other 

persons. 

Hume well recognised the tension between the religious imperative to conceive of God in 

personal terms and the contrary admonition to steer clear of all-too-human representations of 

the divine.254 And he thought that, in the end, that tension threatened severely the internal 

coherence of an orthodox theism. 

Nonetheless, one need not agree that the total incommensurability of the divine being and 

created things in any way threatens ordinary devotional practice characteristic of theistic 

tradition. It could be argued, perhaps, that it is inherently implausible that such a broad 

consensus between the patristic and mediaeval figures with Christian tradition, along with 

historical luminaries in the Jewish and Islamic traditions regarding the timeless eternity and 

immutability of the divine could ever have emerged in the face of such an obvious incongruity 

between those metaphysical doctrines and theistic devotion. 

But appeals to authority, even of overwhelming weight, have little place in philosophy. And, 

those contemporary writers who insist on rejecting the central tenets of classical theism 

generally do so on the basis that a pagan Greek philosophical heritage has infected the entire 
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theistic theological tradition, up to the modern period. They are well aware that they swim 

against the tide of tradition. They do so proudly. 

Therefore, without appeal to authority, one needs to look for a philosophical argument to 

counter the attack on the timeless eternity and immutability of God. This I shall now attempt. 

At the root of these objections to the classical doctrine of God, in my view, lies inter alia a 

fundamental misunderstanding of the point and purpose of the traditional via negativa so 

beloved of classical theists. However, when I say that a misunderstanding lurks, I do not mean 

or wish to imply that I think that the misunderstanding arises purely from carelessness or 

intellectual laziness. On the contrary, it is not too hard to see why an emphasis on negation as 

a means to a more adequate or religiously fulfilling conception of God might seem less than 

fruitful. Firstly, we might follow Richard Swinburne in complaining that the mediaeval 

apophatic tradition “failed lamentably to give an adequate account of what theists have wished 

to say about God.”255 Sticks and stones, Swinburne says, “are ‘not evil’; but to say of God that he 

is good is clearly to say more of him than that he is, like sticks and stones, not evil.”256 In other 

words, people who believe in God insist on saying a great deal about God, the character of his 

revelation, and its existential import for human beings. No matter how many of the properties 

normally ascribed to created things are to be denied of God, without proceeding to say 

something substantive about the nature of God, ordinary theistic doctrine and practice will 

founder on the rock of inexpressibility. 

However, Swinburne’s point loses its initial attraction once it is appreciated that the objective 

of the proponent of the way of negation is to purge our collective consciousness of any 

temptation to take as too instructive metaphysically our native, concrete psychological 

constructions of the divine. Marilyn Adams goes astray when she nails her colours to the mast 

of those who anthropomorphise God on pain of taking God to be analogous to an inert, or 

inanimate substance.257 Swinburne, similarly, makes a signal error when he takes the import or 

corollary of the apophatic exercise to be the conclusion that God is to be likened to things 

lower down than personal agents along the traditional Great Chain of Being. 

There is, I think, something extremely suggestive in the story of the Sufi Master who says to 
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another “I have never seen anything without seeing God in it”, only for the other Master to 

respond “I have never seen anything but God!”258 Arguably, revelation opens up for the theist 

the possibility of seeing each created system as so shot through with the electrifying Spirit of 

God as to some degree image imperfectly the divine life. And, yet, so intimate will this creative 

presence be within the natural world, that the God who is revealed in nature will completely 

transcend all finite categories of being. Just as the mediaeval theologians insisted, God is not at 

all to the world as the world is to God; and, likewise, the categories which prove instructive in 

the taxonomisation of natural things will fail to contain or even help approach a definition of a 

God whose manner of presence rules out his existing alongside anything else in a relation of 

comparative similarity. That is the moral of the traditional via negativa. 

What, then, of Ward’s worry, shared by many others, that the experience of dynamism and 

novelty in the temporal order would be lacking in a perfectly simple God whose mode of reality 

transcends time and whose being is self-sufficient?259 Or, the objection to classical theism that 

being truly perfect in the order of goodness must involve affective, emotional response? 

I think that, again, these objections fail to grapple with just how radical is the proclamation that 

God is perfectly simple and non-temporal. For what that proclamation upholds, in the end, is that 

God’s reality is so beyond conditioning, so complete in itself, as to superlatively encompass all 

finite being. In the immortal words of St Anselm: 

You were not, therefore, yesterday, nor will You be tomorrow, but 

yesterday and today and tomorrow You are. Indeed You exist neither 

yesterday nor today nor tomorrow but are absolutely outside all time. For 

yesterday and today and tomorrow are completely in time; however, You, 

though nothing can be without You, are nevertheless not in place or time 

but all things are in You. For nothing contains You, but You contain all 

things. 260
 

For that sublime being who exists in such a plenteous eternity, no experience of the world 

could ever be remote, foreign, or acquired using anything like the process of ratiocination 

characteristic of our learning mechanisms. The protestation that a God in whom the highest 
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instantiations of value are found must undergo emotion and be affected by the manifold 

tragedies of our world, I think, for a similar reason misses the mark. It is indeed the case that 

for a human being to fail to exhibit passion, emotion, and reactivity is a sign of aloofness, or at 

least a stolid, perfunctory approach to interpersonal relationships. But it would only follow 

that the classical conception of God could be vulnerable on this score if divine impassibility 

involved features typical of passivity in humans. I feel compelled at this point to quote at some 

length from Herbert McCabe, if only because he expresses the point I want to make so much 

more clearly than I could: 

We speak of “sympathy” or “compassion” just because we want to say that it 

is almost as though we were not outside the other, but living her or his life, 

experiencing her or her suffering. A component of pity is frustration at 

having, in the end, to remain outside.”261
 

Now, the creator cannot in this way ever be outside his creature; if the 

creator is the reason for everything that is, there can be no actual being 

which does not have the creator as its centre holding it in being. In our 

compassion we, in our feeble way, are seeking to be what God is all the 

time: united with and within the life of our friend. We can say in the Psalm 

‘The Lord is compassion’ but a sign that this is metaphorical language is 

that we can also say that the Lord has no need of compassion; he has 

something more wonderful, he has his creative act in which he is ‘closer to 

the sufferer than she is to herself’.262
 

Still, the relationship between God and creatures which McCabe’s sentiments seem to imply 

might seem to be, to put it bluntly, hopelessly unidirectional. Reciprocity and genuine 

mutuality might seem to be a sine qua non of the kind of relationship between God and 

creatures which theistic practice demands that believers affirm. With particular reference to 

my earlier remark about the intertwining of the doctrines of divine immutability and divine 

atemporality, we can probably appreciate the worry that not even the most incommensurable 

closeness within creation could substitute for the kind of salvific responsiveness that might 

obtain in the case of an interpersonal relationship.263
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Nonetheless, I think I want to bite the bullet. I want to argue that classical theism, with its 

emphasis on a God who is without change and outside time, yields a conception of God that is 

consistent with theistic practice and provides rich – yes, inexhaustible. – resources for 

salvation. 

Anthropomorphism and the ‘Feelings’ of God 

Prominent amongst contemporary Christian theologians who profess the suffering of God is 

Paul Fiddes. And, in defence of the claim that God suffers, Fiddes makes one very revealing 

remark: 

[I]f God is not less than personal, and if the claim that ‘God is love’ is to 

have any recognizable continuity with our normal experience of love, 

the conclusion seems inescapable that a loving God must be a sympathetic 

and therefore suffering God.264
 

Yet again, we see here exemplified the assumption that to gainsay a conception of God as a 

person is to take God to be somehow sub-personal. But that aside, what is most important here 

is that Fiddes consciously associates the imperative to attribute to God the actualised capacity 

to suffer, and all that entails, with both anthropomorphisation of the concept of God and with 

a strictly univocal analysis of talk about God. 

While it may be the case that, epistemically, experience of God as Saviour might precede or be 

anterior to experience of God as Creator, ontologically that same priority cannot obtain if 

indeed God is the Alpha from which everything comes. And so the very God who lowers 

himself to share in the deepest and most pitiable sufferings of his creatures, nonetheless must, 

in some sense at least, be causally implicated in the bringing about of those sufferings. 

Geoffrey Studdert Kennedy265 poignantly evokes, in his poem “The Sorrows of God” the 

perspective of a Christian who, as a result of his war service, is moved to reject the Christian 

faith: 

And the lovin' God he looks down on it all, 

On the blood, and the mud, and the smell, 
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Oh God if it’s true ‘ow I pity you 

For you must be livin' in ‘ell. 

You must be livin' in ‘ell all day, 

And livin' in ‘ell all night. 

I'd rather be dead with a ‘ole in my ‘ead 
 

I would, by a damn long sight, 
 

Than be livin' with you on your ‘eavenly throne, 

Lookin’ down on yon bloody ‘eap, 

That was once a boy full of life and joy, 
 

And ‘earin' his mother weep. 
 

The sorrows of God must be ‘ard to bear, 

If ‘E really ‘as love in his ‘eart. 

And the ‘ardest part in the world to play 
 

Must surely be God's part.266
 

Would beatitude with the suffering personal God be a promise which we would, with Studdert 

Kennedy’s soldier atheist, be justified in refusing?267 Upholders of the notion of a passible God, 

of course, will tell us that the suffering of God is what redeems all suffering, what ensures that 

God is intimately tied to us in our own suffering, so as to gloriously redeem and restore us from 

it in the eschaton. But notice that what appears to be the virtue of such a notion turns out to be 

decidedly a double-edged sword. 

This is because the causal nexus between God and the events of the world, on the assumption 
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that God is a person like us, gives rise to a picture of divine being despite whose ever-so-

intimate grief over the suffering of creatures, has nonetheless been, by act or omission, 

responsible for the coming about of every evil. Hence the suffering God, arguably, would under 

pain of diminution of his moral quality, need to be suffering on account of precisely that causal 

involvement. 

D. Z. Phillips, in characteristically fearsome mode, once advanced a (to me anyway) fascinating 

argument against the moral perfection of an anthropomorphic omnipotent Creator. He argued 

that God in, for example, allowing a child to enter the Auschwitz gas chambers at the hands of 

the Nazis, must do so either with or without ‘a second thought’.268
 If God were to do so without 

a second thought, he would by so doing demonstrate a lack of some of the basic emotional 

moral responses requisite for any serious moral praise. If, instead, he does so with a second 

thought, he would, as per Studdert Kennedy’s poem, deserve pity and indeed would be morally 

sullied by his resolution to allow the suffering at issue. God has, on that supposition, crossed 

the limits of the morally thinkable. 

It is well worthwhile to point out that Phillips’s argument is supposed to make no reliance on 

the contingent unavailability of any adequate theodicy. Rather, it is supposed to supply the 

opponent of theodicy with a fundamental critique of the very coherence, given the presence of 

horrendous evil in the world, of the idea of a Creator God who shares a moral community with 

us.269
 

My argument here is less ambitious than Phillips’s. You might consider that the resolute 

advocate of theodicy could respond to Phillips’s argument by maintaining that God’s 

superintending the whole universe, in fact, is very importantly different from the situation of 

one who faces an horrendous moral dilemma. For, you might say, not only does God have ‘the 

whole world in his hands’ and hence a huge range of unactualised possibilia at his disposal, but 

he, and he alone, has the resources to put things right. God might not just share in the 

suffering of his creatures but by so doing redeem them completely. And if he will do so and 

does so, some theodicists would argue, the force of the ‘second thought’ argument is blunted 

considerably. My suggestion, however, is that an objection may be specifically deployed against 

the passibility, temporality, and personhood of the divine, on the basis of an attendant internal 

tension within that conception of God. Let me explain more. 

                                                      
268 Phillips, The Problem of Evil and the Problem of God at 160-64. 
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Specifically responding to Phillips’s challenge, Marilyn Adams summarises very nicely her own 

perspective when she proclaims: 

God guarantees to [the sufferer] a life that is a great good to him/her on the 

whole and in the end and defeats any individual horror participation 

within the frame of that individual’s life270 … God eternally answers for 

God’s track record of horror perpetration by more than making up for 

it.271 

Insistence upon the admission of emotion, sympathy, and other affective states which seem to 

imply passibility in God, even with an emphasis on the unfettered capacity in God to put right 

all the messy, awful horrors of human history, seems to so often skirt around the implications 

of the fact that the putative omnipotent personal God who suffers with us must also count as 

the one who set up our suffering in the first instance. 

Now there need be no incoherence in saying that perfection may be manifested in suffering: it 

is a familiar trope within Christianity that power is perfected in weakness. And of course the 

Christian theist looks upon the disfigured body of a crucified Christ and sees the Greatest Love. 

But inasmuch as the personhood, passibility, and temporality of the divine must dovetail with 

a conception of divine agency as supremely ordaining the historical order, it becomes rational 

and reasonable to have pity on God for his predicament and to refuse to ascribe to him moral 

perfection. For God would not be just the one who puts everything together again, but the one 

who was himself ultimately responsible for fashioning this disordered world. 

Ward typifies those who stress God’s temporality and passibility when he states: 

God is perfect, and if you ask what a perfect being would be like, given the 

existence of an imperfect world, it would seems (sic) that the perfect being 

should not remain unchanged by that world in any way, but should seek to 

remedy its defects ... A perfect being might share in the imperfections of 

creatures if by so doing it could begin to remedy them. In this sense, 

though it sounds paradoxical, it is in fact not at all paradoxical to say that a 

perfect being might choose to share in imperfection, in order to improve it, 

rather than to remain unmoved by it. This would involve some change in 

                                                      
270 Marilyn McCord Adams, 'Ignorance, Instrumentality, Compensation, and the Problem of Evil', Sophia, 52/1 
(2013), 7-26 at 19. Emphasis mine. 
271 Ibid, at 22. 
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God, as the perfect shares in imperfection, in order to shape it towards its 

own perfection.272
 

The image of the perfect divine person acting as Artificer and Restorer may seem appealing, 

but there seems to be a curious omission by those who advocate a concept of a temporal and 

passible God. That is, they seldom address the point that such a God, if he is omnipotent 

creator, is not just our Redeemer but causally implicated, as Adams (to her credit) notes, in the 

perpetration of horrors. It seems to me that the drive to emphasise the familiarity of God as a 

being who shares our nature as a personal mind, though without our embodiment, limitation 

or imperfection, has the uncomfortable result that God’s agency, like ours, is portrayed as 

occurring against the backdrop of a reality that is external to it. 

Even if God has supreme knowledge by acquaintance273 of the course of history and all its 

particularities, God’s decision-making process must involve self-reflexive assessment of his 

actions and their downstream consequences. Ward himself (with an eye on created persons 

and their moral goodness) states that human free choice depends upon God’s respecting the 

realm of their free choice.274 And in Rational Theology and the Creativity of God Ward makes the 

following remarkable comments about divine personhood: 

Divine benevolence is a continual outflowing from the Divine being, to 

provide many sorts of perfection and happiness for others. Such 

cooperative and sharing love is one of the greatest values, as it is only in 

transcending self and relating to others that one truly becomes a person, a 

developing, self-expressive being discovering itself in the forms of social 

relationships. Thus God can become a person, in this sense, only as he 

creates some community of rational agents in relation to which his 

own perfection can be expressed. In creation, God determines his own 

being as interactive; in doing so, he actualises as his own nature as the one 

who is love.275
 

Putting aside the metaphysical qualms that might be invited by notions of a being actualising 

its own hitherto less-than-actual nature,276 what I think merits attention here is the idea that 

                                                      
272 Keith Ward, 'The Temporality of God', International Journal for Philosophy of Religion, 50/1 (2001), 153-69 at 
163-64. 
273 Ward, Rational Theology and the Creativity of God at 132. 
274 Ward, Divine Action: Examining God's Role in an Open and Emergent Universe at 43. 
275 Ward, Rational Theology and the Creativity of God at 141. 
276 Ward appears to hold, therefore, that God's status as a morally perfect personal being develops from an 
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personality is to some extent parasitic on the mutually reinforcing social relationships that 

obtain between free, self-exploratory beings.277
 

Ward himself, addressing the problem of evil, says that if creatures are to have autonomy, “… 

then the world in which they act must be one which both sets limits to those powers and is 

shapeable by them … So, if a creature is free, by research and effort, to remove some suffering, 

God cannot remove it himself without undermining the whole structure of human freedom.”278
 

I think that when one juxtaposes the immediately foregoing with those last quoted regarding 

God’s determining in creation his own being as interactive, one may extract a very important 

point. On the one hand, as Ward I think rightly recognises, it is only in the form of interactive 

social relationships that our personality is in the fullest sense developed. 

Accordingly, even the anthropomorphic God will find his full personality expressed in his 

ongoing relation with creatures. Yet, as Ward time and again affirms, in the immutable 

dimension of his nature God has the fullest possible appreciation of the likely outcomes of the 

possible trajectories of history; and his interconnected power and knowledge give him 

necessarily the fullest possible sovereignty over creation.279 

We now, I believe, may see that problems of evil may expose a serious internal tension 

between the sovereignty of an omnipotent God and the proper relations implied by God’s 

perfection along the dimensions implicit in taking God to be a sufferer alongside creatures. 

The problem of evil and the problem of immanence and transcendence thus display an 

important parallelism.280 Thomas Weinandy is right when he says that any suffering God would 

be caught up in the eternal process of ‘becoming’, thus vitiating God’s capacity to redeem.281 But 

                                                      
antecedent primal nature. There is thus a very limited comparison to be drawn between his view and that of 
Peter Forrest in Peter Forrest, Developmental Theism: From Pure Will to Unbounded Love (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press; Oxford University Press, 2007). However, Forrest defends the idea that the 'Primordial God' is not morally 
perfect and is not a personal agent, thus apparently avoiding the problem of evil. I believe that this conception 
is of dubious consistency and that in any event the idea that the essential ontological and axiological character 
of the divine changes is at odds with the implications of ordinary theistic practice. I am sure Ward would agree. 
277 Ward, Divine Action: Examining God's Role in an Open and Emergent Universe at 110-11. 
278 Ward, Rational Theology and the Creativity of God at 207. 
279 E.g, see Ward, Divine Action: Examining God's Role in an Open and Emergent Universe at 121-22. 
280 See Jennifer A. Herdt, 'The Rise of Sympathy and the Question of Divine Suffering', Journal of Religious 
Ethics, 29/3 (2001), 367. Herdt interestingly connects the historical development of the idea that God literally 
suffers with a contemporaneous rise in Britain of a particular sentimentalist view of ethical perfection: perhaps, 
then, this parallelism is no historical accident. 
281 Thomas G. Weinandy, Does God Suffer? (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 2000) at 186. Compare also Tan Tai Wei, 
'Morality and the God of Love', Sophia, 26/2 (1987), 20-25 at 21. “[C]onceiving God as being under the moral 
law and thereby a moral agent would mean seeing him as being impelled by conscience, or dictated to by the 
moral law. This means conceiving God as sharing the related fact of our moral experience that we have …, to 
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we may further conclude that if God also has a primal nature by which he in the necessity of 

his nature has maximal power over the course of history, it may be impossible for God to 

discharge the requirements of free self-giving amongst fellow sufferers requisite for genuine 

development of personality. 

A Simple God Represented Diversely 

It was the emphatic teaching of Aquinas that the name of God is “incommunicable in reality, 

but communicable in opinion”.282 By this Aquinas wanted to emphasise that the I AM who is 

beyond a shadow of change, perfectly actual, and infinitely beyond us, cannot be named using 

our language in such a way that what he is in himself is expressible. At the same time, 

however, human representations of the divine can, albeit imperfectly, helpfully signify the 

divine nature. Aquinas tells us that just as the pagans who believe in a multitude of gods, 

could, despite the error of their belief, properly communicate the name “god”, so too may 

human language, designed to speak of the temporal and contingent, communicate the 

absolutely incommunicable name of God.283 

To many, this will sound like sheer nonsense. If God is completely beyond change, unknowable 

in his self-sufficient being, how can language depicting God in familiar terms as an agent, acting 

in time, responding to our prayers, et cetera, be anything more than vague poetry? We can see 

how an ontology like the one Ward proposes might seem at this juncture both eminently 

consistent and religiously attractive. 

But before I directly treat of this objection to Aquinas, let me interpolate what I take to be a 

most interesting quotation from a relatively obscure work by R.G. Collingwood, entitled 

Speculum Mentis: 

We are accustomed to recognise that the gods of the heathen are but 

mythological and perverted presentations of the true God; we know well 

that the father up in the sky of whom we talk to children is likewise at 

bottom a mythological figment. But we do not sufficiently realise that all 

religion, up to its very highest manifestations, is mythological too, and that 

mythology is finally extruded from religion only when religion itself 

                                                      
exert a deliberate act of will to obey the call of duty …This implies that even for God 'the spirit indeed is 
willing but the flesh is weak'.” 
282 Aquinas, The "Summa Theologica" of St. Thomas Aquinas at I, q. 13, art. 9, resp. 
283 Ibid, at I, q. 13, art. 10, ad.1. 
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perishes and gives place to philosophy. God as such is the mythological 

symbol under which religion cognises the absolute …284
 

Metaphysical concretions like ‘the Absolute’, ‘All Being’ ‘Necessary Being’, ‘Ipsum Esse 

Subsistens’ and so on seem light years away from the language of the ordinary believer. Yet to 

take the conception of God as embodied in the collective practices of religion as symbolic 

might raise hackles. Do we not have here a peculiar form of theological anti-realism which 

takes religious utterances to be, for example, projections of our highest ethical values? Or, 

instead, is what is suggested a kind of esoteric modern Gnosticism, taking the conception of 

God of the ordinary person in the pew to be just a symbol for something exclusively the 

province of the philosopher? 

To tease out what I think Collingwood means, I should say that I think we may locate a most 

salutary truth embedded in the idea that a coherent doctrine of God indeed must have a “dual 

aspect”. Human beings, possessing as they do the linguistic tools only for proper 

representation of finite things, must necessarily represent a perfectly simple and 

incomprehensible divinity only using the concepts and words that are strictly proper only for 

description of limited realities. And indeed, the notion of revelation will be shorn of all content 

unless it is held that God discloses his being in and through the created world. 

Nonetheless, even the most appropriate representations of God endorsed and proclaimed by the 

various faith traditions cannot, if something approaching classical theism is right, give us an 

ontological grasp of the divine nature, which is not temporal, not composite, etc. So, there is 

something irreducibly symbolic about our psychological representations of the divine. And 

even an unremittingly orthodox thinker like Aquinas will have no qualms with that. 

Ward is absolutely right to say that “beneath the differing metaphors for the divine being in 

differing religious traditions, a common doctrine among the major classical writers [is] that the 

Supreme Reality is simple, timeless and perfect, but is correctly representable by humans as a 

personal Lord of omnipotent power and omniscient knowledge.”285
 

My quarrel is only with Ward’s further opinion that “this insight is basically correct, but that it 

is often warped by giving the simplicity aspect of the divine logical priority over the personal 

aspect.” “This happens”, continues Ward, “if one says that God is 'really' simple, immutable and 
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eternal, and only appears to us as complex, changing and temporal.”286
 

In effect, Ward and kindred opponents of classical theism think that classical theism cannot 

give a coherent and sufficient answer to the ultimate question – to which the religious attitude 

to the world as a radically contingent whole naturally gives rise – of why there is anything at 

all, why there is something rather than nothing. They think that the doctrine of divine 

simplicity entails that God as perfectly actual lacks freedom, and at the same time they think 

the perfect actuality of God entails that creatures have no autonomy too. I think the flaw 

behind these objections rests on the lack of an adequate notion of analogy. I will now develop 

this point. 

Teleology as a Justification of Analogy 

Seventy years or so ago, J. N. Findlay proposed a truly remarkable argument against theism.287 

The most fundamental imperative of the religious mind, he averred, does not square with 

notions of a God who merely happens to have a bunch of properties like goodness, power, and 

wisdom. Nor can that ingenerate Being exist in any sense contingently; no, what distinguishes 

the theistic conception of God from the idols, we are reminded again, is that all of creation 

bears a special and unique relationship to him who out of love creates all and is the end of all. 

The idea of a logically necessary being, Findlay thus maintained, is unsustainable. 

Findlay argued that “an object” which “merely happens”288 to have “to a superlative degree” the 

perfections of personhood would deserve admiration and the dulia traditionally given to the 

saints, but not the latria owed exclusively to the divine.289 He further argues that the “proper 

object of religious reverence” must be “all-comprehensive”.290 All the properties of such an 

object, he thought, must go together in such a way that, despite the “well-worn antagonisms of 

the immanent and transcendent”291, everything he has, or could have, he must be. Findlay 

thought that the necessity of such a God, and the “queer and barely intelligible Scholastic 

doctrine”292 of the identity of his being and goodness, make his existence either senseless or 

impossible to those who accept a modern conventionalist idea of necessity, according to which 

                                                      
286 Ibid. I must confess to finding rather extraordinary Ward's talk of a "simplicity aspect" in the divine, since the 
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what makes certain truths necessary is simply a relevant set of human linguistic conventions. 

In response to a rejoinder by George Hughes,293 who thought that Findlay had shown only that 

God’s reality cannot be on a par with that of, for instance, tables and chairs,294 Findlay made the 

point that the atheism for which he had argued looks very much like the theism which Hughes 

sought to defend from his attack. Findlay professed an innate dislike for idolatrous 

conceptions of God, and said that he never meant to “trap the analogical eel”295 (and that he 

quite liked eels). 

Findlay’s “ontological disproof”, as Hughes called it,296 gives us in my view very good grounds to 

reject conceptions of God which project the propitious characteristics of well brought up 

individuals onto God. Theists would then, with both Findlay and Hughes, be able to accept that 

there are no necessary beings, in the sense of “necessary” familiar in contemporary philosophy, 

according to which necessity belongs to sentences not beings or even propositions.297
 

Yet, a “why is there anything at all” question must persist; indeed, the comprehensiveness of the 

divine being and his providence guarantees as much. Seeing the world as radically contingent, 

yet crying out for a transcendental explanation in terms of its complete being, demands the 

postulation of a cause which, in as much as it is not part of the architecture of finite reality, 

cannot be regarded as itself contingent. On that supposition, God would not be a being whose 

existence demands any explanation except by reference to his own reality. Nonetheless, revised 

so that it would ask why there is anything contingent at all, it might be an intelligible and 

answerable question. 

Let us now turn to an unlikely ally: David Armstrong, the much-respected icon of Australian 

materialism. Armstrong’s philosophical proclivities led him into a metaphysic which ruled out 

the notion of necessary being, admitting only relational necessities.298 But he recognised our 

revised “why is there anything at all” question as important, albeit one which might be of 
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interest only to philosophers.299 He makes what I think is an intriguing comment: 

[I]f there are no necessary beings, then there could have been nothing at 

all, a truth that has a this-worldly truthmaker. The possibility is, as we 

know, a mere possibility. One can still, of course, ask why there is anything 

at all. In the event that the space-time world turned out to have an 

immanent teleology, a rather unlikely possibility I would judge but one I do 

not absolutely deny, we might even have a naturalist yet positive answer to 

this question.300
 

I would love to know on what basis Armstrong regarded this possibility as live, yet also as 

unlikely. Yet, unwittingly, Armstrong seems to have admitted the possibility of an immanent 

final cause of the Cosmos, congruent with some of the most exalted expressions of classical 

theism. Aquinas, for whom final causality was paramount in the order of causes, writes: “Now a 

thing's ultimate perfection consists in the attainment of its end. Therefore it belongs to the 

Divine goodness, as it brought things into existence, so to lead them to their end”.301
 

Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite, whose influence on the Christian tradition of negative 

theology has been enormous, writes that “at present we employ (so far as in us lies), 

appropriate symbols for things Divine; and then from these we press on upwards according to 

our powers to behold in simple unity the Truth perceived by spiritual contemplations, and 

leaving behind us all human notions of godlike things, we still the activities of our minds, and 

reach (so far as this may be) into the Super-Essential Ray.”302 And after denying that the 

Godhead may be thought of under the categories of “Reason or Power or Mind or Life or 

Being”, Pseudo-Dionysius further proclaims: 

[I]n celebrating the bountiful Providence of the Supreme Godhead we must 

draw upon the whole creation. For It is both the central Force of all things, 

and also their final Purpose, and is Itself before them all, and they all 

subsist in It; and through the fact of Its existence the world is brought into 

being and maintained; and It is that which all things desire.303
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We now have the bridge between mere symbol and metaphor, and analogical talk about the 

perfectly simple God. For Pseudo-Dionysius “the Universal and Transcendent Cause must both 

be nameless and also possess the names of all things in order that It may truly be an universal 

Dominion”.304 Aquinas too thinks that in the doctrine of Providence we may ground our talk 

about an inexpressible God.305 For both thinkers, the universal end-directedness of things 

allows us to see in all creation, in all nature and natality, imperfect foreshadowings of the 

divine. Here, we have a possibility for a sufficient metaphysical base for analogical predication 

of creaturely perfection terms to God. 

Our highest psychic ideals of human agency may then symbolise the divine nature, not just in 

terms of a shadowy resemblance, but by providing motivation towards a mode of action by 

which the good is manifested and realised. It is worth noting that the attribution of intellect 

and will to God, so often taken by contemporary philosophers to militate against a non-

anthropomorphic conception of God, is for both Aquinas306 and Scotus307 grounded in the total 

contrast between the narrow end-directness of inanimate objects and the voluntary actions of 

animals, particularly human beings whom possess the power to lead their actions to a self-

determined end, and the status of God as ultimate Telos. Indeed, Aquinas tells us that “natural 

agents” act by predetermination of some superior cause: for example, the goal pursued and 

trajectory followed by an arrow is predetermined by the archer. God as the altogether primary 

agent cannot act in any such fashion, since as the One who creates all but himself he cannot be 

subject to any necessitation of action and therefore, it is most appropriate to characterise God 

as possessing intellect and will. 

Likewise, natural agents tend towards the actualisation of a particular effect. We see again that 

agents who act by volition and cognition resemble God, as the ultimate end of all things, so 

much more than inanimate objects or even the higher animals do. 

It just does not (and need not) follow from this that God is an agent like us. Rather, what is 

entailed is that there is something about rational agents which reflects by imperfect 

resemblance the divine agency, more than anything else in creation. 

The simplicity, atemporality, and alterity of the divine cannot imply stasis or passiveness. Nor 
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does the lack of contingency in God imply that the contingent or temporal is somehow 

disparaged, as Ward thinks it does. We can celebrate the contingent and temporal as the 

expression of the divine in creation, without bringing God down to the level of a creature. The 

contrast between our representations of God, wrapped up as they are in our temporal mode of 

understanding, and the absolute incomprehensibility of the divine, does not need to issue in 

any ontological duality. 

Can this analogical conception, so summarily sketched here, be made coherent sense of? In 

particular, can the teleological monism sketched here avoid the charge of pantheism? My 

answer is: yes and yes, and it will be my task in the next chapter to explain and defend this 

answer further. 
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5 

PANTHEISM AND THE RELATION BETWEEN GOD AND COSMOS 

 

In my previous chapter, I suggested and concluded that it was a mistake – indeed, a serious 

mistake – to think that divine immanence and divine transcendence are necessarily in tension, 

so that they require some sort of reconciliatory balancing. 

I admit, however, that there remains an important issue to be considered in the light of that 

conclusion. For, I appreciate that it might be thought that to take divine transcendence to be a 

function of the very incommensurable intimacy of God in creation could end up being 

equivalent to positing an identity between the workings of the Cosmos and the actions of its 

Creator. 

So my ambition here is to carefully address the question of the relation between theism and 

pantheism, with an eye on conceptions of God which do not involve the postulation of a single 

divine individual. The ideas defended here have had quite a lengthy gestation. 

Indeed, I can remember when I was at primary school striking an encyclopaedia definition of 

“pantheism” and being very confused by it. It seemed to me, at the age of about ten, that anyone, 

or just about anyone, who believed in God would, by that definition, be a pantheist. 

I do not now recall the substance of the definition I encountered, but I suspect that it stressed 

the pantheist’s belief in the totality of reality as constituting the divine. 

Twenty years later, hopefully wiser, and with a fair bit of analytical philosophy of religion 

under my belt, my view is not entirely dissimilar, though (one would hope.) more 

sophisticated. I certainly do not think that theism and pantheism cannot be distinguished. Nor 

do I hold that either is ultimately reducible to the other as a matter of logic. But, I do contend 

that the distinction between theism and pantheism is not as clear cut as many authors would 

presume. 

Is God a Person ? 

Consider this quotation from Wittgenstein’s Remarks on Colour: 

When someone who believes in God looks around him and asks "Where 
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did everything that I see come from?" "Where did everything come from?" 

he is not asking for a (causal) explanation; and the point of his question is 

that it is the expression of such a request. Thus, he is expressing an attitude 

toward all explanations. But how is this shown in his life? It is the attitude 

that takes a particular matter seriously, but then at a particular point 

doesn't take it seriously after all, and declares that something else is even 

more serious. 308
 

Wittgenstein’s point, prima facie, seems to be that the sort of radical contingency of the world 

implicitly affirmed within the theistic Weltanschauung does not involve any demand for a 

special causal explanation of the Cosmos. 

I rather suspect that the thrust of Wittgenstein’s suggestion is that belief that the world is 

God’s creation does not require the postulation of a very large (but, of course invisible) 

Manufacturer. But I will leave that exegetical matter to the Wittgenstein scholars. My point is 

just that if one takes what Wittgenstein says at face value, it seems contestable. The 

affirmation that all things depend on God may well be thought of as involving a causal 

explanation, namely an explanation of why there is anything at all. Such an explanandum is of 

course uniquely curious and it also engenders unique curiosity. The sort of explanation God 

offers is unique. So there may be no in principle reason why the universe as a whole could not 

be divine. 

Pantheists affirm the deep immanence of God in the Cosmos. The principal claim of pantheism 

seems to be that ‘God is all’: that, in some manner, the totality of the physical Cosmos 

constitutes the divine. It looks as if such a claim would be tantamount to the abandonment of 

any idea that God in some sense explains the fact that there is anything at all. Maybe not, 

however: Peter Forrest makes the point that, under standard pantheism, “God is a divine unity 

rather than something divine which just happens to have unity.”309
 

Thus, if what is essential and metaphysically ultimate about the divinity is that it is a unity 

constituted by the Cosmos, then maybe on some level its unity does have some kind of 

explanatory cachet. But the kind of causal explanation the pantheist would then be able to 

invoke God to provide would most certainly not be a causal explanation involving a 
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nonphysical personal agent-cause. In this sense, pantheism may well have an affinity with 

important forms of philosophical theism. 

Michael Levine, a foremost contemporary expositor of pantheism, tells us: 

A defining feature of pantheism is allegedly that God is wholly immanent. 

However, what is actually (or mostly) involved in this claim is that 

pantheism denies the theistic view that God transcends the world. 

Pantheism clearly does not claim that God in the theistic sense is 

immanent in the world since it denies that such a God — transcendent or 

immanent — exists. According to pantheism it is (of course) the 

pantheistic God― (i.e. the all-inclusive divine Unity) that is immanent, not 

the theistic one. Theists and pantheists do not differ as to whether the 

theistic God is immanent or transcendent, but whether the theistic God 

exists.310 

Time and again, Levine asserts or implies that “theism” is roughly synonymous with belief in an 

omnipotent, omniscient, morally perfect person without a body. For example, he attacks the 

view that any concept of deity must take God to be a person as “a refusal to take … non-theistic 

types of belief in “God” to be types of belief in God.”311 And he explicitly says that theism is 

committed to affirming the existence of a divine personality. Levine is inclined to think that 

consciousness and personality may be thought of as imperfections (circumscriptions?) 

unworthy of being attributed to God and that this is “contrary to classical theism” 312
 

Levine claims that pantheism “is the religion that most completely tries to escape the 

limitations imposed by anthropocentric models of religion that create god in man‘s image”.313 

He says that pantheism involves, if not entails, the denial of the two key claims of theism: (i) 

that god is a “person”, and (ii) that “god is ontologically distinct from, and transcendent to all 

else that exists”.314
 

But traditional Scholastic theism denies i) and accepts ii) only under qualification. And the 

true classical theists who Levine, like many contemporary philosophers, confuses with 
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contemporary “theistic personalists” bend over backwards to emphasise our inability to speak 

appropriately of the mystery of God. For the great Scholastic thinkers of the Jewish, Christian 

and Islamic traditions, and those who follow them, God does not literally fall under any 

category, including that of “person”, or “substance”. Their aim is to avoid making the Creator of 

all too much like a creature. Aquinas even develops in some detail the Aristotelian idea that 

“being” is predicated of God only analogically.315 And the emphasis on divine transcendence, 

which Levine takes to be at the cost of divine immanence, is arguably absent in classical theism 

too. Levine is right that anthropomorphic theism cannot be constructed so as to harmonise 

immanence and transcendence.316 But as I argued in the previous chapter, in classical theism 

God‘s “presence” and “otherness” are both seen as corollaries of God‘s radical necessity and 

supremacy. For example, in the Monologion Anselm makes the dual affirmation (which he 

acknowledges to be paradoxical)317 that God is everywhere318 and nowhere.319 This paradox, 

Anselm thinks, is just what is entailed by the notion of a being who is in every respect prior to 

all others and, to use Anselm‘s own famous phrase from the Proslogion, that-than-which-a-

greater-cannot-be-thought. 

Thus it is plainly false that a concept of deity on which God does not qualify as transcendent 

“consciousness” or as a “person” is “nontheistic”– unless, that is, centuries of Judaeo-Christian 

tradition is non-theistic too. This latter suggestion is precisely what Levine does endorse in a 

recent piece on “Non-Theistic Conceptions of Deity”. But look at just how he puts this idea 

forward: 

[I]t is worth asking (mischievously) whether theism as conceived by 

Anselm, Aquinas, Augustine, and Maimonides—theism blended with 

Aristotelianism and taken up in contemporary philosophy of religion 

where it is mixed with elements of possible worlds, quantum 

mechanics or string theory—is itself theistic. It took imagination and 

wishful thinking for church and medieval Scholastic philosophers— 

Christian, Arabic and Jewish—to see a theistic God in Aristotle’s account of 

the―unmoved mover, and to develop it in line with his account of 

potentiality, actuality, substance, form, and causation. Aristotle, after all, 
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believed the universe to be eternal. God is not the creator of the universe, 

as in scripture, but is its final cause, the reason behind its existence. In his 

Summa Theologiae (1267-73) Aquinas develops Aristotle’s thought into a 

more complete theology. It is not obvious, however, how or why Aquinas 

and others could use Aristotle‘s work, notably the Metaphysics, as a basis 

for developing a theistic account of God compatible with scripture. The 

notion of God based on Aristotelianism is not merely different from, but at 

odds with God as depicted in scripture. This adaptation of Aristotle’s 

philosophy for their own purposes is one of the oddest yet most significant 

developments in the history of philosophy. It is a legacy that, while 

dominant, is also, according to many non-theists, religiously and 

philosophically peculiar. The influence of the Enlightenment, Humean 

natural theology, and deism casts a shadow over much contemporary 

analytic philosophy of religion, but is not taken up by it ... 320
 

Levine’s historical account of the genesis of “personal omni-God” theism is, frankly, 

breathtakingly naïve. It is, in fact, the case that the idea that “God is a person” would have baffled 

the Church Fathers and Jewish, Christian, and Islamic philosophers, including those indebted to 

Aristotle.321 But Levine is certainly not alone in seeing contemporary “personal omniGod” theism 

as in keeping with the classical tradition. (Many contemporary philosophers refer to “personal 

omniGod” theism as “classical theism” and many take remarks by (e.g.) Aquinas as 

contributions to contemporary debates, losing sight of the historical and authorial context in 

which they were advanced.)322
 

Levine describes pantheism, as like deism and panentheism, a response to theism, keeping 

some of the “components” of theistic belief while discarding others in response to various 

philosophical and practical difficulties.323 And this is quite correct. The pantheist’s divine Unity 

doesn’t give motivation for core theistic practices. But it is not intended to. Nontheistic 

pantheists reject theism entirely except insofar as theists claim that total reality has a “divine” 

or “numinous” quality which calls for the use of a vocabulary including words like “holy” and 

“God”. Like “theological non-realism” nontheistic pantheism, on this model, endorses the use of 
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God-talk in the absence of commitment to the truth of theism. But it is unlike both theism and 

theological non-realism in another respect: it neither allows, nor provides any cognitive 

framework for, theistic practices, such as prayer. But there is also a sense in which it resembles 

realist theism, but not theological anti-realism, in that it claims that talk of God is legitimated 

by some feature of reality which is independent of, and prior to, finite minds.324
 Of course, there 

will be many responses to the theistic traditions which identify some feature of mind-

independent reality that justifies talk of the “numinous”. But these will be coherent only if their 

rejection of theistic religion is not quite complete. (Richard Dawkins says, and the pantheist 

must deny, that “pantheism is sexed-up atheism”.)325
 

Levine seems to tacitly agree when he says that some form of Argument from Religious 

Experience could be defended by the pantheist.326 Presumably when he says this he imagines 

that insofar as the experiences theists have of a divine presence or revelation “include” 

awareness of a sacred dimension to reality, these experiences could be taken as evidence only 

for the existence of some deity, indeed, some non-theistic deity. 

Suppose we think that there is something in a theistic view of reality which the nontheistic 

pantheist, despite her rejection of theism, endorses. What I now want to consider is whether a 

theist who endorses the “personal omni-God” theory can account for this point of agreement 

reject the personal omniGod theory who can comfortably affirm a significant affinity with 

pantheism. 

A fundamental tenet of the theistic traditions is theocentrism. Accepting the reality of God as 

revealed in Judaism, Christianity, and Islam arguably involves, inter alia, taking reality to be 

God-centred: the divine is the primary reality and only derivatively and by participation does 

any created thing exist. Accordingly, to live life well, on a theistic view, might be seen to 

require living “for-God” and hence “for-others”. Furthermore, as I have been arguing, on a 

theocentric view of reality, the category of “person” will not be metaphysically fundamental, 

since persons always have their being dependently on that which is Ontologically 

Fundamental. What could be ontologically fundamental, then, on a theocentric view? Could 

the kind of unity which the pantheist affirms as divine– however that idea is cashed out 

metaphysically – be a feasible candidate “anchor” for a totalizing theocentrism on which deity 

is radically unique? Evidently enough, simply identifying the theist God with such a pantheist 
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unity will fall far short – nevertheless, as a move away from an external personal agent model 

of divinity, the pantheist’s emphasis on the unity of reality may be a salutary move. 

Can the idea, quite amenable to pantheism, that the divine may be associated with the totality 

of reality, be at least a foundation for a concept of God harmonious with the theistic traditions? 

While pantheism takes the totality of physical reality to constitute a divine Unity, classical 

theism sees the divine as a perfectly actual reality, without composition, complexity, defect or 

limitation, which is completely the cause and end of all things. It seems that such a conception 

of God preserves the intuition that perfection and ontological wholeness are found in God, yet 

without somewhat pantheistically identifying the “form of all things” as God. 

Pantheism does not, then, yield an adequate theory of what it is to believe in the theistic God. 

But it is not designed to. Nevertheless, pantheism might still share with theism a key 

metaphysical insight. I want to develop this thought further in considering what’s needed for a 

concept of God to be adequate to the theist tradition. Pantheism can be understood only in 

relation to theism, in some sense as a response to it. Therefore, I say, the idea that theism and 

pantheism will share some significant metaphysical features is well founded. 

Yet pantheism is not a form of theism. And, so, there is a question about how it justifies its use 

of the theos notion. Since the meaning of the theos notion must be tethered to the actual 

practice and form of life of some religious community, pantheist use of this notion can seem 

somewhat problematic. After all, clearly pantheist religious traditions seem hard to identify 

other than in religious movements characterised as alternative. (As Levine observes, the 

pantheist community, if one may speak of such a thing, is scattered, lacking a defined focal 

point.) 

With respect to the main historical religious traditions, one seems on firmer ground in saying, 

not that some (or indeed, any) are pantheist traditions, but rather that many (perhaps all) have 

pantheistic elements. 

Levine himself, for example, thinks that non-Western religious traditions have pantheistic 

elements, and once we disabuse ourselves of the notion that Western theism is 

anthropomorphic, it seems very likely that Keith Ward is correct: all major religious traditions 

have a common “iconic vision” in which the infinite Source of all is “discerned through the 

finite”.327 (Perhaps, further, the kind of political and ecological praxis Levine thinks pantheists 
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will be committed to are likewise required by a theistic, theocentric view of reality?) 

These considerations, then, not only improve the prospects of a defence of a consistent 

nontheistic pantheism, but also, perhaps surprisingly, point us in the direction of an improved 

philosophical conception of the God of theism. I shall now briefly outline more about that 

direction and where it may be leading us. Might it be the case that a personal agent, whose 

sphere of agency is bounded according to the (even very wide) limits of his being, cannot exist 

except on condition that the totality of being is greater than him and thus that his power and 

knowledge is less than maximal? 

Personal Agency and the Infinity of God 

Let us consider now whether the classical theist emphasis on God’s infinity can cohere with an 

understanding of God as a single supreme personal agent. The basic idea is to show that the 

pantheist stance that God is a unity actually fits more closely with classical theism (and its 

emphasis on the divine infinity) than the contemporary theist account of God as a supreme 

personal entity. 

The totality of finite things cannot stand in any correlative relation to a God whose essence, 

existence and attributes are not ontologically distinct, and who therefore by necessity exists in 

and through every finite thing. Such a concept of God intriguingly complexifies any 

straightforward distinction between notions of divine action as occurring from within or from 

without the Cosmos. In traditional Thomistic language, divine providence operates through 

the activity of created secondary causes. It thus emerges that the contemporary distinction 

between special divine action, via external intervention, and general divine action, by means of 

the establishment of the intrinsic tendencies of created things and the lawlike generalisations 

which govern their operation, may on classical theism be misconceived. 

It might be helpful here to consider the question: Could there be any difficulty attending the 

notion that the ontological and axiological gap between the Creator and his creation is literally 

and actually infinite? I would like to commend, explicate, and defend an answer which might 

be thought typical of a philosopher: “it all depends”. For, I think that if the divine is or must be 

conceived as an individual agent, the notion of an infinite “ontological size gap” (to borrow 

Marilyn Adams’s phrase) cannot get off the ground. On the other hand, if the likes of Thomas 

Aquinas are right and in God there is no unactualised potentiality, nothing God might become 

without already having been, then there will be no difficulty at all involved in affirming the 

infinite ontological size gap. In fact, such an infinite gulf between God and creation will be 
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among the chief philosophical heuristics to an adequate, consistent account of the object of 

worship in the theistic traditions. 

It certainly is the case that a reality whose literally infinite attributes do not stand in any 

relation of qualitative comparative overall similarity to created things will not be easy to speak 

of adequately. No wonder, then, that the proponents of classical theism in the Middle Ages 

were well disposed to making what might seem rather gnomic statements about God and his 

utter incomprehensibility. One good example is Maimonides’ fascinating dictum “God exists 

without having the attribute of existence, and that He is One, without having the attribute of 

unity”.328 Though perhaps many philosophers today simply write such statements off as 

mystical nonsense, it is possible, I think I can maintain, to explain them as attempts to express 

by means of contradistinction the unique character of a being whose existence, identity, and 

attributes admit of no ontological differentiation. 

Such a reality, as Aquinas pointed out, must necessarily exist as prime agent in all things, while 

transcending everything. It will stand outside the realm of the temporal, but exist 

nontemporally in its own special way by conferring being on everything in the temporal realm. 

Attributes such as power, knowledge, and goodness will be attributable to God not only 

because God is the source of all the qualities signified by those attributes, but also because God 

is a reality which the highest possibilities of action disclose within the temporal as a natural 

end. Our most appropriate positive language about God thus, says Aquinas, needs to be kept in 

check by an appropriate set of corresponding negations which keep us from inappropriately 

assimilating the infinite, indivisible, and incomprehensible to the temporal, finite, and 

apprehensible. 

On such an account, it will be the case that there cannot be any ontological correspondence or 

parallelism between the divine and the created structure. But, the classical theistic conception 

of God yields a possibility beyond a dichotomous choice between identifying God with the 

unity of the Cosmos on the one hand, and taking God to be a maximal individual, responsible 

for and responding to the Cosmos as ultimate Superintendent. 

H.P. Owen says: “‘Pantheism ’… signifies the belief that every existing entity is only one Being; 

and that all other forms of reality are either modes (or appearances) of it or identical with it.”329 
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Given that, for classical theism God is not a being amongst beings, it may seem to some that 

classical theism will qualify as a form of pantheism as described by Owen. But the radical 

distinction between the ingenerate, perfectly actual creator and contingent finite things will 

guarantee that all created things have their own action and being according to the kinds to 

which they belong. But God, as innumerable statements throughout classical theology 

proclaim, belongs to no kind or category, precisely because in his goodness, to quote Aquinas, 

he is the “pattern, source, and goal of all goodness”. 

At the very least then we can say that classical theism offers an intriguing and historically very 

important religious and metaphysical perspective which avoids excessive anthropomorphism 

of the concept of God while maintaining an openness to much greater existential and 

axiological possibilities than a standard pantheistic ontology could ever allow. (And, by the 

way, its carving out of the concept of a perfectly actual reality also licenses what might seem to 

be oxymoronic: a non-theistic conception of divinity of a pan-theistic kind.) 

How might the respective advantages of pantheism and classical theism fare when compared? I 

don’t think that it is possible to do justice to this question without assessing certain 

intellectual difficulties attending pantheism which might parallel problems customarily taken 

to emerge specifically from theism – in particular, the problem of evil. 

Pantheism and Problems of Evil 

Levine recognises that pantheism faces its own distinctive problem of evil, though, given its 

abjuring the anthropomorphic theistic conception of God, it cannot face the standard problem. 

But it is susceptible to a different problem, arising from the unique ontological commitments 

of the pantheist. 

Here, in a nutshell, is my distillation of the pantheist’s problem of evil. The pantheist says that 

the natural universe constitutes or is constituted by a divine Unity. That same natural universe 

is replete with horrors, nastinesses, and violence of all kinds. So, if that natural universe has a 

unifying principle, such a principle must somehow reflect evil in its axiological status. It 

cannot be perfect. Nothing imperfect can be divine. Anything imperfect cannot, in Tillichian 

terms, be our “ultimate concern”. So, if there is a unifying principle of the Cosmos, it cannot be 

divine. 

This problem is related to the point I have raised above regarding the rather limited resources 

the pantheist has for giving an account, worth its salt, of salvation. For, if the pantheist’s 
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ontology does not include anything outside the natural Cosmos (assuming, of course, that the 

principle of unity invoked by the pantheist could be said to exist ‘within’ the Cosmos), then the 

pantheist will not be within his rights to invoke any kind of eschatological resolution of the 

disorder within the realm of the temporal. The pantheist’s claim about the divine character of 

the Cosmos’s principle of unity might look like a joke: what kind of unity encompassing the 

ugliness of the most barbaric prison camps, the inestimable horror occasioned by the worst 

natural disasters, et cetera, could in all seriousness be taken to be divine? 

John Bishop and Ken Perszyk point out that the pantheist view of the natural universe as being 

held together by an all-encompassing divine unity might conduce to an unacceptably 

quiescent attitude to the world’s evils.330 Such a view, as Bishop and Perszyk themselves 

appreciate, is intimately related to the rather austere soteriology available to the pantheist. It 

might be, then, that this particular problem of evil for pantheism ends up being wholly 

derivative of the restricted notions of salvation and redemption accessible to those who deny 

that the divine reality transcends the natural causal order. 

It is often said by the theist who affirms the anthropomorphic conception of God that only sub 

specie aeternitatis, or from a Heavenly point of view, could all the evils of history properly be 

seen to be redeemed. This side of the eschaton, no such a view is accessible, but may be 

believed in by faith and revelation. It is not my present purpose to evaluate this suggestion 

here; except to note that it is not possible for the pantheist to rely on any analogous dialectical 

move. 

I do not agree with Levine when he says that the pantheist cannot accept that most historically 

esteemed classical theistic doctrine of evil as a privation of the good. Such a doctrine, says 

Levine, goes hand in hand with the affirmation of the perfection and infinity of God, which he 

thinks is incompatible with pantheism.331 I believe that Levine is mistaken on this front. Indeed, 

I think that even a positive atheist — who does not believe in any deity at all — is perfectly free 

to profess with the patristic and Scholastic traditions that evil consists in the privatio boni. 

That claim, I believe, stands or falls on whether or not evil (or suffering) has its own 

independent reality, or else is instead ontologically parasitic on the good, as asserted by the 

privatio boni doctrine. This doctrine has been the subject of philosophical attention abstracted 

away from any kind of theological or religious concern, and I think that Austin Farrer was right 
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to observe that the privation account of evil may be seen as invoking a kind of ‘platitude’: 

“nothing is called bad but by reference to the spoiling of a nature, the inhibition of an activity, 

the frustration of a name, or the saddening of an existence which we take to be good.”332
 

That idea, even if platitudinous, might go some way towards mollifying the objector to 

pantheism who worries that the pantheist’s claim (that the Cosmos constitutes a divine unity) 

is undermined by the sheer profusion of disorder and harm in the world. And, although he 

thinks that the pantheist cannot accept the privation account of evil as formulated classically, 

Levine does in fact agree. He maintains that disunity in the Cosmos which issues in suffering 

could be taken to be ontologically parasitic on unity, and thus not a positive reality contrary to 

the pantheist’s central claim: that all things are unified by a principle which is divine.333
 

I notice that, for Levine, theism’s claim that God is perfect amounts to the thesis that God is a 

disembodied person with maximally degreed attributes.334 Levine is right that theodicy in the 

standard sense is designed to disarm the charge that, given the evil in the world, such a God, if 

perfect in power, must or may plausibly be said to be less than perfect morally. No such charge 

can arise against pantheism, however, since the attributes predicated of a divine unity could 

not be predicated univocally with persons. The divine unity occupies a niche very different to 

that of a person amongst others, even a person with maximal power and knowledge. 

At this juncture, it may be felicitous to observe that if the totality of natural entities constitutes 

the instantiations of consciousness in an all-embracing divine mind, the conclusion that the 

divine mind takes delight in all the depredations and privations of nature might seem 

inescapable. John Leslie is acutely aware of this potential implication of the version of 

pantheism he explicates and defends.335 And maybe on that sort of pantheism there is enough 

commonality between God and finite minds for a problem of evil in the standard sense to rear 

its head. 

In the final analysis, I consider that whether or not pantheism is seen to possess the conceptual 

resources to ward off the charge that it fails to underpin the moral outlook motivating the 

most refined forms of loving action depends on the all-things-considered adequacy of its 

soteriology. So, I shall now consider the kind of soteriology that pantheism may offer and the 
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question of its adequacy in relation to that charge. 

Pantheist Soteriology 

Plausibly, Levine has suggested that a pantheistic notion of salvation will not consist in a 

notion of fulfilment in personal continued disembodied existence in a non-natural realm, but 

rather in the achievement of harmony with the cosmic unity through the course of a person’s 

life.336 Ecological values are evidently relevant here: concern for the integrity of nature will 

ultimately have an enduring spiritual value as a means to closer communion with the unity by 

which the physical world is held together. 

However, I doubt that theism necessarily involves what Levine calls “personal immortality”. 

Indeed, such a notion may be inimical to the very core of the theistic proclamation. This is 

controverted amongst theists however: according to Peter Geach, “though entering the gate 

leads you to the glorious company of Christ and the Saints and Angels, you must enter alone. 

If you want the pleasures of following a leader in a crowd, there is a broad and easy road for 

you, but it leads to destruction; solidarity with mankind at large is something a Christian must 

renounce once for all.”337
 

I am so astonished by what Geach says here, that I have difficulty in articulating what I want to 

say in response. Indeed, over many years of conscientious study in philosophy of religion, I do 

not think I have ever encountered such an outrageous mischaracterisation of the promise of 

salvation which theism (and, in particular, Christianity) proclaims to man. To suggest that 

following the one whose foremost commandment is to love one’s fellows involves renouncing 

“solidarity with mankind at large” seems to me to involve and require an inexplicable 

distortion. But the philosophical point I wish to propound here is this: the person who, unlike 

Geach, believes that God’s mercy is never obtained through the effort of an individual, isolated 

from the collective, will likely find something very congenial in the idea that redemption 

consists in participation in a divine communion of being – indeed, is not the Christian doctrine 

of the Communion of Saints (like its Jewish, and Islamic, and other cognates) really about 

salvation in and through participation in some sort of divine Unity?338 Indeed, I am persuaded 

that there is powerful classical authority for the idea that the salvation of the elect as taught in 
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theism consists not in “personal immortality” in Levine’s sense at all, but rather in something 

far more collective – indeed, maximally communal. 

My contention, then, is this: that theism and pantheism may be said to have a real 

commonality or point of harmony with regard to respectively applicable notions of salvation, 

and even of immortality. Yet I acknowledge that the pantheist’s soteriological notions are 

bound to seem, by any mainstream theistic standard, notably anaemic. And this 

acknowledgment is crucial for a proper discrimination of the basic features of theism in 

contrast to pantheism. The pantheist, in fine, cannot take the fullest ontological possibilities to 

exceed the scope of what is possible for the natural universe to exhibit. 

The obvious theistic response, surely, will be to the effect that theism, unlike pantheism or any 

kind of naturalistic metaphysic, yields a conception of the overall structure of reality that is 

much wider. So, the theist can consistently have hope for an eternal life beyond the natural 

order, perhaps in some non-natural, spiritual realm. And indeed, as I have in an earlier chapter 

noted that Marilyn Adams has said,339 a non-material omnipotent person will have far more 

resources for redeeming the horrors of the world than could ever be located within that messy, 

tortuous, world itself. 

I think, however, that while this response is certainly worthy of some respect, and needs to be 

dealt with, it furnishes a poisoned chalice for the theist. For, a problem arises that is in many 

respects parallel to the problem of interaction for mind-body dualism. Though disembodied 

agency may indeed, if it is coherent, provide a model for divine action and a metaphysical basis 

for a robust account of salvation, one has to face up to the serious difficulty that there seems to 

be no sound empirical basis for the irruption of any disembodied ego onto the theatre of 

natural causes and events. 

If God is a being whose nature is characterised by mentation in the same way that ours is, 

there must be some determinate fact about the nature of his consciousness and its subjective 

phenomenal character. God’s cognitive situation must include perception of things outside 

Himself, and there must be some particular truth about the phenomenology of the divine 

perception of things. A Knower and Perceiver (in the ordinary and univocal senses of those 

words) whose control over the Cosmos is untrammeled must have some kind of determinate 

cognitive relation to the Cosmos and its constituents. [And indeed this raises the question of 

whether God could remain a perfect being without sharing in our weaknesses and anxieties, 

                                                      
339 E.g, in Adams, 'Ignorance, Instrumentality, Compensation, and the Problem of Evil', at 22. 



 

144  

from the inside: arguably, the answer must be negative.] So, let us now examine whether the 

idea of a univocal perfect mind is even intelligible. 

Thought and Conceptualisation in the Mind of an Omniscient Person 

By a notorious thought experiment Swinburne claims that we can get a handle on what it is to 

be an omnipresent mind. (I apologise for the length of the direct quotation but further 

abridgement would likely obscure the content of the text): 

Imagine yourself, for example, gradually ceasing to be affected by alcohol 

or drugs, your thinking being equally coherent however men mess about 

with your brain. Imagine too that you cease to feel any pains, aches, and 

thrills, although you remain aware of what is going on in what has been 

called your body. You gradually find yourself aware of what is going on in 

bodies other than your own and other material objects at any place … an 

ability which proves unaffected by man interfering with lines of 

communication, e.g. turning off lights so that agents which rely on sight 

cannot see, shutting things in rooms so that agents which rely on hands to 

feel things cannot do so. You also come to see things from any point of 

view which you choose, possibly simultaneously, possibly not. You … find 

yourself able to move directly anything which you choose, including the 

hands of other people (although if you do move someone else's hands, he 

will normally himself deny responsibility for these movements). You also 

find yourself able to utter words which can be heard anywhere, without 

moving any material objects. However, although you find yourself gaining 

these strange powers, you remain otherwise the same—capable of thinking, 

reasoning, and wanting, hoping and fearing. It might be said that you 

would have nothing to want, hope, or fear—but that is false. You might 

hope that these strange powers would remain yours or fear that men would 

dislike you. Even if you could control their thoughts you might want them 

to like you spontaneously without being forced to do so by you, and you 

might fear that this want would not be fulfilled. Your hopes would be 

natural aspirations uttered to yourself, and shown by feelings of joy and 

relief when they were fulfilled, and sorrow when they were not realised. 

You would think and reason as men often do in words uttered to 

yourself. Surely anyone can thus conceive of himself becoming an 
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omnipresent spirit. So it seems logically possible that there be such a 

being.340
 

Like Brian Davies,341 I think that this particular thought experiment more aptly depicts its 

subject being under the influence of alcohol or drugs, rather than “gradually ceasing to be 

affected by” them. In my view, what is so extraordinary about what Swinburne says is that 

there does seem to be an incommensurable gulf between one’s experience of being a bounded, 

finitely conscious thinker occupying a discrete sphere of action and perception and the states 

ascribed to an omnipresent, omnipotent, omniscient individual. Contrary to Swinburne, there 

just doesn’t seem to be any way that we can purify our experience of ourselves as conscious 

beings of the sort of exigencies imposed by our limited nature as discrete conscious and 

rational entities.342
 

It seems to me that a single, originating mind in the univocal sense simply could not be 

metaphysically guaranteed to be perfectly knowledgeable, because even the very possibility of 

thought depends on an intersubjective rapport with similar, fallible beings. But I acknowledge 

that many theists will not find much motivation therein to reject the idea of a person infinite 

in intellect. They will think that qualms about the coherence of a perfectly knowledgeable 

cogitator are of a piece with a philosophical sensibility long discredited. 

Proponents of the relevant conception of God will take the notion of a disembodied spirit to be 

coherent, on the basis of their preferred philosophical account of the human person on which 

minds are immaterial entities. 

According to Donald Davidson, even the rudiments of thought depend upon 

conceptualisation, not just the discrimination of objects. Capacity to classify objects using 

sortal differentiation and the ascription to objects of specific properties on his view goes hand 

in hand with the capacity to have thoughts.343 This seems sensible – a creature with the capacity 

to perceive diverse objects of perception but who is not invested with the facility for ascribing 

qualities to those objects, or for placing them among the members of a set of objects sharing 

some distinctive feature, could hardly be said to think anything about some object. Such a 

creature could not have objects of thought, nor have bona fide concepts, nor make and 

                                                      
340 Swinburne, The Coherence of Theism at 107. Emphases are mine. 
341 Davies, The Reality of God and the Problem of Evil at 57, n. 33. 
342 See Thatcher, 'The Personal God and a God Who Is a Person', at 64-67. 
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evaluate judgments: “A creature that cannot entertain the thought that it may be wrong has no 

concepts, no thoughts. To this extent, the possibility of thought depends on the idea of 

objective truth, of there being a way things are which is not up to us.”344 Davidson, 

acknowledging his indebtedness to Wittgenstein, advances the view that an objective standard 

against which our judgements may be assessed can be attained only by and through 

interaction with other minds. The possibility of error, he holds, is absolutely necessary for 

proper judgments and concepts. A creature who is incapable of recognising the possibility of 

error lacks the ability to assess its beliefs against the standard imposed by the way the world is, 

independently of any mind. And such a standard, Davidson thinks, can come about only 

through the recognition of the reactions and responses of another, similar, intellectually 

endowed creature. Thought and conceptualisation, then, depend on intersubjectivity, because 

intersubjectivity goes hand in hand with the recognition of error and is thus a sine qua non of 

mind-independent objectivity.345
 

I must confess to finding Davidson’s view extremely persuasive, indeed, about as persuasive as 

any philosophical argument could be. However, caution is necessary in drawing an inference 

from Davidson’s thesis about the essential preconditions for thought to any conclusion 

unfavourable to the notion of God as a perfectly powerful and knowledgeable disembodied 

mind. For, I am aware, as well I must be, that the theist who believes that God is a mind in the 

univocal sense is not at all committed to making God look crudely anthropomorphic. 

Perhaps, then, it could be retorted that the sort of intersubjective reciprocal interaction which 

is essential for thought in creatures need not be a necessary precondition of thought in a 

unique disembodied Creator. However, when Davidson speaks of the necessary conditions of 

thought in a “creature”, I take him to be speaking of the nature of thought as it is observed in 

rational animals in our world. So, to insist that the creator need not, or could not, be a thinker 

in the relevant sense is just to deny that God and creatures may be spoken of univocally as 

cogitative beings if God is to retain his aseity and supremacy. And that is the very conclusion 

that I want to commend: that what it would be for God be an intellectual being must be 

radically different from what it is for us to be intelligent beings. 

Richard Francks has forcefully argued that if there is “nothing which is not continually 

responding to [God’s] volition, and there is no stimulus to which he is not immediately and 

fully conscious of a reaction”, we would lack the ability to define the limits of divine control, or 
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of divine response to stimuli. 346 And Francks thinks that absent such a definition, the 

existence of God becomes indistinguishable from pantheism. If knowledge, presence, and 

agency in their everyday senses depend upon power over or awareness of a created thing 

outside Godself, then it becomes at least tricky to see how such divine attributes could be 

logically prior to, or distinct from, their instantiation involving creation. Given Francks’s 

methodology, it seems apparent that he is assuming per argumentum that the divine attributes 

are predicated univocally with those of creatures. So, perhaps we are left with a choice: either 

accept the finitude of God, take the unbounded object of divine perception and knowledge 

over which God has omnipotent power to be the totality of the Cosmos, à la pantheism,347 or 

else insist that God is radically distinct from the world such that God is not an entity, and thus 

that God is not a cogitative being in the very same sense that humans are. 

Not an Entity but Distinct from the World 

In a fairly well-known quotation D. Z. Phillips says: 

Praising, thanking, confessing, asking and adoring before God may have 

meant little to a man. But, then, it means everything to him. He says that 

God has become a reality in his life. Has this come about by his discovering 

an object? Hardly. What has happened is that he has found God in a praise, 

a thanksgiving, a confessing, and an asking which were not his 

beforehand.348
 

Coming to believe that God is real, on Phillips’s view, in no sense involves discovering a 

hitherto undiscovered or elusive object or entity. “God” is not the name of an individual entity. 

It does not denote a discrete individual, like “James” and “Charlotte” do. “God” is not a proper 

name. The reality of God on the believer’s account is disclosed in the living practice of a 

believing community, in its various manifestations: liturgical, communal, intellectual. The 

meaning and sense of the word “God” is indicated by its special role in the language games of 

the communities who use it. 

Phillips’s account of religious discourse, influenced by the methodologies and concepts of the 

later Wittgenstein, is often considered to be antirealist and reductionist. There is a huge 

literature treating it in such a manner, and it is not directly on point for me to consider this 
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exegetical issue here.349 Suffice it to say that, if God is not to be thought of as an object, and 

what it means to believe in the reality of God is to be revealed in the interstices of practical 

religious life, the question arises what difference theism – as against non-theism – can make to 

its adherent’s cognitive conceptualisation of the world. 

According to Raimon Pannikar, “the theory of creation is the monotheistic key to maintaining 

the absoluteness of God and the reality of the created world in order to avoid pantheism.”350 

And the classical account of creation accentuates very strongly the dependence of all things on 

God as a perfect reality containing fully within himself all the possibilities of being, action and 

fulfilment. One corollary of this classical view is that God in himself does not possess a specific 

form of being as an individual instantiation of some particular kind, given his complete 

simplicity, i.e, the absence of any distinction in him between being, attributes, and activity.351 

God is sui generis. 

But his effects, to borrow a word from the logic of the Middle Ages, are syncategorematic: they 

are found amongst the inhabitants of every category of being. Each kind of created thing, says 

Aquinas, is like unto God, even stones.352 But God is not like unto a creature as a creature is like 

unto God. Thus to be a created thing is to exist as a relation to God,353 even though an infinite 

distance obtains between finite and infinite being. As Martin de Nys avers “A created thing has 

the actuality and the identity that it does in virtue of its relation to its creator and because of 

the ways in which it is ordered to other created things.”354 And what depends totally from 

another, Aquinas maintains in his De Potentia, is nothing in itself.355 The idea – or, perhaps, the 

feeling – that God is real in the most ultimate sense and creatures have their reality only 

derivatively, motivates very powerfully the contention that the perishable, evanescent, objects 

of the created order are distinguished precisely insofar as they are relations of dependence 

upon that reality which is in terms of being and goodness, ultimate and absolute. David 

Bentley Hart represents this classical tradition in writing of God as follows: 

                                                      
349 Levine, I note however, joins the choir depicting Phillips as an antirealist: Levine, Pantheism: A Non- Theistic 
Concept of Deity at 292-97. 
350 Raimon Panikkar, The Rhythm of Being: The Gifford Lectures (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis, 2010) at 197. 
351 It is properly understood as an apophatic thesis: see Brian Davies, 'Classical Theism and the Doctrine of Divine 
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In one sense he is “beyond being,” if by “being” one means the totality of 

discrete, finite things. In another sense he is “being itself,” in that he is the 

inexhaustible source of all reality, the absolute upon which the contingent 

is always utterly dependent, the unity and simplicity that underlies and 

sustains the diversity of finite and composite things. Infinite being, infinite 

consciousness, infinite bliss, from whom we are, by whom we know and are 

known, and in whom we find our only true consummation.356
 

You might say, with some justification, that in the sense enunciated by Hart, on many 

pantheistic accounts the pantheist’s deity will be “beyond being”, too. Caution is required in 

assessing pantheism as a comparator to theism, for as T. L. S. Sprigge astutely says, “On the 

face of it, there is not much in common, for example, between those views which equate God 

with the total natural universe and those which deny that there is such a universe, but only a 

spiritual One which gives itself the illusion of such a thing.”357 Some versions of theism, 

especially those which are idealist and monistic, might seem strikingly pantheistic. 

Sprigge’s conception of the core commitment of pantheism in general is however thought-

provoking: 

What pantheists do have in common (by the very definition of 'pantheism') 

is that the totality of all that is does not divide into two great components, 

a creator God, and a created world. They also share the view that the 

rejection of the notion of a Creator still leaves room for some kind of 

religious or quasi-religious attitude to the world, and that its object is the 

totality of what is.358
 

If Sprigge is correct in saying this, then arguably a whole classical theistic tradition is 

pantheistic. Aquinas himself, in one of his Commentaries on Aristotle, writes that “divine will 

must be understood as existing outside of the order of beings, as a cause producing the whole 

of being and all its differences.”359 So God is in no sense a component of reality. Also, the 

doctrine of divine simplicity entails that God is the totality of what is in absolute sense: if there 

were anything existing independently of God, then there would be an unactualised possibility 
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of being to be found in God, but this (says the defender of divine simplicity) is impossible. 

Hence reality is not “divided” into two components: divine and created. One cannot say, my 

chair exists, God exists too — my chair and God are two existents.360 Rather the relation of 

creation to the divine is one more closely approximated to participation. We might then see a 

point of suggestive consonance between classical theism and pantheism in the identification of 

the divine with a totality of reality, although under classical theism that totality is 

incommensurably greater than the agglomeration that is the natural universe. We can thus 

characterise contemporary anthropomorphic theism, pantheism, and classical theism, in the 

following way: 

Pantheists affirm that God is a unity, specifically, a principle unifying the 

totality of the natural realm. 

Anthropomorphising theists affirm that God is an entity, specifically, a 

person. 

Classical theists agree that God is a unity and deny that God is an entity, 

a person, but insist that God is supremely one and perfectly simple as 

unqualified being in which all things participate. 

So it seems that the classical theist may have reason to hold that the pantheist’s position is closer 

to the truth than the view of God affirmed by, say, Swinburne, I will now proceed to examine 

how classical theism and theism might be connected and related. 

The Structure of the Universe as Goal-Directed 

I have just said that under both classical theism and pantheism the divine is identified with the 

totality of reality. That might need some clarification. For, totalities may be thought of as 

mereological aggregates of component parts. And arguably both the classical theistic doctrine 

of divine simplicity and the pantheist’s emphasis on the cosmic unity as a divine reality square 

ill with the notion of the divine as an aggregate of parts. 

Under classical theism, the divine is a completely indivisible unity and plenitude of being, in 

which there is no (real) differentiation between existence, essence and attributes. God indeed 

is in himself eternally everything that he has. Very well: but what sort of practical 

consequences does that have for the way the believer takes created reality to be at a 
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fundamental level? William James, ever antagonistic to classical philosophical theism, asks 

rhetorically “How does God's 'aseity' come home to you? What specific thing can I do to adapt 

myself to his 'simplicity'? Or how determine our behavior henceforward if his 'felicity' is 

anyhow absolutely complete?”361
 

Nice questions these. However, James then states: “[The] orthodox deduction of God's 

attributes is nothing but a shuffling and matching of pedantic dictionary-adjectives, aloof from 

morals, aloof from human needs, something that might be worked out from the mere word 

'God' by a logical machine of wood and brass as well as by a man of flesh and blood.”362 Harsh 

words! James thinks that the metaphysical strictures of classical theism are completely 

divested of practical significance in religious life. Similarly, James points out that it is difficult 

to see how talk of “God” needs to have any practical commitments or implications above a 

fairly sentimental materialism. He says, with characteristic incisiveness, that the “facts of 

experience up-to-date” are “bagged, are captured; and the good that in them is gained, be the 

atoms or be the God the cause.” He points out that many materialists say that matter, 

“functionally considered, is just as divine an entity as God, in fact coalesces with God…”363Might 

the material universe as a unified totality be taken to be itself divine? It remains questionable, 

however, whether the ontological commitments of the pantheist really license a genuinely 

religious response to the world. So, with James’s rhetorical questions and suggestion in mind, I 

shall address the question of what sort of universe a theist might, at bottom, be committed to 

taking this universe to be. In turn, we might be able to find an answer to James’s questions: 

and find that God’s simplicity and aseity do, after all, have immense existential import. 

Hilary Putnam recalls a conversation he had in 1960 with Elizabeth Anscombe in which 

Anscombe said that the contrast between a believer’s and an unbeliever’s view of religion was 

analogous to the difference between viewing the stained glass windows of a church from the 

inside and viewing them from the outside.364 Like Putnam, I find Anscombe’s remark beautiful. 

But I think that it is not just the contrast between a believer’s and an unbeliever’s views of 

religion that may similarly be analogised. I consider that religious and nonreligious views of the 

world invite such an analogy, and probably a closer one. I think that one of the special features 

of theism as a worldview is that it takes the natural intrinsic potency of each thing, quite 
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literally, to have wider cosmic significance. As light reflected through stained glass shimmers 

colourfully inside the cathedral, and an inspiring portrait is conveyed through the illuminated 

panels, so too for those who accept a theist worldview do the natural potencies of each thing 

reveal relations within a whole structure, a unity of a Cosmos directed towards an ultimate 

fulfilment. 

Classical theism urges that God does not exist in any environment, does not occupy any 

discrete domain or sphere of influence or activity, and is completely unconditioned by 

anything else. So, if classical theism is true, the independence of God will consist not in his 

having some kind of uniquely special ontological or physical terrain to occupy but rather in his 

completely transcending the limitations and confines of the causal order. Anything that is, 

participates in God, but the relation between infinite God and finite creation is in no sense one 

of any comparative overall similarity.365 God is the creator of all and is by definition perfect in 

being: all finite beings owe their reality and activity to him. God does not occupy any chunk of 

physical or ontological terrain and is not conditioned at all by anything else; as Anselm put it, 

in him nothing is received. It may be helpful to point out that panentheism, the view that God 

both exists within and throughout the natural universe but also outside and beyond it, need 

not be entailed by this: God’s being active in everything need not entail that God is “partly 

constituted by the natural realm”, as Mark Johnston has claimed in espousing panentheism.366
 

From these commitments of classical theism we may distil a fundamental divergence between 

theistic and nontheistic ways of viewing the world. Seeing the world as God’s creation involves, 

inter alia, taking the world to have an overarching purpose beyond itself. 

But such a view, I suggest, could never alone induce the attitude towards the universe as 

absolutely and radically contingent on divine creative activity which the theist’s practical 

commitments arguably demand intellectually. Each individual thing, on a theistic view, must 

have its own distinctive purpose and goal which fits within the world’s overall purpose. This 

surely is a corollary of the idea that God is the creator of all. When Jesus said that every hair on 

his disciples’ heads had been counted,367 he surely did not mean to convey that God the Father 

had some extraordinary power of calculation.368 Rather, as is indicated by the fact that Jesus 
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immediately continues to affirm the disciples as being worth more than many sparrows, the 

substantive point is that everything is under God’s providence. It is undoubtedly the case that 

any atheist can with pure consistency believe that things are fitted by nature to act in 

characteristic ways. But it might be that to take the natural operation of things to be ordered 

according to a relational structure which manifests and actualises a final consummation of an 

overall purpose not found within that structure is to affirm something at least very close to 

theism. 

We can, I think, be perfectly consistent in rejecting the notion of God as an item in an ontology 

while affirming that the reality of God is manifested in the world by and through its inherent 

structural constitution. This is the interpretative stance which provides the groundwork for an 

answer to James’s questions. I think that a feasible elaboration of this stance may be 

constructed by drawing on some interesting developments in recent philosophy of science. 

There has been considerable treatment in the recent philosophy of science literature of a 

position known as “ontic structural realism”. Proponents of this position hold, with ‘anti-

realists’, that the unobservable theoretical postulates of the sciences do not exist as discrete 

‘entities’. But they are unwilling to dispense with realism, per se, by taking a constructivist or 

fictionalist construal of unobservable postulates. They think instead that such postulates do 

correspond with how the world objectively is, by disclosing, not individual objects but rather 

the relational structure of physical reality.369
 

Undoubtedly to model the concept of God upon such theoretical postulates given an ontic 

structural realist account would be a travesty indeed: quarks and bosons were not created in 

the image of God.370 (There has been much discussion of how and whether a structural realist 

ontology of theoretical postulates might account for the individuality of objects while taking 

relational structure to be ontologically fundamental. No such issue or difficulty arises in the 

context of the present discussion: for arguably taking God to be an individual is just what we 

wish to avoid.) I here make no stand vis-à-vis the scientific realism debate. All I wish to suggest 

is that we can understand the ontic implications of theism in a broadly ‘structural realist’ way, 

without taking God to be an object amongst others. How might we do this, in a manner 
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sensitive to the lived requirements of religious existence? I shall make one proposal. I contend 

that an internal or immanent teleology can allow, and indeed within its own terms may even 

require, us to regard the totality of finite reality as closely related to form a unity. If I am right, 

then people who affirm this ontological suggestion would be, under John McKenzie’s 

characterisation, numbered among “cosmists“; viz, “those who recognise that the universe is to 

be explained by a single fundamental principle, but believe that that principle is revealed in 

many distinguishable modes”.371 

The “single fundamental principle” invoked would specifically be an end-directedness operating 

internally within and through things. By way of illustration, consider these remarks from 

Aquinas: 

“[N]ature is nothing but a certain kind of art, i.e, the divine art, impressed 

upon things, by which these things are moved to a determinate end. It is as 

if the shipbuilder were able to give to timbers that by which they would 

move themselves to take the form of a ship.”372
 

Revelation of that principle “in many distinguishable modes” would be concretely 

realised because of the sheerly unbounded life which exists in God and the infinite 

array of ways in which finite being might participate in it. Thus the Cosmos would be 

opened up in an astonishing multiplicity of ways to the disclosing and unfolding of an 

infinite (divine) fund of potentiality, for whose unqualified actuality the notion of 

change, and indeed even the notion of event, cannot find any application. So 

complete is God’s actuality, Aquinas insists, that even possibilities never to be realised 

would be in some way cognised by God:  

[T]he relation of God’s knowledge to things known is the opposite of the 

relation of our knowledge to them … Our knowledge is received from 

things, and, by its nature, comes after them. But the Creator’s knowledge of 

creatures, and the artist’s of his products, by its very nature, precedes the 

things known. Now, when what is antecedent is removed, what is 

subsequent is likewise removed; but the opposite is not true. Hence, our 
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knowledge of natural things cannot be had unless these things previously 

exist; but the actual existence or non-existence of a thing is a matter of 

indifference to the intellect of God or that of an artist.373
 

Aquinas further avers that while such possibilities could be said to be cognised by God in 

virtue of his power, God’s cognition of possibilities never to be realised is best seen as related 

to his goodness: 

[God] sees them in His goodness, the end of all that is made by Him; for He 

sees that there are many other ways of communicating His goodness, 

besides those He has already communicated to existing things, having 

existence, past, present, or future, because all created things cannot equal 

His goodness, no matter how much they seem to participate in it.374
 

God’s perfect goodness as ultimate end of all things, then, accounts for the existence of 

variegated finite things as manifestations of God’s perfectly simple actuality. Aquinas tells us 

that God is finis rerum sicut aliquid ab unaquaque re suo modo obtinendum: the end of things as 

something which all things attain in their own characteristic way.375 I find this precisification 

highly instructive. I am aware that philosophers of Renaissance Europe were acutely conscious 

of the limitations of final causal explanations understood as explanations for specific natural 

phenomena in the natural sciences. Cognisance of such limitations may well be needed in 

assessing the explanatory virtue of the postulation of irreducible final causes: outmoded 

physics yields us images of, for example, fire tending upwards by means of a natural 

inclination, and final causal notions in metaphysics might seem to be similarly explanatorily 

inert. 

However, I do not believe that the Thomist tradition is committed to the invocation of such 

causes as substitutes for efficient-causal explanations of discrete natural phenomena. In the 

theological context, what is crucial is the notion that the Cosmos as a whole invites 

explanation of its existence in terms of the end for the attainment of which it exists. If we 

understand by the Cosmos the sum totality of all natural objects, past, present, and future, 

then no genuine physical explanation could have as its explanandum the very existence of the 

Cosmos. For the explanans invoked by any such explanation must, as a matter of analytic 

                                                      
373 Aquinas, The Disputed Questions on Truth at q. 2, art. 8, co. 
374 Ibid. 
375 Aquinas, Summa Contra Gentiles, Bk. 3, ch, 18. I have elected not to use the standard Dominicans English 
translation, which seems to me misleading. 
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necessity, be some distinct physical state of affairs, contrary to the assumption that the 

explanandum is the physical universe as a whole. 

So we might say that the most distinctive feature of God’s causal agency emerges from the 

truth that God as a teleological end exercises a final causality which is not ontologically 

reducible to antecedent productive force. 376This is an ultimate teleological explanation which – 

unlike teleological explanations of specific natural phenomena – is not even in principle 

reducible to the kind of explanation involved in identifying discrete natural states, entities, or 

events as the antecedent productive precipitants of some natural event or state. For, such a 

reduction would, arguably, make the effect attributed to the operation of the divine final cause 

identical to the sum totality of the physical Cosmos. Then, God’s action would be conceived 

only as operating on the Cosmos from outside in producing and sustaining it, and, perhaps, 

intervening in its operations. Such a view does not well account for the possibility of 

incarnation: not just, for instance, in the narrow sense invoked by the Christian doctrine 

concerning Christ’s divinity, but in the broader sense of divine action amidst and within even 

the tiniest corner of physical reality. 

Aquinas notes that an efficient cause in the Aristotelian sense – that which actualises a 

hitherto unactualised natural potency – cannot exist without a correlative final cause. Natural 

inclinations have ends towards which they characteristically act, insofar as “in natural things 

events occur not per accidens but always, unless something should impede.”377 Likewise, 

however, the notion of a final cause without a related efficient cause simply cannot get off the 

ground. The (different) reason: the presence of causes which bring about change, motus, in the 

natural world ensures that final causes, ends for the sake of which things act, are effectuated 

and brought about. As Aquinas says: 

The efficient cause is the cause of the final cause inasmuch as it makes the 

final cause be, because by causing motion the efficient cause brings about 

the final cause. But the final cause is the cause of the efficient cause, not in 

the sense that it makes it be, but inasmuch as it is the reason for the 

causality of the efficient cause. For an efficient cause is a cause inasmuch as 

it acts, and it acts only because of the final cause. Hence the efficient cause 

                                                      
376 John Bishop and Ken Perszyk, 'Divine Action Beyond the Personal Omnigod', Oxford Studies in Philosophy 
of Religion, 5 (2014), 1-21. 
377 Aquinas, Commentary on Aristotle's Physics at Book 2,Lecture 14, 267. 
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derives its causality from the final cause.378
 

It is an implication of the very notion of the final cause of the whole Cosmos, then, that such 

a cause will not be found within the theatre of created natural causes. Might it then be posited 

that the end for the sake of which the Cosmos exists is a discrete cosmic mind, or perhaps a 

pantheon or committee of disembodied consciousnesses? That proposal yields us a notion of a 

single being amongst others, or else the notion of an agglomeration of individual beings acting 

in concert. Nevertheless, there are conceptual difficulties inherent in identifying mind as 

ultimate final cause. Minds, after all, operate in a characteristic way: if final causality is 

relevant to their operation at all, it must be because they are subject to final causality, not that 

they exert causal influence in an irreducibly teleological fashion. 

John Leslie, in fact, has proposed that infinitely many divine minds, each constituting a unified 

whole, might be necessitated by a creative ethical requirement.379 His position is presented as a 

Platonising pantheism, and it is an implication of that position that God is indeed infinitely 

complex, as opposed to perfectly simple.380 Leslie is not particularly anxious about the pitfalls of 

anthropomorphic conceptions of God.381 And certainly his position is not designed as a 

philosophical theory of the object of worship in the Judaeo-Christian traditions. While much 

attracted to the view of Spinoza that all reality consists in the divine intellect, Leslie states that 

“a scheme of things which existed because of its ethical requiredness would be far richer than 

the one Spinoza described. There would be infinitely many immensely knowledgeable minds, 

each contemplating the details of innumerable universes.”382
 

Proposals such as Leslie’s may seem difficult to understand: it is not at all clear how, logically 

prior to anything else, a Cosmos could be ethically required in a sense that could explain its 

actual existence. But it will suffice for my purposes to say that the immense complexity of the 

divine as envisaged by Leslie might fail to accord with the absolutely ultimate nature of the 

divine as envisaged by the theist traditions in so far as they insist that God’s reality in itself is 

                                                      
378 Thomas Aquinas, Commentary on the Metaphysics of Aristotle, ed. Aristotle, trans. John Patrick Rowan 
(Chicago: H.P. Regnery 1961) at 775. 
379 Leslie, Infinite Minds: A Philosophical Cosmology, John Leslie, 'A Spinozistic Vision of God', Religious Studies, 
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380 Leslie, Infinite Minds: A Philosophical Cosmology at 14. Leslie says his position is the reverse of the simplicity 
doctrine. 
381 See ibid, at 188. 
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supremely above the causal order. 

It remains, however, to consider to what extent, if at all, God’s supreme otherness has the 

implication that God is not active within the Cosmos. In a perceptive recent paper, Robert 

Oakes has challenged the widespread assumption that what he calls the “strong interiority” to 

God of the physical universe entails the (pantheistic) identity of God and the universe. By 

analogy with the putative occupancy by material objects of a really existing dimension of 

physical space, Oakes argues that the limitless plenitude of the Divine Substance may require 

that God intimately is present to and active within the created order without necessitating the 

ontological reduction of deity to that created order or any feature thereof.383
 

Does the interiority of the divine in the world which Oakes posits as an implication of 

traditional theism entail that the relation between God and his action in creation is analogous 

to that of the dancer and her dance, as Adams (like Oakes384) suggests is implied by pantheism? 

No, because that would in fact downplay God’s intimate activity in creation: for as Aquinas 

says: “The whole of creation is more subject to God than the human body is to its soul, for the 

soul is in proportion to its body, as its form, but God surpasses all proportion to creation.”385 (It 

is worth noting that, for Aquinas – and very much in keeping with his Aristotelian inheritance 

– the human soul is understood as the intellectual principle of activity which distinguishes 

humans from the rest of the animal kingdom: so God’s relation to the Cosmos, it is suggested, 

is incommensurably nearer than that of an agent to his rational actions.) 

What the classical tradition exemplified by Aquinas wants to defend is neither pantheism nor 

panentheism but what John Bishop subtly calls ‘the-en-panism’: the view that God exists “in all 

things”.386 As Aquinas puts it, “God is above all things by the excellence of His nature; 

nevertheless, He is in all things as the cause of the being of all things.”387 If God exists as an 

immanent final cause intimately within things, God, as Aquinas points out, must be in some 

sense beyond the world, understood as the collocation of individual things. But it would be a 

mistake to imagine that, in some sense, the world constitutes a particular chunk of God’s 

reality alongside the rest of him, as the term ‘panentheism’ may suggest. That would introduce 

into God’s being the very kind of complex constitution which is ruled out by the classical 

                                                      
383 Robert Oakes, 'Strong Interiority and (Traditional) Theism: What's the Problem?', Ratio, 25/1 (2012), 68- 78. 
384 Ibid, at 78. 
385 Aquinas, The Summa Contra Gentiles at Bk. 3, ch. 99. 
386 John Bishop, 'Towards a Religiously Adequate Alternative to OmniGod Theism', Sophia, 48/4 (Nov 2009 
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principles of divine simplicity and immutability.388 But if God and the world do not exist 

alongside one another, how is the relation between God and the world to be expressed? The 

Wittgenstein of the Tractatus wrote that the sense of the world must lie outside the world.389 As 

I understand that murky saying in its textual context, the point is that what it is for things to 

be intrinsically valuable cannot be captured by the vocabularies of the natural sciences, so that 

the realm of intrinsic value affects only the “limits of the world”.390 Similarly, “how things are in 

the world is a matter of complete indifference for what is higher… It is not how things are in 

the world that is mystical, but that it exists… Feeling the world as a limited whole – it is this 

that is mystical.” What makes such a ‘mystical’ view of the Cosmos a theistic one, I think, is 

seeing the radical incompleteness of the physical universe– as a limited whole, just as 

Wittgenstein says – as pre-figuring the unity of a source and goal in which there is no 

distinction between attributes, nor between essence and existence, but, simply, an 

inexhaustible actuality. Not unlike under pantheism, the highest modes of ethical activity 

would then involve a healing of disorder, a uniting of diversity, continually aimed towards an 

elusive harmony between persons which would imperfectly progressively reflect the unity and 

simplicity of the divine love. I defer again to Wittgenstein: “I believe the tendency of all men 

who ever tried to write or talk Ethics or Religion was to run against the boundaries of 

language.”391 Fair enough, and it seems to me that once this is appreciated in a religious context, 

the idea that God is ineffable and completely incomposite does indeed allow us to conceive the 

Cosmos as a diversity inherently aiming towards unity, and thus take the world to be 

inherently sacralised in its intrinsic purposive constitution. By contrast, the postulation of a 

single entity who is the manufacturer of the world is the very hypothesis which destroys any 

proper meaningful sense in which God is beyond the world.392
 

The Divinisation of the Cosmos: God Is Love 

No doubt there is a modicum of justice, in response to the sort of idea I have articulated, in 

Carnap’s suggestion that metaphysical speculations are poor substitutes for artistic expression 

(though, unsurprisingly, I do not share his logical positivist conviction that metaphysical 

                                                      
388 I imagine that Bishop was not aware of just how saintly a hymn book he was singing from when he defended 
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389 Wittgenstein, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus at 6.41. 
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(Aldershot: Ashgate, 2004a) at 49-52. 
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utterances are nonsense.)393 But I have been deeply impressed by Dorothy Emmet’s penetrating 

philosophical treatment of Coleridge’s concept of ‘inner powers’ in nature.394 According to 

Emmet, Coleridge had a great sympathy, as one might suspect, for pantheism, but “thought it 

failed to do justice to the… person as a centre of thought and will as well as being part of a 

great overall system of nature.” Emmet presents Coleridge, first as poet and then as 

philosopher, as a reflective thinker who, while abjuring the notion of God as a magnified 

person, “tried to see the powers of the mind in the embodied self and the powers of life and 

growth in nature as dependent ultimately on… the creative source and sustainer of both.”395
 

And Emmet herself, speaking for Aquinas, says that in theological language “words are being 

used to do jobs for which they are not the appropriate tools… The via negativa is a testimony to 

this lack of proper tools; whenever something is said you must also say that you cannot say 

it.”396 She then endorses Aquinas’s apophatic approach. She says “St Thomas made a 

magnificent attempt to find terms for an affirmative philosophical theism which would go 

beyond the notion of a particular kind of being and point to Being existing in itself.”397 But she 

states that she finds Aquinas’s developed conception of God obscure. Evincing admirable 

modesty, she confesses that this impression is the result of her inadequate study of Aquinas, as 

opposed to any befuddlement on the part of the Angelic Doctor. 

Strikingly, however, she goes on to offer a substantive conception of God with which I think 

Aquinas would be simpatico. She rejects the external teleology imposed by an external creator 

who designs the world as a means to an end, and the completely mechanistic efficient 

causation of a closed deterministic universe.398 Instead she invokes an “internal teleology” found 

in “formative causation, where a basic activity is individualised and innumerable processes, 

some mutually supporting, some conflicting, develop in and through their 

interrelationships.”399 She finds an attractive image of the divine in Mother Carey, Charles 

Kingsley’s character in The Water Babies, “who made things make themselves”.400 This 
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fundamental principle of being, to Emmet, is a “primal energy” which cannot be defined but 

rather indicated. 

Perhaps Emmet was unaware that the indication of an incommunicable divine energy is 

precisely what one finds in the apophatic Trinitarian theology of the great Eastern Byzantine 

patristics such as St John of Damascus. According to John of Damascus, “bodily place”, physical 

space, “is the limit of that which contains, by which that which is contained is contained.”401 As 

such physical space is not a being alongside its physical occupants. “Mental place” is “where 

mind dwells on energies and is contained… in a mental fashion.”402 God, since he transcends the 

material and is in no way circumscribed, has place in neither sense, being above all things.”403 

The place of God, says the Damascene, is “where his energy becomes manifest.” His indivisible 

act404 imparts “a greater share in his energy and grace.”405 God “penetrates everything without 

mixing with it”.406 This latter formulation could be congruent with the immanence postulated 

by the pantheist. But to Saint John, God invests in every created thing “in proportion to the 

fitness and receptive power of each”.407 Thus while God is both wholly in everything and wholly 

above everything, God is invariable and immutable.408 As such, given that “goodness is 

concomitant with essence” everything that has temporal existence depends on the essential 

good of God completely, so that just as God is “mingled with everything” as an immanent 

cause, so too the incarnate Christ has fully the divine indivisible energy, while also truly 

material and contingent as a human being. Both in the action of the virtuous and in the 

Church do we find the invisible God dwelling.409
 

Far from rendering God a single property,410 then, it is precisely the perfect actuality and 

simplicity of the divine which allows its incarnate energy to be displayed in and through all 

things. If God were a being whose boundaries were in some way circumscribed, the divine 

energy would be limited and God would be brought down to the level of a creature. But, for 

the Damascene, the place of God, the holy mountain where the divine is revealed, could not be 
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some particular chunk of physical reality or some ethereal Cartesian realm, but the holy lives 

of human beings. 

I want now to briefly consider, then, what the implications could be of denying the existence of 

a divine individual who interacts reciprocally with finite things. 

McTaggart makes a searing comment which I consider singularly provocative. He considers 

the implications of the nonexistence of God – and it is essential to note, as Geach observes,411 

that McTaggart consistently assumes, but never argues, that the question of the existence of 

God is the question of the existence of a supreme individual person. McTaggart states that in a 

Cosmos without God: 

[T]here will be one person less to love … Love will not cease. There are 

other persons to love. And the nonexistence of God would leave it as 

possible as it was before that love should be the central fact of all reality. It 

might still be true that nothing else had existence, except lovers and their 

love.412
 

McTaggart, despite his commitment to an idealist spirituality, was a paid-up Rationalist and an 

opponent of Christianity.413 Nevertheless, I am amazed by just how well what he here infers 

from the non-existence of God comports with the Gospel preached by the New Testament 

writers. Deus Caritas Est must indeed entail that love is the “central fact of all reality”. And of 

course St Paul says that love never ends. It is thus a most significant corollary of McTaggart’s 

conclusion – to which he is himself completely impervious – that the existence or nonexistence 

of an individual, however exalted or supreme, could never determine the question of the 

existence or nonexistence of Supreme Reality as proclaimed by the theist traditions. 

Is the pantheist entitled to proclaim that love is the foundation of all reality? Insofar as a divine 

Unity might be conceived to be the manifestation of ontological completeness and thus 

supreme as an object of devotion, it might not be out of place for the pantheist to speak, 

consistently with his pantheism, of the divine love. But I do not consider that a divine Unity of 

the world may be proclaimed to be love itself. 

It might be objected that, if the pantheist’s deity is taken to be a cosmic mind in which all 
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finite objects are but objects of the supreme consciousness, it might be defensible to hold that 

such a superlative mind possesses in itself the perfect fulfilment of relationship, which in the 

ephemeral, changeable, temporal order of the Cosmos remains (tragically) unattained. We 

might, if pantheistically inclined, think that the mutual antagonism between physical things 

acting according to their natures that occasions the evils of the world, is, at root, obliterated by 

the holding together of all things in the plenteous unity of the divine ‘world-soul’. And this 

plenteous unity might be said to be a very special locus of love. Nevertheless, I remain 

unconvinced. Even if something remotely comparable to intellection is constituted in the 

totality of physical reality itself, it remains the case that such a ‘world-soul’, a la Stoicism,414 does 

not entirely transcend the frame of the universe, conceived of as the aggregate of all things. 

The Biblical teaching that man is made in the image (tselem) of God, far from licensing some 

sort of anthropomorphic reification of the deity, most plausibly can be understood to mean 

that man deified by grace is both the reflection and dwelling place of the incomprehensible 

God. The Hebrew word tselem has close etymological links with words denoting or connoting 

‘shade’, ‘shadow’, and ‘reflection’.415 To be created in the tselem of God is to be God’s sanctuary, 

to be where God dwells. And to see in one’s fellow human the temple of God is to radically 

reorient human experience: the agapeistic way of life becomes not just a groundless personal 

orientation but rather the living out of the fundamental purpose of human existence. 

I pause to suggest that, as long as God is thought of as himself entering into reciprocal relation 

with creatures, this kind of divine purposive ultimacy becomes vitiated. Conceptions of God on 

which the divine is necessarily in himself the ultimate Telos of all proximate ends possess a 

considerable advantage over those on which God possesses goals and ends external to 

himself.416 For, on the latter view, God’s ends, and those of finite agents will be coterminous 

with some kind of ultimate end ontologically prior even to God. The non-existence of God, 
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then, even if not as insignificant as McTaggart would say, would not be of absolute and 

supreme existential significance for human beings. I maintain that it is difficult to see how God 

could then serve the functions implied by the practical commitments of the religious 

traditions. 

It might turn out, then, that what is often execrated as among the most invidious classical 

theistic philosophical doctrines417 – that God stands in no real relation to creatures as creatures 

do to God– so far from implying divine aloofness, could “clear the decks” for an illumination of 

the mode of living in which a perfectly transcendent God who in his complete simplicity 

transcends all the categories of finite being, reveals himself through creation according to a 

cosmic purpose of active love. But ours is a world in which lives are shattered and hopes 

dashed. So let us construct and appraise a new Argument from Evil directed at such a 

conception of God. I want to do this in my next chapter. 
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6 

THE GOODNESS OF GOD 

 

Introduction 

Let us, as we begin our third and final part of this thesis, take stock of where we have been up 

until this point. Having concluded in chapter 2 that the evidential argument from evil 

depended upon the success of the logical argument from evil, and that if the evidential 

argument from evil fails, it fails because of flaws in the logical argument from evil, we then 

proceeded to examine the logical Argument from Evil itself in chapter 3. We found in that 

chapter that the argument from evil, in its deductive form, was closely connected with worries 

about the coherence of the notion of a God whose perfect moral goodness is that of an agent 

who exists in reciprocal relation to creatures. 

From there, in part two, we proceeded to examine the widespread assumption that God’s 

activity is such that, like the activity of ordinary agents to exist in reciprocal relation to one 

another, God’s presence and absence, immanence and transcendence, are somehow in tension, 

or distinct as modes of activity. My argument was that this assumption did not bear careful 

scrutiny, and thus many important objections to classical theism as a viable conception of the 

divine were misconceived. Dissolving any real distinction between God’s immanence and 

transcendence, however, raises the (potentially theologically scandalous) possibility that God’s 

being might coincide with that of the totality of natural reality, and thus issue in a form of 

pantheism. 

Therefore, the relationship between theism and pantheism was given careful consideration in 

chapter 5. I argued that standard attempts to contradistinguish pantheism from theism fail, 

because they proceed from the assumption that theism, unlike pantheism, identifies the divine 

as a particular agent amongst others. Ultimately, I suggested that a concept of irreducible 

teleological divine agency, when allied to the classical doctrine of divine simplicity, yielded a 

conception of God according to which the divine is in some sense to be associated with the 

totality of reality, though not in a sense that reduces theism to pantheism. However, the 

notion of inherent purpose in created things must generate a problem of evil. 
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God’s Goodness 

I beg my reader’s indulgence. I would like to provide an autobiographical excursus. I do so with 

hesitation, but I hope and believe that by doing so, I will be able to articulate the point ithat I 

wish to make with optimal precision. 

When I first encountered the problem of evil as a topic of formal philosophical enquiry, I have 

to admit, I gravely misunderstood it. I thought, oddly, that the Argument from Evil was to be 

understood as an argument purporting to establish that no God who is both omnipotent and 

perfectly good exists. What I failed to see, during the infancy of my studies in philosophy, was 

that both omnipotence and perfect goodness admit of various interpretations and semantic 

and ontological explications. I was very well aware of the contemporary analytic philosopher’s 

customary assumption that the God of the theistic traditions is a disembodied person who 

possesses the “omni-properties”, an assumption which, right from the start, I rejected. But I did 

not appreciate the extent to which standard analytic philosophical discussions of the problem 

of evil proceeded from that very assumption. 

Once I became a graduate student, I discovered, and was much impressed by, the work of D. Z. 

Phillips, and his trenchant critiques of the conceptualisations of God’s power and goodness 

which inform the mainstream contemporary analytical debate concerning the problem of evil. 

Phillips’s monographs alerted me to the fact that all the various theodical positions with which 

I was familiar were devised specifically for the purpose of yielding plausible moral exonerations 

of an omnipotent person’s permitting or causing all the various evils this world has seen. I well 

recognised that the tradition of classical theism, as I understood it, denied that God is a 

particular being amongst beings, and thus was committed to God’s not being an individual 

person. And it became apparent to me, then, that the doctrine of analogical predication in 

Aquinas, for example, had the potential to completely undercut the standard contemporary 

problem of evil. 

I accepted, however, that the classical theism one finds in writers such as Aquinas, Augustine, 

or Anselm still faces a significant problem of evil, since some relation remains to be posited 

between creaturely power and goodness and the power and goodness of God. And I was – and 

still am – quite prepared to admit that a plurality of “new” problems of evil may be expected, 

each problem corresponding to a particular way of construing the semantic relation between 

talk about God as powerful and good, and talk about creatures as possessing those attributes.418
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Thus, I say, a very important and hitherto neglected philosophical task awaits us – to 

commence an investigation into the relationship between our different semantic parsings of 

talk about God’s perfections and not only the nature of problems of evil, but also prospects for 

their dissolution. 

Mark Johnston has, therefore, hit the nail on the head when he says that theodicy “… is based 

on a naïve theory of meaning of divine predication” and thus “ … the central issue of theodicy, 

the problem of unnecessary evil arises only with a conception of Divine Goodness that 

expresses the idolatrous longing for a useful god, one who will favour us with something other 

than his own self-revelation.”419 Even if one does not accept Johnston’s pejorative 

characterisation of the assumptions undergirding the project of theodicy, I think that the 

explicit connexion he identifies between the practice of theodicy and a particular (implicit or 

explicit) semantic account of the meaning of the terms predicated of God is of superlative 

philosophical import. A theodicy, in the standard sense,420 is necessary if the relevant divine 

perfections are to be predicated as to a personal agent in the fashion Johnston describes as 

naive. On an alternative account of the semantic and ontological foundation for the 

predication of power, knowledge, goodness, and perhaps other, cognate, positive properties, to 

God, a theodicy is not necessary. 

Note, however, that the same applies mutatis mutandis to the formulation and defence of an 

Argument from Evil. A necessary propaedeutic to the successful disproof of the existence of 

any being, or kind of beings, must be a clear and useful definition of what sort of being it is 

whose existence is sought to be disproved. And, of course, many of the most well-known 

articulations of Arguments from Evil, some of which have already been evaluated in this thesis, 

proceed on the basis of just such a definition. If some such argument succeeds, then atheism 

will have been established only relative to a particular conception of God. 

The success of such an argument might be taken by some as corroboration of a secular and 

atheistic perspective on reality. But even those who adopt an atheistic stance, it seems to me, 

should freely accept that even a successful Argument from Evil may justifiably be deployed by 

                                                      
God is an individual personal agent but denies, for instance, that God is omnipotent may require one to grapple 
with problems of evil. An example of such a problem of evil facing the theist who denies God's omnipotence but 
affirms his personality is discussed by P. J. McGrath, 'Evil and the Existence of a Finite God', Analysis, 46/1 
(1986), 63-64. 
419 Johnston, Saving God: Religion after Idolatry at 115. 
420 “Theodicy in the standard sense” here means what Robert and Marilyn Adams call explanatory theodicy – 
a positive account of God’s purposes in allowing or overcoming evil: Adams and Adams, 'Introduction ', at 3. 
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the theist as a means of conceptual clarification of the concept of God. 

God’s goodness again: a conceptual, ontological, and semantic tangle 

In a very interesting recent defence of a Calvinist doctrine of God’s election by means of 

“discrimination” in favour of some individuals over others, Paul Helm has observed how very 

different our standard contemporary philosophical conceptions of divine goodness are from 

classical treatments of God’s perfect goodness.421
 

Helm notes that for Anselm, divine goodness is affirmed “as a reflection on the character that 

God must have in virtue of the fact that he is the creator of all goods.” Helm further, and 

astutely, observes that on Anselm’s account: 

Goodness has a decided ontological ring to it. Something or someone is good 

only insofar as it or he is an expression of the creative goodness of God. And 

something that exists is evil to the extent that it is deficient in that mode of 

existence.422
 

Helm then goes on423 to point out that such a fundamentally “ontological” account of goodness 

“… tends not to be in the foreground at the present time.”424 Instead, what is de rigeur in much 

contemporary philosophy and even theology is “an understanding of God’s goodness as 

essentially the power to provide and impart pleasurable and person-fulfilling states of affairs to 

his creatures.” Such an understanding issues, of course, in an articulation and 

conceptualisation of divine goodness as “omnibenevolence”, a property to be found in an 

individual who dispenses munificent blessings as liberally, and abundantly, as is logically 

possible. 

The standard formulations of both the logical and evidential Arguments from Evil depend, 

Helm notes, upon just such an account of God’s goodness. Helm’s discussion, valuable as it is, 

at this juncture diverts to a reflection on the very possibility of divine omnibenevolence 

without some measure of discriminatory treatment of creatures, and the implications for a 

defence of traditional Calvinist teaching. I would like to travel in this chapter down a different 

pathway. I would like to take as my starting point Helm’s judicious observations about the 

                                                      
421 Paul Helm, 'Discrimination: Aspects of God's Causal Activity', in David E. Alexander and Daniel M. Johnson 
(eds.), Calvinism and the Problem of Evil (Eugene, OR: Pickwick Publications, 2016), 145-67. 
422 Ibid, at 149. 
423 Ibid, at 149-50. 
424 Ibid, at 149. 
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relationship between the standard modern philosophical interpretation of divine goodness, 

and the problem of evil. I think that this direction of discussion will yield important insights 

into the relation between problems of evil and concepts of God. 

John Stuart Mill famously excoriated Henry Mansel for holding that, when predicated of God, 

the adjective “good” is not predicated in precisely the same way as it is when predicated of 

human beings. My quotations are rather full, but the complete philosophical and literary 

import of Mill’s words deserves not to be occluded by means of truncation or abbreviation: 

If, in ascribing goodness to God, I do not mean what I mean by goodness; if 

I do not mean the goodness of which I have some knowledge, but an 

incomprehensible attribute of an incomprehensible substance, which for 

aught I know may be a totally different quality from that which I love and 

venerate—and even must, if Mr Mansel is to be believed, be in some 

important particulars opposed to this—what do I mean by calling it 

goodness? and what reason have I for venerating it? If I know nothing 

about what the attribute is, I cannot tell that it is a proper object of 

veneration. To say that God's goodness may be different in kind from 

man's goodness, what is it but saying, with a slight change of 

phraseology, that God may possibly not be good?425
 

And, notoriously, Mill continues to deliver his brutal punchline, echoes of which continue to 

reverberate down the generations: 

If, instead of the “glad tidings” that there exists a Being in whom all 

the excellencies which the highest human mind can conceive exist in 

a degree inconceivable to us, I am informed that the world is ruled by a 

Being whose attributes are Infinite, but what they are we cannot learn, nor 

what are the principles of his government, except that ‘the highest human 

morality which we are capable of conceiving' does not sanction them, 

convince me of it, and I will bear my fate as I may. But when I am told that 

I must believe this, and at the same time call this Being by the names 

which express and affirm the highest human morality, I say, in plain 

terms, that I will not. Whatever power such a Being may have over me, 

                                                      
425 John Stuart Mill, An Examination of Sir William Hamilton's Philosophy, and of the Principal Philosophical 
Questions Discussed in His Writings (New York: New York: H. Holt, 1884) at 130. Emphases mine. 
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there is one thing which he shall not do: he shall not compel me to worship 

him. I will call no Being good who is not what I mean when I apply 

that epithet to my fellow-creatures; and if such a Being can sentence me 

to hell, for not so calling him, to hell I will go.426 

Without assaying the content of Mansel’s actual position (a project no doubt worthy of 

scholarly pursuit), I should allow myself to remark that Mill’s declamations betray a certain 

philosophical laziness. Nowhere does Mill recognise even the analytic possibility of a tertium 

quid, a via media between two diametrically opposed construals of the semantics of “God is 

good”: one on which “God is good” predicates goodness of God in a sense in no way related to 

the sense in which “Mother Theresa is good” predicates goodness of Mother Theresa, and 

another in which these two sentences predicate goodness of two subjects in exactly the same 

sense.427
 

Analytical philosophers are supposed to earn a living through deploying careful and rigorous 

attention to the diverse senses and usages of language. So it is extraordinary that they quickly 

and frequently assume that to hold that divine goodness is not the same as the moral goodness 

we readily identify in a finite personal agent, albeit without any limitation, is the same as to 

admit an absolute and complete logical and semantic equivocity between divine and human 

goodness.428
 

However, if we deny that intelligible talk of God as good must predicate goodness of God in 

precisely the same sense as it is predicated (in moral terms) of finite human agents, it seems 

that any defence of this standard fundamental presupposition in contemporary analytical 

philosophy must be fallacious. 

Consider the following argument: 

(1) Performance of praiseworthy actions is by definition the sign of a 

praiseworthy moral character. 

(2) The theistic religious traditions teach that God performs many 

                                                      
426 Ibid, at 130-31. Emphases mine. 
427 In fact, Mill qua logician subsumes analogy under metaphor. See John Stuart Mill, A System of Logic, 
Ratiocinative and Inductive: Being a Connected View of the Principles of Evidence, and the Methods of Scientific 
Investigation, (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1973) at Bk. 1, ch. 2, sect. 8. Example given: both a light 
and an achievement are said to be “brilliant”. 
428 A notable exception is Reichenbach, Evil and a Good God at ch. 7. 
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actions of superlative praiseworthiness. 

Therefore, 

(3) God has, according to theistic religious traditions, a superlatively 

praiseworthy moral character. 

It should be seen that this argument is unsound. For, its first premise seems to be based on 

assumptions about the actions of human agents, and insofar as it expresses a conceptual truth, 

it is a truth about only human agents. It is frequently presupposed that one is forced to accept 

that God is a personal agent, and hence a moral agent unless one severs completely human and 

divine goodness. But such presuppositions require defence, and proponents of theodicy and 

atheologians alike fail, with remarkable frequency, to deliver any such defence. 

Henry David Aiken, in a (somewhat unjustly neglected) 1958 paper defending a version of the 

logical Argument from Evil, acknowledges the possibility of a via media between 

anthropomorphising univocity and sheer equivocity between perfection terms predicated of 

God and creatures. “[J]ust to the extent”, says Aiken,” that we are impelled to say that the 

"justice" of such a being has nothing to do with our standards of justice or are moved to stress 

the "mere" analogy between its "goodness" and that which we ascribe to ordinary mortals when 

we consider them as moral agents, we thereby radically attenuate its status as a person and 

jeopardise any moral claims that it might be alleged to impose upon ourselves.”429
 

Now Aiken, it seems, is entirely innocent of the point that those who reject the placing of the 

divine under the univocal categories proper to finite beings will be only too pleased to 

“radically attenuate” God’s status as “a person”. Indeed, they will likely say that radical 

attenuation is not enough. What I think Aiken’s remark points to, however, is an all-too-

common assumption that recognition of God as “a person” is deeply embedded in the practice 

of theistic religion. Aiken himself says that “ … to relieve [God] of certain attributes of 

personality [is] to make it impossible to address the [divine] being, with a straight face, as a 

"thou”.”430
 

Aiken’s remark reveals that at bottom what generates the common assumption of 

straightforwardly univocal predication of perfections to God and creatures is a conceptual 
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assumption: that it is not possible to give fealty and obeisance to the divine, encountered in 

religious life as a, perhaps even the paradigmatic, “thou”, without affirming the personhood of 

the divine being univocally with that of finite creatures. 

This conceptual assumption, however, seems extraordinarily myopic. Of course, our idea of 

personhood must come from our human experience. It does not, however, follow that to deny 

that God is a person in the standard sense is to remove all trace of the purposive or intelligent 

from the conception of divine reality. 

The root cause of the myopia, I think, is the implicit understanding of religious language as 

quite significantly continuous with our ordinary talk. But this implicit understanding is quite 

mistaken, though it need not follow from the denial that God is a person that our talk of God is 

to be understood to refer to a mere symbol of some social or moral ideal. That, in fact, 

represents a “non-realist” theism arguably based on a univocal understanding of religious 

language – God is no longer represented as one instance of an ordinary kind (i.e. a person) but 

rather a particularly useful symbol of our moral ideals. And we have our own univocal terms to 

use to talk about those.431
 

Thus, we may reject the highly anthropomorphic account of God’s goodness as moral 

goodness, as well as any anti-realist understanding of it as shorn of ontological implications, 

and return to investigate what is the content of a realist, ontological, account of divine 

goodness. For, theism makes claims about reality that have significant axiological implications. 

First, God’s goodness is pre-eminent. It is found in creatures only by derivation: every kind of 

limited good reflects the divine goodness. As Helm points out, divine activity and being has no 

end except itself. All finite things may be related and directed unto the fullness of divine 

perfection. (But God is not one agent amongst others, seeking to bring about the actualisation 

of a common end.) 

Second, the creation – the material order divinely created – is good of itself, the locus of 

operation of the divine Providence. By contrast, for scientific naturalists, there is no 

                                                      
431 Compare Christopher Marshall's comments on Lloyd Geering's anti-realist account of what it means for a 
Christian to affirm the Resurrection of Christ: “Just as I cannot understand what it might mean to love a God 
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metaphorical resurrection that is nothing more than the redefinition of death as being not that bad after 
all.”: Christopher Marshall, 'Resurrexit: Geering and the End of Resurrection', in Raymond Pelly and Peter 
Stuart (eds.), A Religious Atheist?: Critical Essays on the Work of Lloyd Geering (Dunedin: Otago University 
Press, 2006), 77-95 at 95. 
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metaphysical space for the concept of the divine Providence, simply because the behaviour of 

everything in the universe is governed by the lawlike regularities which at least in principle are 

discernible through natural scientific investigations. Any conception of the Cosmos which 

leaves room for religious affirmations to have some sort of grounding in the way the universe 

actually is, must surely exhaust the limited vocabulary and conceptual framework of scientific 

naturalism. It should be apparent, then, that there is no room on scientific naturalism for the 

notion of ontological or metaphysical goodness which is essential to theism. 

These axiological implications fit with an understanding of evil as the privation of good – there 

is ontological goodness, in other words, but there is no ontological badness. The notion of evil 

as privation, it will be appreciated, is an important theme in understanding how classical 

theism deals with the problem of evil. (I shall later be returning to this theme.) 

In effect, then, theism claims that Reality is good. (In fact, that is what it means to say that 

theism’s notion of goodness is ontological). Now, this ontological notion of goodness seems 

itself to presuppose a robust conception of existence. But robust notions of existence have 

been thought to be problematic. Consider, for example, Kant’s objection to the Ontological 

Argument to the effect that it mistakenly treats ‘exists’ as a ‘real’ or ‘determining’ predicate. 

Consider also the rejection of ‘ontotheology’ (following Heidegger) by Jean-Luc Marion, which 

many have thought to reflect Aquinas’s ideas of God as ‘being itself’. 

D.Z. Phillips has said, addressing those who find in his work an affinity with classical 

Thomism: “Some have seen an affinity between my work and that of thinkers who have 

thought of God as “being itself” or “the ground of being”, but that suggestion is misleading, 

because the Wittgensteinian tradition which is critical of talk of “God” as a being among beings 

is just as critical of the notion of “being as such””.432
 

Phillips might be right about the Wittgensteinian tradition, but if he has Thomism as his 

target, his analysis loses sight of the radically axiological and teleological notion of being at the 

very heart of Aquinas’s ontology. This is the key to understanding the robust notion of being or 

existence which is needed in order properly to appreciate the concept of ontological goodness. 

With attention to the notion of “ontological goodness” therefore, the claim that goodness does 

have ontological weight, and evil is entirely parasitic on it, need not amount to the claim that 

there are self-subsistent pure goods in existence (as on some Platonist accounts). Rather, it 
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depends on the view that each thing, in virtue of its desirability, is good. As Aquinas says: 

[T]he essence of good consists in this, that something perfects another as 

an end, whatever is found to have the character of an end also has that of 

good. Now two things are essential to an end: it must be sought or desired 

by things which have not yet attained the end, and it must be loved by the 

things which share the end, and be, as it were, enjoyable to them. For it is 

essentially the same to tend to an end and in some sense to repose in that 

end.433
 

Aquinas finds difficult the claim made by some Neo-Platonists that goodness is prior to being. 

His difficulty chiefly is derived from the simple point that non-beings cannot be good. It does 

not make much sense to say that a thing’s goodness is in any way prior to its being: rather it is 

its entity, its existence, which makes it good. Decisively, he rejects the view of earlier thinkers 

that matter, as a principle of mere potentiality, as opposed to actuality, has the character of 

non-being. 

However, in another sense Aquinas is perfectly willing to accept a priority of goodness over 

being. A thing’s potentiality, Aquinas says, consists in its ordination to an end, a final cause – 

potentiality, in fact, is simply ordination for actuality, for being. Therefore, insofar as 

something has un-actualised potentiality for some realised activity, it has goodness. 

Goodness then, identified as the potentiality yet to be unleashed in a thing, does indeed have a 

priority over being. 

At the same time, Aquinas, drawing on Aristotle, sees any generic notion of goodness as rather 

empty of content. In the Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle says: 

Every art and every investigation, and likewise every practical pursuit or 

undertaking, seems to aim at some good: hence it has been well said that 

the Good is That at which all things aim. But as there are numerous 

pursuits and arts and sciences, it follows that their ends are 

correspondingly numerous: for instance, the end of the science of medicine 

is health, that of the art of shipbuilding a vessel, that of strategy victory, 

that of domestic economy wealth.434
 

                                                      
433 Thomas Aquinas, Commentary on Aristotle's Nicomachean Ethics, trans. C. I. Litzinger (Rev. edn; Notre Dame, 
Ind.: Dumb Ox Press, 1993) at n.115. 
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In the De Malo, Aquinas insists that all potentiality has a certain orientation to an end, an end 

which must in some sense be a purpose and thus a good. On that basis, Aquinas is able to say 

that any subject, even one which is in some important respects deficient or which suffers 

limitation, has the character of goodness. 

God, then, as the end to which all things are directed, must be good in an unqualified and 

absolutely prior sense. Here, we have heuristics for a more robust ontological account of 

goodness in general: all finite ends, desirable insofar as they are good, reveal, disclose, and 

participate in the highest good which is the final cause, the ultimate end, of everything. To 

quote Aquinas: 

When the essence of a creature is given, the thing is not yet called good 

except from the relation to God by reason of which it has the character of a 

final cause. For from one point of view this is so inasmuch as the essence 

itself, in our understanding of it, is considered as something other than 

that relation to God by which it is constituted a final cause and is directed 

to God as its end. But from another point of view a creature can be called 

essentially good inasmuch as the essence of a creature does not exist 

without a relation to God’s goodness.435
 

Hence, we might say, God’s action and kind of agency is radically removed from any other: and 

this rules out any conception of divine goodness as moral goodness. God’s supremacy as one 

who is good according to his very nature and the source of all goodness arguably rules out any 

idea that God has obligations to creatures. Thus it becomes possible to avoid what might seem 

the outrageous hubris of thinking that God could even possibly be subject to moral evaluation. 

But, at the same time, on this view God’s goodness will not be arbitrary, or simply a function of 

his self-determined commands. It will be simply what God is.436
 

Nevertheless, a problem remains. If God acts only for his own perfect goodness, why is there 

anything imperfect at all? If God is by definition perfect, and owes nothing to anything else, 

acting only out of sheer goodness, what purpose, or what reason, would there be for God to 

bring about anything less perfect than his own self-subsistent very self? Indeed, there seems to 

be advertised a still deeper problem: how could a being who is not a person act in a purposive 

way at all? 
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An Argument from Imperfection: An Attempt at a Broad-Based Argument from Evil 

Since God’s goodness is typically associated with his absolute ontological supremacy, theism 

seems to be threatened by something of a conceptual Venus Fly Trap. For, the notion that God 

is self-sufficiently perfect in being seems to have a number of implications which may, in 

conjunction, generate a logical tension. 

One such ramification, importantly, might be termed protological. God’s self-sufficient 

ultimate supremacy in the order of being seems to entail that God is unqualifiedly first in the 

order of causality; God’s creativity is absolutely originative. This is what makes talk about God 

as an agent rather special. 

At first blush, an Argument from Imperfection, so conceived, would threaten any theism 

according to which the divine is both completely without defect and the creator of anything 

other than itself. This, indeed, is what Nicholas Everitt has argued.437
 

In Everitt’s presentation of the argument, a crucial premise is that God’s actions could never, 

given God’s perfection and his rationality, make reality worse overall. Here I think it 

instructive to note that, to his credit, Everitt points out that his argument employs a 

conception of divine goodness as metaphysical and not as moral. Fairly, he accepts the point 

that if God’s goodness belongs to his essence, then it is hard to see how moral categories could 

appropriately explicate the nature of that goodness. 

Unfortunately, however, Everitt shows no appreciation of just how radical are the implications 

of a conception of divine goodness which does not involve attribution to God of the moral 

properties ascribed to good (or well-behaved) finite creatures but instead posits goodness as 

God’s very essence. 

Just as such a view of divine goodness reflects the radical differentiation of God from finite 

creatures implicated by the classical doctrine of divine simplicity, so too must a correlative 

conception of divine rationality. The fundamental reason why, given the classical doctrine of 

divine simplicity, God’s goodness cannot be seen as a perfect exemplification of moral 

goodness as it is found in us human creatures is not just that divine goodness must inhere in 

the divine being at an “instant” logically “prior” to the creation of any finite beings, so that 
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God’s goodness could not depend upon the existence of a moral community to which he 

belongs. 

Rather, the ultimate justification, if one accepts God’s simplicity as it has been articulated in 

classical philosophical theologians, for disavowing moral construals of God’s goodness is this: 

God, as the supreme reality in whom there is no distinction between essence, existence, and 

attributes, cannot be conceived of as performing any activity which ushers in the realisation of 

some state of affairs or product “yet” to exist. Instead, God in himself is eternally and 

incommensurably the source of all being. 

So conceived, then, God could not be thought of as exhibiting in his activity rationality in the 

ordinary, customary sense. I am struck by just how salient, and how incisive, in this context are 

the following remarks by Austin Farrer: 

Once a work of art is on the stocks, and in process of construction, we can 

see (though we might not foresee) reasons inclining genius to develop it, 

and fill it out, in a certain manner. But the reasons, such as they are, lie in 

the beginning made, the sketch projected, or the skeleton already set up. 

The intelligibility of the choices which develop a project leaves the choice 

which first fixed upon it as unintelligible as ever it was. 

All human analogy fails us. We can cast no light on the choice God makes 

in creating the world he creates, because we cannot, even in imagination, 

set up the experiment —cannot put the alternatives for selection on the 

table, nor construct the selective mechanism. What we feel bound to say 

about divine decision merely serves to put it beyond the range of human 

conceiving. God’s mind, we say, does not labour, like ours, through a 

multitude of suggestions; he goes straight to the goal of his choice. He does 

not start with shadowy might-have-beens, and fill one of them out with the 

substance of being. He simply decrees what is; the might-have-beens are 

accompanying shadows of the actual, the other ways in which God knows 

he could have created and did not. 438
 

Thinking about creation as a rather extraordinary instance of the bringing about of an 

artefactual product may be seen to seriously obscure the very special conceptual territory 
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occupied by creation. Alexander Pruss has argued that a perfect being would be 

“omnirational”: such a being “always acts for a reason, takes into account all the unexcluded 

reasons for and against the action, and acts on all the unexcluded reasons that in fact support 

the action.”439
 

But there is a basic problem with taking God to act on the basis of rational deliberation, just as 

we do, though with impeccable powers of rationality, as we most of the time manifestly do not 

have. God then looks like one who either is not creator of all other than himself, or, otherwise, 

an agent who forfeited his supremacy as creator in order to take up a position as something 

like a military commander whose responsibility is over the whole universe.440 God is portrayed 

as one who very cleverly acts to bring about the noblest reason-giving ends, against the 

backdrop of a reality anterior to himself. 

Farrer’s comments thus express the conceptual difficulty inherent in thinking of God as acting 

against the background of any kind of anterior reality whatsoever, a difficulty which might lead 

us to be rather cautious about our ability to conceptualise what it might be for a free creator to 

exercise agency that is in the strictest sense ex nihilo. 

The action and goodness of created things, given the self-sufficient completeness of God, will 

consist only in participation in the divine, as Aquinas says: “As an additional part is not greater 

than the whole since the part itself is included in the whole, so too any good whatsoever added 

to God does not increase His goodness because the addition is good only by participating in 

the divine goodness.”441 Thus, it seems, our every notion of rational, intelligent agency, formed 

through deliberation in pursuit of some desired but unrealised end, will fail to assist in 

articulating a helpful conception of what it is for God to create. This will have implications for 

our interpretation of the classical divine attributes. 

We have seen, then, that in order for an Argument from Imperfection to have any prospect of 

success, it must rely on premises which tacitly depend upon a conception of God’s nature as 

creator which is resistible by, for instance, classical theists who uphold the divine simplicity. 

To smuggle into our conception of God’s action as creator any of the conditioning 

characteristics of our activity as rational animals, then, is to generate the (or, at least some 

variant of the) problem of evil in standard contemporary form. We might wish to ask, 
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accordingly, why the theist should want to offer any such anthropomorphic account when a 

more suitable apophatic approach to understanding divine creation is available. 

The Important Difference Between God and Creatures: Apophatic Theology Defined 

and Delineated 

The idea that God as he exists in himself without any of the differentiation and distinction 

characteristic of finite beings, of course, is the foundation of the ancient and venerable Jewish, 

Christian, and Islamic tradition of apophatic theology. According to such traditions, whatever 

we can name, grasp, or comprehend, cannot be divine. 

And we might think that that positive acceptance of divine revelation itself requires something 

positive, beyond the reach of the tradition of negative theology. In this vein, John Bishop and 

Ken Perszyk say: 

We here set aside the tradition of apophaticism, or negative theology— 

according to which we may grasp only what God is not. Pure apophaticism 

seems unsatisfactory—both metaphysically (from the perspective of fides 

quaerens intellectum) and for our religious psychology. That God relates 

‘himself’ to us is at the core of theistic religion, and this is trivialised if all 

we can say is that we are related to that-we-know-not-what. Besides, our 

understanding requires some positive conception of the divine if we are to 

resist the accusation that there is—and could be—nothing to fill ‘the God-

role’ in our system of religious beliefs and practices, our theistic ‘form of 

life’.442
 

I have tremendous difficulty understanding what Bishop and Perszyk mean here. They say that 

they “set aside” the tradition of negative theology – but at very best it is very unclear whether 

what they reject (i.e, a “pure apophaticism”) is something that has ever been defended within 

any theological tradition. If they think that their animadversions somehow and to some extent 

undermine the classical tradition of negative theology, it should be clear that they fail 

completely to do so – though it may be instructive to see why this is. 

Nobody who has defended even the most radically apophatic doctrine of God has supposed 

that we know nothing of God or of his revelation. If it is held that negative theology tells us 

that nothing is or can be known of God or of his revelation, then negative theology would not 
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be theology. Perhaps, then, the import of Bishop and Perszyk’s comments is that a viable 

apophaticism could not be “pure”, because there cannot be a negative theology unless it 

remains a bona fide theology. Thus interpreted, what Bishop and Perszyk say would be both 

extremely uninteresting and too obvious to need articulating. And they would certainly not 

succeed in justifying their apparent “setting aside” of a tradition of apophaticism, or even just a 

certain historical strand of it. 

Bishop and Perszyk do qualify their rejection of apophaticism by saying that “[i]t may well be 

true, however, that we can be fully comprehending only in our understanding of what God is 

not, with our positive conceptions of God necessarily falling short of complete comprehension.” 

This, however, will be accepted even by the anthropomorphising theist who accepts standard 

assumptions within contemporary analytical philosophy about the conception of God. An 

omnipotent and omniscient person, of course, will have capacities which outstrip what we can 

completely comprehend. It seems that Bishop and Perszyk insofar as they criticise the apophatic 

tradition fail to engage with it in any meaningful way and their objections to it should be 

rejected. 

Like Bishop and Perszyk, Robert Adams does not have much time for the tradition of 

apophaticism. He says: 

It is claimed that we cannot say what God is, but only what God is not. Or 

we characterise God in terms of universal quantifiers which … are implicitly 

negative … We cannot afford to do without these negative and universal 

claims altogether, but this strategy has had a harmful effect on our 

thinking both about God and about perfection in general. 

Consider the saints. We often think of the saint in essentially negative 

terms, as someone who never, or almost never, does a no-no; or in terms of 

universal quantification, as a person all, or almost all, of whose actions 

meet a high moral and religious standard. This conception does not meet 

the test of reality very well. Saints, and especially the most interesting and 

attractive among them, are typically rough-edged and controversial 

characters, liable to quite reasonable and often serious criticism … What is 

wonderful about them is nothing so tame as a freedom from faults, but 
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something much more positive—and much stranger … 443
 

Adams has gone completely astray here. He seems to think that the tradition of negative 

theology retains the basic conceptual structure implicit in our thinking about finite composite 

entities. It may be that so pervasive in our contemporary intellectual culture is the idea that 

God, if he exists, must be a particular item in an ontology that many philosophers simply 

cannot appreciate even the possibility that something like the traditional doctrine of divine 

simplicity might be admissible. Of course, the classical doctrine of divine simplicity is itself an 

apophatic formulation. It consists in the denial that there is any ontological composition in 

God, even that minimal composition because of which a thing's essence, existence, and 

attributes may be distinguishable. So it could be that failure to contemplate the possibility of a 

very strong doctrine of divine simplicity is the "root cause", so to speak, of all misappreciation 

of the tradition of negative theology of the kind exhibited by Adams.444
 

I think that the error implicit in many such criticisms of negative theology may be understood 

in the following way: what classical apophaticism enjoins believers to deny, in a practice well 

embedded in the living out of faith, is that any of the privations to be found in creatures may 

also be found in God. Let me now elaborate further. 

Our best means of understanding better the nature of the divine, is by a steady and stepwise 

process of conceptual purification, by which we deny of God all the limitations we find in 

creatures. The nub of apophaticism is so well articulated by John Henry Newman: 

[A] ll our language about Almighty God, so far as it is affirmative, is 

analogical and figurative. We can only speak of him, whom we reason 

about but have not seen, in the terms of our experience. When we reflect 

on him and put into words our thoughts about him, we are forced to 

transfer to a new meaning ready-made words, which primarily belong to 

objects of time and place. We are aware, while we do so, that they are 

                                                      
443 Adams, Finite and Infinite Goods: A Framework for Ethics at 52. 
444 In a footnote, Adams disavows the "extreme" doctrine of divine simplicity, on the basis that it offers much 
too “formal” an account of God's perfections and might eliminate the possibility of our imaging God. See ibid, 
at n. 2. As a piece of negative theology, however, such a doctrine does not offer any positive account of God's 
perfections, let alone an overly formal one. And as for the proponent of the simplicity doctrine's ability to 
image the divine, I respectfully suggest that resources for an answer to Adams on this score may be found 
embedded throughout this thesis, from Chapter  4 onwards. 
During discussion following a seminar on the topic of pantheism, Adams associates the negative theology 
programme with the repudiation of a "dirty hands" view of divine Providence. And he thinks that the 
uninvolved God apophaticism delivers will not be able to be exonerated by an adequate theodicy. See 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=A96-x_DCAUc at about 1:17:00-1:20:00, accessed 2 March 2017. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=A96-x_DCAUc
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inadequate, but we have the alternative of doing so, or doing nothing at all. 

We can only remedy their insufficiency by confessing we can do no more 

than put ourselves on guard as to our own proceeding and protest against 

it… We can only set right one error of expression by another. By this 

method of antagonism we steady our minds, not so as to reach the object, 

but to point them in the right direction; as in an algebraic process we 

might add and subtract in series, approximating little by little, by saying 

and unsaying, to a positive result.445
 

Still, it is important to recognise that our starting point for engaging in the “method of 

antagonism”, to use Newman’s phrase, to find a path that raises us closer to comprehension of 

the one, true God who remains unsearchable in mystery, still must be acceptance of revelation. 

There is inevitably a touch of paradox implicit in religious language, because the very concept 

of revelation implies that what is revealed is radically “other” than the created order. Positive 

understanding of the divine consists not in a theoretical hypothesis, but rather in an increasing 

but ever-incomplete understanding of a transcendence which contextualises a believer’s 

experience of the world and participation in which serves as the ultimate goal of the devotee’s 

life. I ask the reader to keep this point firmly in mind as we proceed to consider what positive 

conception of divine attributes, in particular, of goodness, might be available on an apophatic 

conception. 

Negation of Privation as Apophatic Modus Operandi and Implications for problems of 

Evil 

Privation is an absence which is suffered by a subject – not necessarily in the narrow sense of 

undergoing emotional trauma but in the sense of ‘being a causal patient’. So, identifying the 

negation of privation as the means by which the negative theologian’s course is steered in 

responsibly characterising the divine enables us to develop very striking accounts of how many 

standard positive divine attributes may be defensively predicated of God without involving 

ontological anthropomorphism and without prejudice to the divine simplicity. 

Thus to the question “What is denied of God by the apophatic theologian?”, we may answer: 

the privations found in creatures. And what is yielded is, I suppose, a kind of “perfect being 

theology”, by which the divine perfection is articulated through the denial of all privative 

                                                      
445 John Henry Newman, The Theological Papers of John Henry Newman on Faith and Certainty, eds J. Derek 
Holmes and Hugo M. De Achaval (Oxford [Eng.]: Clarendon Press 1976) at 1.102. Emphasis original. 
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limitations. At the same time, such a “perfect being theology” will differ markedly from a 

familiar modern variant, on which every “great-making” property you could ascribe to a person 

is univocally predicated of God, a personal being, without limitation.446 Instead, the defender of 

the resultant methodology will uphold the idea that God is free from any trace of privation or 

limitation, and will agree with Brian Davies that “… Belief in God’s perfection can be defended 

as a piece of negative theology rather than a description of God.”447
 

How a consequent coherent account of divine attributes (which does not purport to “describe” 

God) might look may be explicated by contrast with some remarks from David Blumenfeld, 

who holds that the putative impossibility of God’s undergoing such unpleasant experiences as 

fear or frustration generates a sound argument for the nonexistence of God. Blumenfeld says: 

[I]t is in principle impossible for anyone448 — human or divine — to fully 

grasp despair without having had an experience of despair. And, … God 

could not have this experience, since he is precluded from having the 

beliefs on which it is predicated. The theist cannot counter this merely by 

asserting that God knows things in a way which is different from, but 

analogous to, ours … [The theist] must explicate the analogy, making clear 

how God can fully appreciate despair, etc, without ever being despairing.449
 

I think that Blumenfeld understands that adoption of analogical predication as a way of 

assessing positive predications of creaturely attributes to God tends to go hand in hand with 

the classical apophatic conception of God. However, he seems to think that the doctrine of 

analogy requires the classical theist to explain, for instance, “how God can fully appreciate 

despair” (in the standard sense) without ever being despairing.450
 

Such an anthropomorphism might apply if the classical negative divine attributes were to be 

ascribed to a personal being. But this way of thinking about the classical idea that God is 

impassible proceeds from the assumption that the absence of capacity for suffering in God is 

equivalent to or akin to a lack of some propensity for positive experience. This is, however, in 

                                                      
446 See for defence of the modern variant Brian Leftow, 'Why Perfect Being Theology?', International Journal for 
Philosophy of Religion, 69/2 (2011), 103-18. 
447 Davies, The Reality of God and the Problem of Evil at 204. 
448 Blumenfeld evidently takes it as a given that God, if he exists, is a “somebody”! 
449 David Blumenfeld, 'On the Compossibility of the Divine Attributes', Philosophical Studies, 34/1 (July 01 1978), 
91-103 at 98. 
450 Marilyn Adams at least comes very close to affirming this. See, e.g, Marilyn McCord Adams, Christ and 
Horrors: The Coherence of Christology (Cambridge, UK ; New York: Cambridge University Press 2006) at 142. 
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my view mistaken. For, as John Webster says in response to the charge that classical theism 

renders God aloof and less than perfect: 

Sed contra: it is precisely because God’s relation to creatures is not “real” 

that his love is of infinite scope and benevolence. 

In God, absence of reciprocity is not absence of relation but the ground of 

limitless relation. God does not stand in relation to the creature as some 

commensurable particular agent in the same order of being, but more 

intimately and comprehensively as the principle of all being.451
 

So, if one eschews the assumption that God must be a particular being, and affirms that God is 

“the principle of all being”, the lack of reciprocal relation in God no longer carries such 

threatening implications. 

Omnipotence can be parsed as the possession of power (understood analogically) by God as 

source and agent acting in and through everything, without privation. Thus, omnipotence will 

not be the maximal instantiation of univocal power in an individual powerful personal agent, 

but will rather consist in the complete absence of restriction, restraint, or limitation of the 

divine purposes within creation, at every ontological level. This absence of restriction, in turn, 

may be cashed out by affirming that God is absolutely supreme in the order of final causes. 

Likewise, omniscience, while emphatically not to be understood as the univocally predicated 

knowledge of every truth that could be possibly known by any person, will be perfectly 

intelligible as the lack of curtailment or restriction in the divine intellect. God’s knowledge 

may then be analogically predicated on the basis that, as rational animals, human beings 

possess a creative awareness and practical and theoretical understanding of their surroundings 

which, uniquely in the animal kingdom, imperfectly images something which must reside in 

the divine being. 

Understanding that God is not like unto creatures as creatures are like unto God will have 

implications for one’s account of how creaturely perfection terms may be predicated of God by 

way of analogy. One, quite ordinary, form of analogical resemblance will be ruled out. In 

Alciphron, a seminal series of dialogues written by Berkeley, Crito, a philosophical spokesman 

for the Christian faith, gives an extended and erudite speech on the classical theist conception 

                                                      
451 John Webster, 'Non Ex Aequo: God's Relation to Creatures', God without Measure: Working Papers in 
Christian Theology (1; London: Bloomsbury T&T Clark, 2016b), 115-26 at 125. 
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of God, drawing on Pseudo-Dionysius and Aquinas, amongst others.452 Crito rejects the 

radically apophatic strictures found in the work of crucial figures in the development of 

classical theism, charging that they divest theistic Revelation of content, and undermine the 

force of natural theological proofs which depend on a positive characterisation of the claimed 

divine attributes. 

Crito, however, readily acknowledges that the adoption of some doctrine of analogical 

predication is of vital utility in articulating a developed account of predication of creaturely 

attributes to God. Crito notes that, etymologically, the term analogy derives from “a Greek 

word used by mathematicians to signify a similitude of proportions.” 

If one embraces the sort of theory of analogical predication commended by Berkeley’s Crito, 

then the problem of evil in its now standard contemporary sense remains very much a threat 

to the theist. Every analogy, of course, involves some measure of dis-analogy, and according to 

Crito’s theory of analogia proportionalis the dis-analogy between divine and human attributes 

arises (just) because the perfection-terms must be predicated of God in a manner “preserving a 

proportion to the infinite nature of God”.453 Thus, in Scholastic philosophy – from which a 

theory of analogia proportionalis may be derived – we may find a theory of analogical 

predication which neither entails nor is consonant with a strongly negative theological 

position.454
 

With respect to power and goodness, the analogy of proportionality will require that they are 

attributed to God and humans differently only insofar as the maximality of infinite proportion 

necessitates a gap between God and creatures. This gap is fundamentally, however, merely one 

of degree. Thus Berkeley has Crito admit that “God is a thinking intelligent being, in the same 

sense with other spirits; though not in the same imperfect manner or degree.”455
 

The caveat here placed on the likeness between God and creatures does have significant 

implications, insofar as the normal manner of signifying positive attributes, powers or qualities 

to persons entails some measure of limitation or imperfection. Crito therefore claims: “We 

believe that God executes vengeance without revenge, and is jealous without weakness, just as 

                                                      
452 George Berkeley, Alciphron, or, the Minute Philosopher: In Seven Dialogues: (1st American edn; New Haven: 
Sidney's Hress, for Increase Cooke & Co, 1803) at 4, 17-23. 
453 Ibid. 
454 For a contemporary account of analogical predication on which our knowledge of God is limited only by our 
incomplete knowledge of the instantiated divine attributes see Oppy, Describing Gods: An Investigation of 
Divine Attributes at 38-44. 
455 Berkeley, Alciphron, or, the Minute Philosopher: In Seven Dialogues: at 4, 22. 
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the mind of man sees without eyes, and apprehends without hands.”456
 

Even within the conceptual boundaries of modern anthropomorphising theism, then, our 

language about God is stretched. Thus even it might acquire an analogical character. We 

should clarify what we are seeking when we ask if there could be some ontological basis for an 

analogical semantic relation between predication of moral terms to creatures and to God. We 

are not seeking after what might be the respects in which despite the big gulf between the 

Creator and creatures, God and human beings might be the same. Instead, we are searching for 

some justification for our taking certain positive talk about the divine as good, kind, merciful, 

et cetera, to be signally less inadequate than their contraries. 

I would like to explain why and how I think some such justification may be available to the 

theist, particularly with an eye on how God’s goodness ought to be construed. Once I have done 

that, we may then proceed to assess the implications for the problem of evil. 

I think utterances like “God is good”, “God is merciful”, and “God is loving” are, to coin a 

slightly unusual phrase, “ineliminably doxological”. By this I mean not just to make the trivial 

observation that such utterances involve giving praise to God. What I want to suggest is that 

there is something broadly and intrinsically liturgical about these kinds of assertions about 

God in the context of a theistic “form of life”. 

There seems to be something about the ways in which God’s being good, kind, trustworthy, 

faithful, et cetera may be mentioned in theistic religious discourse which makes such talk 

function differently, very differently in fact, from talk about creatures. 

The phrase “God is good” occurs with notable infrequency in the biblical texts. It seems to me 

that one of the fundamental “grammatical” differences between “Daniel is good” and “God is 

good” is that it is very difficult to see how theists would have any occasion to say “God is good” 

except in the practice of prayer, or in the course of assuring a believer in distress. 

By contrast I may be impelled to say “Daniel is good” in order to recommend Daniel, 

depending on the conversational context, as a plumber, carpenter, thesis supervisor, 

archaeologist, actor, sculptor, or generally a good person to use as a confidant. Or else I may be 

wanting to praise his general moral character notwithstanding some previously mentioned 

personal foibles to be found in him. 

                                                      
456 Ibid, at 4, 24. 
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The difference does not consist just in God’s being, at times and at places and for certain 

people the only person in whom trust and reliance may be reposed. For, I may be living in a 

very small town, in which Daniel is the only plumber available. And if I hear in the main street 

that he is good, I will be very pleased: he will, I then have reason to believe, do a good job on 

the plumbing I need to have done. 

God’s goodness, however, is not determined by any particular functional use carved out 

specially for him: God’s role in the theist’s conceptual economy, plainly, is not that of a use. 

It should be apparent to anybody with even a superficial grasp of the contemporary literature 

on the problem of evil as ordinarily conceived in analytical philosophy of religion that it 

proceeds on the basis that God’s goodness is conceived of as being the same as the goodness of 

finite human agents, even if the divine situation is so different from the situation faced by any 

finite agent that morality’s concrete demands on God are quite special. 

Implicit within the affirmation of God’s moral agency is a conceptual premise about the nature 

of God’s agency and being.457 For it is an analytic truth that moral agency is a function of the 

possession and exercise of the necessary conditions for moral responsibility. 

Swinburne, then, seems to be begging the question against the classical theist when he says: 

If God's goodness were supposed to be other than moral goodness, then it 

might be no objection to his existence that there is pain and other 

suffering. But, despite the fact that some philosophical theologians have 

attempted to expound God's goodness in non-moral ways, it seems ... 

central to the whole tradition of the Christian (and other Western) religion 

that God is loving towards his creation and that involves his behaving in 

morally good ways towards it. There is no doubt more to loving someone 

than not kicking them in the teeth. But it does (barring special 

considerations) seem to involve at least not kicking them in the teeth. 

Western religion has always held that there is a deep problem about why 

there is pain and other suffering—which there would not be if God were 

not supposed to be morally good. Again, God is supposed to be in some 

way personal, and a personal being who was not morally good would not be 

                                                      
457 Cf. Aquinas, The "Summa Theologica" of St. Thomas Aquinas at I-II, q. 1, art. 3, co. 
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the great being God is supposed to be.458
 

The above quotation encapsulates many of the lines of response generally offered against the 

claim that God is not a moral agent. Firstly, Swinburne cannot comprehend that God’s love 

must be the sort of love, but without limitation, say, that the sort of love that Mother Teresa 

showed for the poor she worked for. More fundamentally, Swinburne takes it as a given that, as 

an agent, God must possess all the standard requisites for intentional agency to be found in 

ordinary free agents, except of course, corporeality and limitation; which, in contemporary 

analytical philosophy of religion, are often taken as inessential to agency, which in turn is 

conceived as the activity of ontologically irreducible agent-causality. 

It should be noted carefully how very distinguishable is the claim that God and his agency 

cannot properly be the subject of moral accountability from the assertion that moral 

commands exist only because of the sovereign will of a personal God. This latter position — 

defended by some recent analytical philosophers in the context of the elaboration and defence 

of the so-called Divine Command Theory of normative ethics — in fact enlarges the 

implications of the anthropomorphism of the theodicist’s concept of God so that it determines 

the whole of Normative Ethics. 

Rejecting any conception of God’s goodness as moral goodness — motivated, perhaps, by 

moral considerations illuminated by the Argument from Evil — will yield the result that the 

anthropomorphisms of theodicies no longer have pertinence to an elaborated account of God’s 

relation to evil. Eleonore Stump, perhaps unwittingly, illustrates just how anthropomorphism 

informs theodicy’s framework. Addressing what she takes to be the standard moral critique of 

theodicy, Stump likens the outrage of those who refuse, on ethical grounds, to countenance 

the possibility of theodicy to “avuncular Martians” who land on Earth and watch patients 

suffering while undergoing medical treatment and surgical procedures at a busy hospital. 

Lacking any elementary knowledge of anthropology, or of human biology, or of human 

medical practices, the Martians are scandalised by what they see medical practitioners doing to 

patients in their care. They might see the hospital as something of a torture chamber. 

[W]e could begin by presenting the Martian with biological information 

about some diseases to show him that a person who looks healthy can 

nonetheless be seriously sick, and then we could go on to other claims 

significant to the disagreement. In other words, we could argue through 

                                                      
458 Swinburne, Providence and the Problem of Evil at 7-8. 
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each claim that divides the Martian's view of the hospital from our own, in 

order to try to establish the truth of our position. 

But another thing we could do would be to describe for the Martian in 

great detail our own worldview and then let the Martian re-consider what 

he sees in the hospital in the light of this worldview.459 

Stump continues: “[T]he right of things between the Martian and his human interlocutors 

depends entirely on who has the correct version of the whole story in which the suffering of 

the patients is embedded; but, of course, that is a question which is not decidable by any 

amount of self-righteous scorn.” In Stump’s thought experiment, these Martians are passive 

observers. As if from a mountaintop, but heedless of anthropological facts, they assess events 

within the hospital from afar. 

The theodicist’s affirmation admits of construal in factual, descriptive terms: just as Stump’s 

Martians do not see the whole picture with respect to the brutality of the hospital, their view of 

how the actual world works really is objectively wrong given not only God’s perfect knowledge 

but also his intention and goal in creating. The Martians are in error, because their assessment 

of the contingencies and the exigencies giving rise to medical treatment is corrupted by an 

incomplete appreciation of the facts relevant to medical science and administration. And, we 

might say, the Martians will be remiss if they, from the outset, rule out the possibility of an 

understanding of anthropology and medicine which might render intelligible and justifiable, 

even commendable, the medical ministrations they witness. 

Stump disavows the “self-righteous scorn” exhibited by the opponent of theodicy, but I suspect 

the scorn in question need not be a sign of self-righteousness. Quite the contrary. Self-

righteous people suffer from an aggrandised sense of the importance of their own values and 

impressions. Self-righteousness seems to count as a moral vice simply because it squares ill 

with the humility and sensitivity to others which comes from recognising the essentially 

relational and social foundation of one’s existence. And, arguably, the opponent of theodicy 

who thinks that theodicists enter into morally unthinkable conceptual territory need not be 

motivated by hubris. 

Instead, he or she might reasonably insist that no matter what the facts of the matter are, and 

how detailed our appreciation of a particular worldview might be, such a worldview simply 
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cannot be sustainable, morally and practically, if one who subscribes to must accept that every 

evil has been tolerated, caused, or allowed for the sake of some greater purpose. 

Politicians and bureaucrats alike frequently complain that they are unjustly blamed for events 

and actions deemed by citizens to be unfavourable. Their hands, they say, are tied by virtue of 

the role legally or administratively allocated to them. Quite often, politicians, in particular, will 

defend their involvement in or oversight of the circumstances giving rise to such events on the 

basis that their specific legal or political functions did not extend so far as to provide an 

opportunity to prevent the unfortunate occurrence. Bureaucratic or administrative duties, we 

may say, are divided up to ensure that clear demarcations of responsibilities allow for optimal 

efficiency. And so it seems to me that Stump’s hospital scenario is perhaps not entirely 

apposite. The exculpation of God after which the theodicist seeks is much more akin to the 

justification of a very powerful CEO or head of government than of an overseer of a hospital 

department. 

If God is the same sort of being as we are, it looks as if God might in virtue of his omnipotence 

take the role of a cosmic CEO, insofar as literally anything that does occur in creation is 

subject to moral evaluation as a consequence of a putative divine act or omission. This makes 

God’s allowing of all the actual evils in the historical order of the world relevantly different 

from, and disanalogous to, for instance, discrete medical procedures being performed on the 

patients in a surgical ward. 

Linda Zagzebski writes: “If … we accept the traditional view of the creation according to which 

everything that occurs in the world is ultimately traceable to some motivation in God, it 

follows that ultimately everything that goes on in the world can be evaluatively justified 

because of its derivative connection with the motivations of a perfectly good being.”460 Provided 

that by “perfectly good being” one means “person who is a perfectly good moral agent”, 

Zagzebski is clearly right. Even if God has not directly willed or preordained everything that 

happens, still every event must be ultimately, by act or omission ascribable to the moral 

agency either of God or of one or more of his creatures. 

And it is in the light of this truth that the weakness of Stump’s thought experiment becomes 

apparent. Maybe some evils are such that their permission by God for the sake of a higher good 

known to him, for all we know, is justified. And our refusal to countenance a theodical 
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Religion, 39/3 (1996), 127-39 at 132. 
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justification of them might be analogous to the Martians’ protest. But can all the manifold evils 

of history in their particularity be fairly treated this way? Stump’s analogical thought 

experiment would have philosophical cachet only if the total set of all historical evils could be 

said to be possibly “for the best” just as the beneficial surgical procedures (we would say, with 

the requisite knowledge of medicine) are. Might all the evils that have ever been suffered in 

fact serve a morally justifying positive function in this way? Arguably, if there is a single 

proposition that breaches the limits imposed by any moral system deserving of the name, it is 

that every horrible event that has ever occurred may have been permitted and tolerated by a 

moral agent who retains his moral perfection. 

Perhaps, however, it could be responded that from the perspective of Heaven – where God and 

his saints reside –all the evils of history will be as insignificant (in comparison with what God 

has in store at the eschaton) as the medical procedures at which Stump’s Martians recoil. This 

might seem baffling or startling but, proponents of theodicies urge, intellectual credibility 

depends on openness to possibilities one finds initially baffling, appalling, or incredible. In the 

end, God can and will, theodicists may say, defeat every evil so that one’s participation in those 

evils could ultimately be not regretted. But, as D. Z. Phillips once said in response to defence of 

this sort of view by Stephen Davis, to say that (e.g.) the Holocaust will, because of the 

incommensurably greater good available there, no longer matter in the eschaton as to imply 

that amongst the effects of eschatological redemption of evil is “a dulling of the most 

elementary moral reactions to horrendous evils”.461 Phillips suggests that there is a logical 

tension between the attitudes that those who defend this sort of view have towards, for 

instance, the Holocaust, and the moral implications of the theory they advance. 

This response to the anti-theodicy position, then, on closer analysis exposes the level of 

theoretical abstraction involved in the very practice of theodicy. It looks as if the price of 

holding fast to a strictly univocal, anthropomorphising account of the meaning of the 

perfection terms predicated of God may be an implied commitment to a theoretical account of 

the nature and significance of evil in the world which differs markedly from ordinary moral 

intuition. Zagzebski’s own view is that an “agent-based” virtue ethical theory (on which what is 

morally right is determined by “inner traits of person – their virtues and vices, and on the 

components of virtues and vices, particularly motivations”)462 allows one to insist that God 

would not eliminate all evil and maximise good since “loving a person entails permitting him 
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to be a person, and the reason why one person loves another is independent of the goodness of 

the person loved and even of the goodness of the love itself.”463 So, “a perfectly good being 

would be willing to permit any amount of evil simply because loving persons is something 

good persons do and loving persons in such a radical way that any evil is permitted for the sake 

of their personhood is something a perfectly good being would do.”464
 

But I submit that most of us would think that a perfectly virtuous agent, especially one with 

untrammelled power over the whole Cosmos, would not be prepared to inflict literally any 

amount of evil on people for the sake of their personhood. Horrendous evils, after all, typically 

have the potential to destroy that meaningful individual existence we take to be the very 

essence of personhood.465
 

The possibility that respect for the personhood of other persons might require God to allow 

apparently indiscriminate evil is, however, one which I am prepared to grant to Zagzebski. 

Indeed, if intentional personal agency exercise for the sake of specific external ends is seen as 

the only model for divine purposive action, it may be that God himself logically must be held 

to be subject to some kind of privation, some limitation in being. If the idea of God’s simplicity 

— according to which no distinction between essence, attribute, and existence obtains — is to 

be rejected, this may be perfectly acceptable, for it might be then held that God must logically 

be a particular being with attributes. 

But insofar as God is involved in reciprocal relation to everything in the world, problems might 

arise. For, the goal-directedness of the actions of univocal personal agents involves co-

ordination of things under an agent’s control at the service of some goal. And, God’s 

providence would then, as Marilyn Adams was very keen to affirm in a literal sense, take the 

form of the organisation of Utopia.466 This, however, has extraordinary implications: even the 

Holocaust and some of the most brutal armed conflicts in human history, if they have occurred 

under God’s watch, must have fallen under God’s administrative scheme. The lesson we should 

take from this (though one which neither Adams nor Zagzebski will countenance) is that God’s 

goodness ought not to be thought of as strictly univocal with the goodness of intentional 

personal agents. 
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Making God and his goodness look too anthropomorphic and thus familiar might invite moral 

attitudes towards the suffering in the world which are anything but familiar. Yet if we are to 

avoid the snares of pernicious equivocity, we should look for an alternative, analogical, basis 

for predicating goodness of God. To this I shall now turn. 

An Analogical Basis for God’s Goodness and a New Problem of Evil 

It might be said that since God is the cause of and creator of everything, and hence of all 

goodness, God must be source of all moral goodness and virtue. It might also be said that such 

a causal relation might provide a sufficient basis for analogical predication to the divine of the 

terms we used to impute moral goodness to human beings, without the univocal attribution of 

moral qualities to God. 

At least when taken in isolation, however, this suggestion will not be adequate. Causal 

dependence will be sufficient to ground a properly analogical, rather than purely equivocal, 

semantic relation between talk of God and talk of creatures only if, as Aristotle thought, causes 

and effects necessarily resemble each other. And if the Aristotelian “like causes like” thesis is 

defensible (as I consider it is) then causal dependence will merely point to, rather than 

embody, a real analogical resemblance between God and creatures sufficient to ground the 

predication of moral terms analogically to God. The question would then remain: what is the 

similarity between God and creatures that does the trick, without bringing God down to the 

“level” of finite creatures and thus doing violence to the divine transcendence? 

Bishop and Perszyk, drawing on a suggestion in an earlier, unpublished, essay of mine, say: 

There is a general problem of evil counting against the existence of a God 

who brings salvation and enables our coming properly to terms with evil. 

Evil from which we desire to be ‘delivered’ is—or, at least, is experienced 

as—inherently dysteleological. That is to say, the very existence of such evil 

is naturally taken as indicating the absence of any ultimate or overall ‘well 

ordering’ that overcomes or ‘properly deals with’ it. This general 

dysteleological problem of evil applies—in different ways—to different 

conceptions of the God who saves from evil.467
 

Bishop and Perszyk treat (with special attention to their own preferred philosophical 

conception of the object of worship in the Christian tradition) of an Argument from Evil which 
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in an evidential, rather than a logical, formulation. In effect, their response to this argument is 

akin, structurally, to Rowe’s famous “indirect attack”, involving a “G. E. Moore shift”. They 

admit that without antecedent commitment to any religious tradition, and from a position of 

neutrality as to conceptions of the divine, the overall ordering of everything, even the disorder 

and sufferings of this world, might seem to be inherently unlikely. But they hold that, from the 

perspective of commitment to Christian faith that the power of love prevails even in the face of 

coming properly to terms with evil. 

The formulation whose explication is my purpose here is rather different from Bishop and 

Perszyk’s (which, in fact, is closer to the one I vaguely envisaged in my earlier essay). When I 

raised the possibility, in my earlier work, of a dysteleological problem of evil, I envisaged that 

such a problem could be articulated in many different ways, and to many contrasting 

dialectical ends. Of course, I do not intend to diminish the significance of Bishop and Perszyk’s 

point, inspired by earlier, more broadly directed, remark. What follows is merely my attempt 

to articulate a dysteleological problem of evil designed to focus on what I think is a very crucial 

aspect of any theistic worldview. 

The problem which I am here trying to articulate and appraise is best considered, I think, in 

connexion with John Hick’s treatment of what he calls a “dysteleological surplus” of evil. The 

problem that arises from such a surplus, involving the presence of utterly surd, purposeless 

evil: 

… consists in the fact that instead of serving a constructive purpose pain 

and misery seem to be distributed in random and meaningless ways, with 

the result that suffering is often undeserved and often falls upon men in 

amounts exceeding anything that could be rationally intended.468
 

Like Hick, I want to focus attention on a problem arising from this very fact. But, unlike Hick’s, 

the problem I am formulating does not pertain to the question of how a personal agent could 

rationally — and consistently with perfect moral goodness — intend the gratuitous excess of 

evil found in history. Rather, it relates to the threat that reality might be, so to speak, “carved 

up” into two spheres: one in which intrinsic purpose is operative, and another in which there is 

no inherent teleological causality. 

Calvin asks rhetorically: “[I]n regard to supernatural[ly caused] events, though these are 
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occurring every day, how few are there who ascribe them to the ruling providence of God— 

how many who imagine that they are casual results produced by the blind evolutions of the 

wheel of chance?”469 

Calvin’s point has more force, perhaps, in an age of post-Darwinian evolutionary theory and 

quantum mechanics. Scientific considerations aside, however, allegedly supernaturally caused 

events might be taken to be nothing but “causal results produced by the blind evolutions of the 

wheel of chance”, and just because instances of horrendous evil played out in the theatre of 

history seem to be entirely random, purely destructive, senseless, and futile. If the divine arm 

is at work throughout the operations of nature, the question arises of how so much pointless 

destruction could be wrought in the Cosmos. 

Let us cast our minds back to our second chapter, in which I treated of William Rowe’s 

evidential argument. I believe there are many reasons why Rowe’s formulation of the argument 

has proved so seminal. Firstly, Rowe’s reliance on a probabilistic or inductive inference in his 

argument from evil appeared to undermine defences of theism against the challenge posed by 

the problem of evil which relied entirely on logical consistency. Secondly, Rowe’s formulation 

of the “fawn in the forest fire” hypothetical example was carefully constructed so as to remove 

any causal contribution of human actions which could be attributed not to the causality of God 

but rather to the free will God has created human beings to exercise. 

However, in my view, there is a third feature of Rowe’s argument which accounts most 

importantly for its influence. Rowe’s formulation of the argument from evil strikes a particular 

nerve to which, I believe, virtually any reflective person is pre-theoretically sensitive. Events 

such as the hypothetical fawn’s ordeal, as well as the (real-life) brutal torture and rape of a 

young child by her mother’s boyfriend utilised in Rowe’s 1988 iteration of the argument, not to 

mention carnage-inducing tornadoes, tsunamis, and earthquakes seem to indicate a universe 

in which purposelessness, not purposiveness, suffuses physical reality at the most basic level 

and defaces its integrity. Carefully, Rowe focusses on types of evil which apparently signify and 

exemplify history at its most destructive of human and animal flourishing. 

Rowe’s focus was on an evidential presentation of a standard Argument from Evil against a 

standard theism on which God is a person: but I believe that his argument’s focus provides 

resources for the formulation of a deeper problem affecting theism under a broad range of 
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concepts of God. We may, I believe, here locate a problem of evil that strikes right at the heart 

of theism’s basic and pre-philosophical claim about the nature of reality. Events occur in the 

natural and historical order which seem in no way to conduce to the realisation of a telic, 

fulfilling good. 

Note carefully that the presence of an externally contrived or imposed teleology may be 

insufficient to discharge the threat posed by a dysteleological argument, as I conceive it. And 

hence, I think, we have the nub of a problem of evil whose prospective reach is far greater than 

the problems conventionally articulated by either logical or evidential versions of the standard 

argument from evil. 

The Comprehensiveness of Internal Teleology in Nature 

Consider this. In the aftermath of the 1755 Lisbon earthquake, the Christian community in 

Europe had to grapple with a fierce intellectual, spiritual, and theological crisis. Many of those 

who perished as a result of the earthquake had been trapped in the Lisbon Cathedral, where 

they were worshipping God at the moment the earthquake struck. 

Intellectuals devised, in the months and years following the Lisbon earthquake, a number of 

diverse philosophical and theological explanations of how God’s providence could be operating 

to bring about good purposes in the world, and yet, despite this, events such as the Lisbon 

earthquake could happen. These explanations cover approaches standard in the subsequent 

history of theodicy. What, I think, however, is notable is that they were all attempts to explain 

how God could be justified in pursuing some sort of “hands-off” approach: how God could be 

working to ensure that the universe obeys general standards of goodness, fitness and 

adequacy, while at the level of historical particularity nature could blindly exert its often 

capricious and destructive influence.470
 

Somebody wishing to purvey an argument from dysteleology, however, could strike at this 

point with a rather fierce dialectical blow. Consider Rousseau’s remark, made in the context of 

considering the crisis engendered by the Lisbon earthquake: 

It is to be believed that particular events are nothing in the eyes of the 

Master of the Universe; that his Providence is solely universal; that he is 

satisfied with preserving genera and species and with presiding over the 
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whole, without being disturbed at the manner in which each individual 

passes this short life.471
 

Rousseau, here, may be seen as conceding the point that purposive teleology is not to be seen 

as operating at the level of natural and historical particularity. And yet not just crucial 

doctrines of the theistic traditions but also the spiritual sensibility which is indigenous to them 

may be seen to depend on the notion of an immanent purpose and divine operation in nature, 

right down to the smallest detail of things. 

Here I wish to focus attention on a very important feature of such a response to a problem of 

evil. In effect, moves such as Rousseau’s have the effect of ring-fencing divine Providence. 

God’s creative and redemptive activity is confined to the establishment and preservation of the 

whole Cosmos and the categories of being. It does not extend to the physical or ontological 

‘level’ at which occur earthquakes, tsunamis, disfiguring injuries, life-shattering traumatic 

events. God might still be the one who redeems the whole Cosmos. But no divine “finality” is 

realised in the interstices of the ordinary operations of nature. 

Some religious believers who accepted Darwinian evolution in the wake of Darwin’s original 

discovery accepted that the theory occasioned an intellectual difficulty that was not merely the 

product of an over-literalistic reading of the Genesis creation account. What Darwinian 

evolutionary theory, in its earliest guises, seemed to threaten was something much more 

fundamental to the theistic way of looking at the world. Darwin showed us that the coming 

into being of the highest forms of sentient animal life, including human beings endowed with 

capacities for thought, reflection, creativity and industry, was brought about through a long 

and arduous process involving predation, decay, and physical antagonism. 

Darwin himself wrote to Asa Gray: 

I … own that I cannot see, as plainly as others do, & as I should wish to do, 

evidence of design & beneficence on all sides of us. There seems to me too 

much misery in the world. I cannot persuade myself that a beneficent & 

omnipotent God would have designedly created the Ichneumonidæ with 

the express intention of their feeding within the living bodies of 

caterpillars, or that a cat should play with mice. Not believing this, I 

see no necessity in the belief that the eye was expressly designed. On the 
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other hand I cannot anyhow be contented to view this wonderful universe 

& especially the nature of man, & to conclude that everything is the result 

of brute force. I am inclined to look at everything as resulting from 

designed laws, with the details, whether good or bad, left to the 

working out of what we may call chance. Not that this notion at all 

satisfies me. I feel most deeply that the whole subject is too profound for 

the human intellect. A dog might as well speculate on the mind of 

Newton.— Let each man hope & believe what he can.— 

Certainly I agree with you that my views are not at all necessarily atheistic. 

The lightning kills a man, whether a good one or bad one, owing to 

the excessively complex action of natural laws,—a child (who may 

turn out an idiot) is born by action of even more complex laws,—and 

I can see no reason, why a man, or other animal, may not have been 

aboriginally produced by other laws; & that all these laws may have 

been expressly designed by an omniscient Creator, who foresaw 

every future event & consequence. But the more I think the more 

bewildered I become …472
 

It is important to note that the “express design” which Darwin finds himself unable to accept 

very closely resembles the artifice involved in manufacture. And insofar as Darwin is prepared 

to contemplate the possibility of some kind of divine Providence, he imagines that God’s 

providence would extend to the imposition of physical laws providing the boundaries within 

which created physical systems operate, and that within those boundaries chance and 

randomness would prevail. 

Darwin, it seems, labours under the impression that divine action within nature must be 

patterned closely after the confection of an elaborate artefact by a manufacturing mind, whose 

operations are significantly similar to the work of a person who assembles all the parts and 

components in a machine. 

It was Descartes’s conviction that to consider that one might discover irreducibly teleological 

causes in nature is inherently hubristic. Knowledge of the intrinsic purposes of the Cosmos, 

according to Descartes, must surely be something that would reside only in the perfectly 
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simple intellectual being of the divine. Such understanding, Descartes maintains, could be 

attainable by finite human creatures only by the light of faith and the dispensation of 

revelation. To think otherwise, says Descartes, is to conceive of God far too 

anthropomorphically, “… as a sort of Superman, who thinks up such-and-such a scheme, and 

tries to realise it by such-and-such a means.”473
 

Now, crucially, Descartes does not in fact deny the presence of end-directedness within nature, 

nor that God acts as a final cause. His position, rather, is that if final causes are knowable by 

human beings by reason unaided by revelation, then God’s purposes would be closely tied up 

with the empirically observable behaviour of natural objects – since our scientific knowledge of 

the world proceeds from the empirically observable. 

It is of considerable interest, however, that traditional Aristotelian thought, while by no means 

anticipating Darwinian theory, accorded a central place in physical explanation to the 

contemporaneous processes of natural generation and corruption. Just as the generation of 

new forms of life arises, for Aristotle, from the fulfilment of potentiality contained in some 

already existing substance, so too do substances go out of being because of the destruction of 

an existing form which thereby occurs. And Darwinian evolutionary theory emphasises that 

certain character traits, which confer an advantage in terms of survival, have greater durability 

in biological history and thus there is, in and through the constant predation of evolution, a 

certain prevalence of advantageous attributes over disadvantageous ones. 

Extant notions of external purpose certainly admit of a reductive and allegorical construal 

within Darwinian theory, since it clearly dispenses with any need to invoke a designing 

Artificer. Nevertheless, conceptions of characteristic activity and intrinsic fittingness clearly do 

have their place, at least methodologically, in evolutionary biological explanation. And the 

priority of the advantageous which is central to Darwinian theory, I suggest, can be taken as a 

cue for the development and elaboration of a serious ontological point. I shall now elaborate. 

Evolutionary history contains much carnage. It also contains much wastage. The processes by 

which evolution issues in the development of higher species, including human beings, involve 

by definition decay, corruption, and disease. But it should be noticed that the decay and 

corruption which is the hallmark of the evolutionary process is hardly separable from the 
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growth in flourishing which accompanies it. A familiar point in some discussions of the 

problem of evil is that, when, for instance a lion devours a lamb, the lion is behaving like a 

perfectly good lion, it is performing its lion-functions very well. 

This seems to be a truism, but it does not seem to disarm the native feeling that nature, 

including the theatre of human history, of course, contains much which seems completely 

contrary to any kind of purpose. First, however, we should observe that if we are not focused 

on the kind of teleology which would be imposed on nature from without were there to exist a 

God who is a person and omnipotent, even biological events involving decay and predation 

may be thought to involve an internal teleology. And while it is a fact that the mutual 

discordant interaction of material objects necessarily involves frustration, decay and disorder, 

this may be seen in terms of the inherent conflict of proximate corruptible substances as they 

act according to nature. Aquinas makes the point pithily, in Aristotelian language, this way: 

From the point of view of the form of the effect, evil occurs accidentally 

because the privation of another form is the necessary concomitant of the 

presence of a given form. Thus, simultaneously with the generation of one 

thing there necessarily results the corruption of another thing. But this evil 

is not an evil of the product intended by the agent, but of another thing …474
 

To the problem of apparent purposelessness within nature, then, a feasible response may be 

made that at a certain level of description there is a teleology operating in the good proper to a 

subject. The disorder is identifiable at another, parasitic level. Thus Aquinas insists that good is 

causative of evil notwithstanding the plain reality of suffering and disorder: “Just as what is 

accidental on the part of the cause is reduced to, i.e. is referred to the per se cause, so what is 

accidental on the part of the effect is referred to the per se effect. But evil, since it is an accidental 

effect, is referred to the good, which is a per se effect, to which evil is joined.”475 

What is meant by a per se cause, roughly, is a cause that may be invoked on account of the sort 

of thing it is. Likewise, a per se effect is a causal effect that may be identified as an effect on 

account of the sort of thing it is. Causes and effects per accidens by contradistinction cannot 

be. One of Aquinas’s illustrative examples is a bit amusing: a builder might build a house 

whose occupants, on living in it, enjoy good fortune. The builder is a per se cause of the house, 

but only an accidental cause of its being a “lucky house”. There is no connection between the 
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builder and the fortunes of the house’s occupants: the builder does not explain the fortune.476 

(Aquinas, of course, was not superstitious.) Another (more arresting, ironical) example: a 

gravedigger finds treasure. Digging a grave is solemn and sadness-inducing. In no way is the 

incidental finding of treasure explained by the kind of activity grave-digging is, even if the 

digging of the grave results in the finding of treasure. Likewise, and as a universal rule, there is 

no intrinsic rational connection between goods and evils as their privations. So evils as 

privations are per accidens effects of goods which are their per se causes.477
 

Defence of this view of evil and disorder as parasitic on the good and the order would not 

depend necessarily on abstruse ontology: the theist’s affirmation that God has been revealed as 

the one through whom the good may ultimately triumph in the face of evil may be seen as a 

foundation for an affirmation of the priority, on a cosmic scale, of the good and of the 

flourishing of creatures. Generation and corruption represents a process at the heart of finite 

material being – a kind of being that is (exceedingly) good: the question is whether not only 

generation but regeneration of the broken and the vindication of the right may be upheld as a 

realised goal and outcome of the natural historical order. 

To bring about good in material being as a whole just is to bring about limitation and thus 

vulnerability to surd evil – but this, most emphatically, need not entail that evils themselves 

serve any purpose. Aquinas holds that every defect is contrary to the “particular nature” of a 

corrupt thing, by which it acts and preserves itself. But defect is a logically inexpungable aspect 

of “universal nature”, the entire order of the Cosmos.478
 

The response to the problem of apparent purposelessness, then, may be summed up in the 

following way. The realisation of the good for and in material reality, must involve limitation, 

and thus the mutual antagonism characteristic of the interaction of finite, material, corruptible 

things.479 A creation consisting only of angelic beings, we might say, would fail to realise the 

good as well as would a Cosmos containing corruptible, finite, evanescent, materially 

constituted things. (Angels, of course, play the role of messengers for the divine in the scheme 

of biblical revelation: one wonders what purpose they would have in a creation consisting only 
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of them.) 

It might seem that, thus conceived, the response to the dysteleological argument from evil I 

have tried to articulate is subject to weightier empirical objections. After all, surely it would 

seem that some particularly nasty kinds of suffering, such as the gravest psychological 

disturbances, could not be seen to possess any positive value at all. This, however, means that 

our attention must remain focussed on the topic of the notion that evil consists in a privation 

of the good as we consider these empirical objections. For, that classical notion implies 

precisely that evil consists in a kind of negation of value. Hence, our next (and final) chapter. 
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7 

AFTER THEODICY: EVIL AND DIVINE CAUSALITY 

 

Unravelling the Doctrine of Evil as Privation 

Robert Adams writes, intending to argue against the privation doctrine: 

No doubt privation of goodness often does constitute badness, but that is 

not an apt explanation of the nature of all badness. The idea of privation 

is too negative to cover such evils as extreme pain and malevolence. In 

these cases the evil is not just a matter of good that fails to exist or 

happen. The evil is also, and perhaps mainly, a matter of things that 

happen that shouldn't happen. Badness of the latter sort, I believe, 

consists in some sort of opposition (very broadly understood) to 

something that is good.480
 

Having stated that, he elaborates: 

Badness of this type can be a merely instrumental badness. The 

instrumentally bad causes loss of some good, or prevents or impedes the 

realization of a good, or tends to do so; its badness is constituted by its 

actual or likely effects. But there is also a more than instrumental 

badness that is opposed to the good. 

The deterioration or destruction of something good, for example, has a 

badness that must be understood in terms of the value of the good that is 

lost; and its badness is noninstrumental, for I am referring here to the 

badness of what happens to the good thing, and not to a badness of an 

act or other cause of that happening. It deserves emphasis that what 

is bad in these cases is specifically a deterioration or destruction, 

and not a mere general nonexistence, of a good.481
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It seems to me that nothing Adams says here conflicts with the classical privation doctrine, 

correctly interpreted. The very notion of a privation, as traditionally understood, imports a 

recognition that the privation constitutes an absence of a good which ought to be found in 

the subject, by nature. It is interesting to note that the defender of the privation doctrine as 

it is articulated in theistic tradition will wish to emphasise the very point which Adams 

apparently thinks militates against it. Just the nonexistence of a particular good, indeed, is 

not a privation. Privation denotes precisely a destruction or hampering of what is by nature 

proper to a subject. 

Richard Swinburne, too, fails to grasp this when he tells us: 

It seem[s] very implausible to claim that pain and other suffering, bad 

desires, and wicked acts are just an absence of some good—pain is not 

just an absence of pleasure, and wicked acts are not just the non- 

occurrence of good acts. It looks as if we can describe a world without 

pain or wickedness (even if it may lack certain other good states). I 

suspect that most writers in the privatio boni tradition were half-aware of 

this …482
 

But Aquinas’s distinctively Aristotelian inheritance, and the conceptual framework it 

bequeathed to him, allows him to situate the privative conception of evil in the context of a 

sharply purposive and positive view of nature. 

Badness, for Aristotle, consists in a certain failure of a thing to fulfil the characteristic 

function it is by its nature constituted to perform. And a thing’s intrinsic potentiality is by 

nature prior to any such failure. A pure and unqualified evil, therefore, could not exist at all, 

for, as Aquinas says, commenting on a remark in Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics: 

This is universally true of evil —if it were complete, it would destroy 

itself. It could not continue to exist in taking away the subject by which it 

must be sustained if it is to continue to be. What does not exist can 

hardly be called evil, because evil is a privation of good. But every being 

precisely as existing is good. Obviously then evil does not take away good 

entirely, but some particular good of which evil is a privation. In such a 

way blindness takes away sight but does not destroy the animal … 

                                                      
482 Swinburne, Providence and the Problem of Evil at 32. 



 

205  

Manifestly, then, evil cannot be complete because in so taking away the 

good entirely, it would destroy itself.483
 

The significance of the conceptual and metaphysical priority of the good over the bad cannot 

be overemphasised. And so the fact that privation of good is always founded in some good, 

so too privation of being is always founded in some real being. 

A privation, by definition, consists in the absence of a good due to a particular thing, in 

virtue of what that thing is. As Aristotle affirms, negation per se is just the absence of unity, 

while in privation there is a posited underlying nature of which the privation is predicated.484 

In no sense, does the sheer vacancy and senselessness of evil propitiously serve some kind of 

purpose. And, accordingly, the doctrine that all evil is privative necessarily implies in some 

sense the operation of a final causality within nature. In the Metaphysics, Aristotle says 

“privation is a kind of contradiction; for what suffers privation, either in general or in some 

determinate way, is either that which is quite incapable of having some attribute or that 

which, being of such a nature as to have it, has it not.”485
 

The idea of evil as privation is in my view best understood as a critique of ontology, rather 

than an ontology which eliminates significant chunks of what we pre-philosophically take to 

constitute reality. In the Zettel, Wittgenstein says that the “essential thing about 

metaphysics” is that it obliterates the difference between factual and conceptual 

investigations.486 In that spirit, I think the classical idea of evil as privative poses a challenge 

which can be expressed by way of a rhetorical question: “Why need recognition of the reality 

of evil involve its reification?” 

Aquinas explicitly conceives of evil-as-privation as an intellectual concretion, a “being of 

reason” which, because of the logical and not ontological character of negation, does not 

have any mind-independent reality. Evil for Aquinas is in things. But it is not anything real, 

even if it is apprehended as something by the intellect. Even to be apprehended and thus 

called a being of reason, is good; for to be able to be found and recognised indicates 
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goodness.487
 

That the notion of a being of reason pertains to our conceptual framework, rather than the 

objective structure of reality as capable of hypostasisation should be apparent from the 

following remarks in his Commentary on Aristotle's Metaphysics: 

The expression “being of reason” is applied properly to those notions 

which reason derives from the objects it considers, for example, the 

notions of genus, species and the like, which are not found in reality but 

are a natural result of the consideration of reason. And this kind of being, 

i.e, being of reason, constitutes the proper subject of logic.488
 

Talk of evil as a being of reason, ens rationis, might raise the hackles of contemporary 

readers. It might look as if what is being asserted is that, e.g, illnesses or disabilities are just 

intellectual or social constructs. This would, however, be a mistaken interpretation of 

Aquinas. He states: “The qualified truth (veritas secundum quid) which belongs to negations 

and defects is reducible to that unqualified truth which is in the intellect and from God. 

Consequently, the truth of defects is from God, although the defects themselves are not from 

Him.”489 What distinguishes privation from simple negation490 for Aquinas is that “in the case 

of privation there is a determinate nature or substance of which the privation is predicated; 

for not everything that does not have sight can be said to be blind, but only that which is 

naturally fitted to have sight.”491 And that subject certainly “ … is indeed deprived or despoiled 

of a good that should exist in it.”492 This means that “ … we cannot understand a .. privation 

unless we first understand what is .. lacking.”493 And as a general principle, the lack involved 

in privation of the good is the absence of that good which God creates in things and which is 

proper to them. 

So, what began as a means of safeguarding the orthodox Christian affirmation of the 

goodness of creation against dualist heresy becomes a means to a defence of the very notion 

of Creation. Evil does not consist in substance, but what it does consist in reveals the world 

                                                      
487 Aquinas, On Evil at q. 1, art. 1, ad. 20. 
488 Aquinas, Commentary on the Metaphysics of Aristotle at lib. 4, lect. 4, n. 5. 
489 Aquinas, The Disputed Questions on Truth at q. 1, art. 8, ad. 6. 
490 For interesting discussion see Rosamond Kent Sprague, 'Negation and Evil', Philosophy and 
Phenomenological Research, 11/4 (1951), 561-67. 
491 Aquinas, Commentary on the Metaphysics of Aristotle at lib. 14, lect. 15, n. 719. 
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as ordered towards the bringing about of the fulfilment of created things through sharing in 

the divine life. And this, in turn, then involves clarification of how revealed theology invokes 

and utilises the whole matrix of basic axiological and ontological notions: goodness, being, 

contingency, etc. Being is affirmed as good, since every created substance reflects in its own 

distinctive way the creative activity of God by which all contingent things are sustained in 

being. Rowan Williams, in a recent book-length study of Augustine (revealing a historical 

deftness and scholarly acumen likely to startle even those who come to it with a great 

respect for its author) has made an important observation about Augustine’s account of evil 

as privation. He points out that full appreciation of the force and depth of the account 

requires situating it in the context of a pattern by which all created agency participates in the 

divine agency. Evil as privation is “the harmonious outworking of finite agency united with 

infinite creativity”.494 Williams points out that, for Augustine and the classical tradition 

generally, evil is possible because such a harmony is enacted within the temporal and 

changing historical order. This means that contingencies result in the collision of and 

specific conflict between finite agencies.495 And what results, Williams further emphasises, is 

not a generalised malfunction but the failure, because of these contingencies and this 

conflict of a specific thing to flourish, and thus a restriction in a thing’s being in the harmony 

which is God’s life. 

Thus, Augustine’s beautiful statement in the Confessions: 

[Y]ou have made all good things, and that there are absolutely no 

substances that you have not made. I saw too that you have not made all 

things equal. They all exist because they are severally good but 

collectively very good, for our God has made all things exceedingly good. 

496 

Evil, then, may not be a substance. But it might be nonetheless taken to be a positive and 

very weighty reality, from the perspective of felt experience. And so, we might think, 

Augustine’s position might be consistent with an attractive account of the goodness of 

substances but not the nature of evil as sufferers encounter it personally. Might the privation 

doctrine in its classical, unattenuated form here founder? 
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An Important Objection: Suffering as a Positive Phenomenal Force and the Case of 

Mental Illness 

One might, in an effort to defend a privative account, try to distinguish ontological from 

phenomenological accounts of suffering. I think, however, that while such a distinction may 

be motivated by proper appreciation of the nature of the notion of evil as privation, the 

suggested differentiation misses the mark. 

Internal pain and suffering, however, seem all too positive in their felt harshness. Such 

considerations, in fact, led Malebranche to hold that the privation doctrine applied only to 

evil “external to us” that are not “modes” of our experience.497 Malebranche, it appears, 

thought that he could have his cake and eat it too. On the one hand he circumscribes the 

applicability of the doctrine. On the other, he thinks that ultimately even our attempts to 

avoid e.g. pain involve some kind of orientation to the good, so that his position allows some 

to say that all evil is privative, without equivocation.498 I do not consider, however, that 

internal felt suffering may be consistently bracketed out in this way: it seems too 

fundamental a part of the reality of suffering to be treated in this (somewhat marginal) way 

without compromising the universal applicability of the privative account of evil. 

One might, I suppose, say instead that evil is caused by a deficiency, but disagree with the 

privation theorist about the character of evils themselves. One would then insist that evils 

must be taken to be real in a very positive sense. The horror of some of the greatest 

sufferings does not impose itself as just an absence, but as sheer terror. On a phenomenal 

level, one might think that evil is precisely what imposes itself as a shocking, disabling force 

– it is presumably on these grounds that Schopenhauer held that “Evil is just what is positive: 

it makes its own existence felt.”499
 

I shall now consider this objection from phenomenal force with an eye on the case of mental 

illness as difficult to understand in privative terms. Mental illness seems to be a 
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paradigmatic category of evils with a very powerful positive force, on the level of felt 

experience. It seems that if we want to focus on evils which the privation doctrine will not be 

able to accommodate, we should likely focus on psychiatric disturbances. This is what Mark 

Robson has done through his thoughtful recent attack on the classical privatio boni 

doctrine.500 He raises the condition of clinical depression as an example of a very great evil. 

Robson argues that the evil of depression consists in its phenomenology. The horrific felt 

experience of depression, its ability to engulf a sufferer’s day-to-day existence, rendering it a 

constant ordeal, is all too substantial. The evil of depression is much greater than a mere lack 

of enjoyment of goodness, and it could not credibly be thought of as such. 

In a response to Robson, Brian Davies says “When trying to cure depression we are aiming to 

restore people to a good human state that they do not currently enjoy, to give them what 

they lack as human beings (even if the lack here amounts to them being in the grip of what 

is perfectly real and subject to causal explanation).”501
 

I do not believe this rejoinder from Davies adequately addresses the gravamen of Robson’s 

objection. Indubitably, Davies’s point must be granted, as far as it goes. However, much 

more needs saying if we are properly to address Robson’s objection. For, as Marc Corlett 

observes, “Like disproportionate pain, mental illness seems to be something more than a 

lack of well-being. If it is something more than well-being, privative theory needs to explain 

what it is that belongs to the nature of human beings that someone is deprived of in the case 

of mental illnesses.” 502It seems that mental illnesses, from the perspective of the sufferer, 

certainly do remove the capacity for the enjoyment of goods that are fundamental to human 

flourishing, but the sheer torment they can visit upon those who suffer them seems to defy 

categorisation in simply privative terms. But, here, it is worthwhile reflecting on Herbert 

McCabe’s point, advanced in the course of defending the classical privative account of evil: 

Although evil is real in the sense that ‘This is bad” or ‘This is an evil” 

frequently make true statements … we must not be misled by their 

grammatical form into supposing that evil is a sort of stuff, or that it is a 

special property that some things have. Grammatically the sentences are 

similar to ‘This is yellow’ and ‘This is an orange’, but a little thought 
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shows us how different they are from this. When we say that George’s 

condition is on the one hand cancerous and on the other hand evil, we 

do not assert that he is suffering from two ailments side by side, as 

though we had said that he had both cancer and a cold in the head. To 

say that something is evil is to point to a lack of something that should 

be there; not a lack in the physiological sense – in fact, physiologically, to 

have cancer is to have too much rather than too little — but a lack of 

that health, wholeness, goodness or integrity that is due to the thing.503
 

For McCabe, those who imagine that evil consists in something positive go astray insofar as 

they are illicitly infer from the grammatical form and structure of positive statements about 

evils some conclusion about the ontological status of evil. I shall now try to explain why I 

think that even the objection concerning mental illness against a privative view of evil 

commits such an illicit inference. 

The apparently positive reality of evil may be affirmed consistently with the evil-as-privation 

doctrine if the nature of a privation, as distinct from a mere absence, is properly 

characterised. In this vein McCabe states: 

The importance … of the difference between merely accidental 

characteristics and properties, is that the lack of the former is a mere 

negative fact about things, whereas the absence of a property is a 

deprivation, and it is this that is evil. 

It is the notion of deprivation that enables us to explain how it is that evil 

is both an absence and a reality.504
 

How might this differentiation bear on the issue of whether an adequate privative account of 

the evil of mental illness is available? The practice of psychopharmacology itself is premised 

on the idea that the introduction of certain chemical substances into a patient’s body will 

initiate a neurochemical response which counteracts and ameliorates the aberrant 

neurophysiological behaviour which manifests as psychiatric illness. Such an aberrant 

neurochemical state is itself a neural and biological response to a complex matrix of 
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“stressors”. 

That this is so serves as empirical confirmation of a point which should be derivable from 

conceptual analysis: that, in no way does the sheer gratuity of the horrendous suffering such 

conditions visit upon those who must endure them entail that they do not under any 

description possess any kind of purposive function, I would like to point out that in the case 

of psychiatric illnesses this applies even to afflictions such as severe depression, or 

schizoaffective disorder. Psychiatric illnesses, after all, are associated with definite 

aetiological factors. Mental illness is caused by a complex matrix of biological vulnerabilities, 

psychosocial stressors, and difficulties in interpersonal relationships. Broadly construed, 

psychiatric illness represents the human mental system’s attempt to adapt to circumstances 

which are too much for it to deal with. Medical abnormalities come about because of the 

body’s inbuilt tendencies to counteract external pressures which may threaten its function. 

Anaphylaxis is a great evil – though it comes about through an unfortunately overactive 

immune system doing “its thing” in the face of a certain allergen. Pain fulfils a biologically 

vital somatic function. Now, this is overtly teleological talk – but for the time being we need 

not concern ourselves with how to construe such teleological language (familiar in biological 

talk) about the function of organisms, for instance, with whether they should be given a 

reductive and anti-realist construal, or whether organisms should be held to exercise 

irreducible final causal powers. We may content ourselves with observing that unless we are 

substance dualists, mental illnesses, insofar as they affect the functioning of the human 

person as a psychophysical unity, must likewise emerge as the body’s defence mechanism 

against external and perhaps internal stressors and with consequences that are even worse 

than the illness. 

I have just invoked an anti-dualist view of the human person in order to respond to an 

objection to the privative account of evil. This may indicate a deeper convergence between 

the defence of this objection and the position taken by the mind-body dualist. One of the 

greatest contributions to philosophy found in Ryle’s The Concept of Mind must be the 

elaboration and exemplification he offers of the notion of a category mistake. Ryle thought 

that to take the mind as a substance, a hypostasised entity, a “ghost in the machine”, 

exercising agency alongside the body with which it is fused, was to represent “facts of mental 

life as if they belonged to one logical type or category (or range of types or categories), when 



 

212  

they actually belong to another.”505
 

Thus (says Ryle) the dualist commits a category mistake. The dualist’s mistake was on a 

logical par, in Ryle’s view, with the person who, watching a game of cricket for the first time 

and learning of the functions ascribed to bowlers, batsmen, fielders, scorers and umpires, 

then asks quizzically where is the person who “contributes the famous element of team-

spirit”. Or, to use an example close to an academic’s home, if I am introduced to the 

University, and learn of and become acquainted with its constituent departments, libraries, 

administrative offices, and so on, and then ask where is the University, I have made the basic 

conceptual error of assuming that the University (spoken of as a substantive) is an item 

existing alongside all these various places and facilities which comprise it. 

Just as it is a conceptual mistake to seek out the item or items on the cricket pitch whose 

metier is the injection of team-spirit, so too is it a mistake to imagine that the University may 

be identified in the same way as its music library, or its medical faculty, may be. 

Though mental illness clearly may and, in many contexts, must, be spoken of and assessed in 

positive terms, I believe it is just such a “category mistake” to identify any evil, including a 

mental illness, as a “something”. In the same way that McCabe observes how cancer is 

plainly not “a lack in the physiological sense”, but a “lack of something that should be there” 

so too can we agree that a mental illness does not amount to “a lack in the psychiatric or 

psychological sense”. But rather, to borrow McCabe’s phase again, it amounts to “a lack of 

that health, wholeness, goodness or integrity that is due to the” sufferer. The resultant 

account of the evil of mental illnesses as privative (and not as a positive reality), then, 

certainly does not brush off or minimise the terror they visit upon sufferers. 

I anticipate, however, a vitally important objection. Just as it may be a mistake to think of 

evil as a hypostatic or substantial entity, to be accounted for as a positive reality, so too, it 

might be argued, good is found exemplified in and through various good things, and not as a 

substance in its own right. This is A. M. Weisberger’s chief objection to the doctrine. She 

writes: 

Though it is true that we do not find evil existing in itself in the world … 

it is also true of pleasure and happiness (which are goods) in general. 

Although it seems that the privation theorist is correct in claiming that 
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evil cannot be self-subsistent … to be consistent, it should be noticed that 

neither is pleasure nor good self-subsistent.506
 

This objection may be clearly contrasted with the more familiar rejoinder to the doctrine of 

evil as privation which, I have argued, illicitly equates privation with mere absence or 

negation. The claim here is not that evil has a reality beyond the mere absence of something. 

Rather the claim is that evil does not subsist in a pure hypostatic form (and neither, we 

should add, does good.). 

We should, I think, grant to Weisberger this much: she, unlike most objectors to the 

doctrine, appreciates that the thrust of the classical doctrine she wishes to refute is that, in 

effect, the reification of evil amounts to a serious category mistake. However, Weisberger 

neglects the deeply teleological outlook on created reality presupposed by the doctrine. 

If that outlook be admitted, at least as one to take as a “live option” for the reflective 

believer, then this posited symmetry between goods and evils will not be pertinent to the 

claim, when properly construed, that evil consists in privation. And the core claim of the 

privatio boni tradition is not a claim that evil is fictional, nor is it a claim about the 

distribution of evil. It is, rather, the conviction that evil does not consist in any entity but 

rather in the radical deficiency identifiable in a good thing. 

Anselm (in the persona of the Teacher in dialogue with his student) articulates the doctrine 

thus: 

It is in this way that ‘evil’ and ‘nothing’ signify things, that is, what is 

signified is not something in reality but only in grammatical form. 

‘Nothing’ signifies simply non-being or the lack of all that is real. And evil 

is only non-good or the absence of good where good ought to be 

found. But that which is only an absence of reality is certainly not real. 

Hence evil in truth is nothing and nothing is not real, and yet in a way 

evil and nothing are something because we speak of them as if they were 

real …507
 

The crux of the privation doctrine is not just that evils do not exist as self-subsistent entities. 
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Rather, it is that evil consists in the absence of good particularly where the good of a 

thing ought by nature to be found. This point makes all the difference. 

We would do well at this point to consider what is prima facie a puzzling feature of the 

theistic traditions. The theistic traditions proclaim that the very One who is the creator of 

everything, source of this universe with all its multifarious pain, suffering, and disorder is at 

once the One in whom alone its full redemption may be found. Isaiah’s God confesses to 

making peace and creating evil508 – if this dual activity was owned up to by an ordinary 

personal agent, we would not know what to make of him. 

The standard theodicist’s reply, as we have seen, is to accentuate the big difference between 

God’s job as creator and ruler of the whole universe, and any position occupied by a finite 

person in a position of authority. The philosophical error lurking behind the Argument from 

Evil, so the proponent of theodicy will say, is a much-too-quick inference from a judgement 

of the moral situation facing a person superintending a particular individual group and his, 

her, or their surroundings, and the unique moral circumstances of the one who is Creator, 

Organiser, and Redeemer of the whole Cosmos. 

Gareth Moore makes a revealing point in this regard. He refers to Antony Flew’s notorious 

“falsification challenge”: 

Now it often seems to people who are not religious as if there was no 

conceivable event or series of events the occurrence of which would be 

admitted by sophisticated religious people to be a sufficient reason for 

conceding ‘there wasn’t a God after all’ or ‘God does not really love us 

then.’ Someone tells us that God loves us as a father loves his children. 

We are reassured. But then we see a child dying of inoperable cancer of 

the throat … Some qualification is made — God’s love is “not merely 

human love” … perhaps — and we realise that such suffering are quite 

compatible with the truth of the assertion that “God loves us as a father 

…” We are reassured again … I therefore put … the simple central 

questions, “What would have to occur or to have occurred to constitute 

for you a disproof of the love of, or the existence of, God?”509
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Moore observes that, on Flew’s understanding of what it is to say that God loves us, it would 

be not only awkward but singularly offensive to comfort a person enduring enormous 

suffering, say, a young child’s terminal cancer, with the reassurance of divine love. The 

lesson we should take from that, Moore says, is that Flew has badly misunderstood the role 

talk of God’s love plays in the life of a theistic religious community.510 Prayers, liturgies, and 

spiritual texts do seem to oscillate between praising and thanking God for his many blessings 

over us, and praying for salvation and redemption of those who have undergone, or are 

undergoing, great suffering. Does this, however, advertise a mistake within the sort of 

understanding of religious language and practice exhibited by Flew, or, rather a sheer 

contradiction within theism? 

It seems to be implicit in much religious practice that God, literally, “makes peace and 

creates evil”. This need not amount, however, to God’s authorising each evil for some “higher 

purpose”: precisely in the natural fulfilment of each thing, the theist may say, do we find in 

the spatial and temporal dimensions the eternal God’s action. There may be available some 

other account of God’s creation of evil. A worthy account, I believe, may be found in 

Maimonides, who writes: 

[T]he creation took place from nothing. Only in this sense can non-

existence be said to be produced by a certain action of an agent … 

… 

[I]t must be admitted as a fact that it cannot be said of God that He 

directly creates evil, or He has the direct intention to produce evil: this is 

impossible. His works are all perfectly good. He only produces existence, 

and all existence is good … He creates evil only in so far as He produces 

the corporeal element such as it actually is: it is always connected with 

negatives, and is on that account the source of all destruction and all 

evil.511
 

The alternation of generation and corruption, of action and passion, the mutual interaction 

of things, come about because of the causality of God, by which all things have the goodness 

proper to them. So, evil consists in the caliginous absence of due good and as such has no 
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positive reality to be caused – but insofar as it consists in deficiency of being, it falls under 

the scope of God’s causality. And the purposive and creative tendencies within each 

corporeal thing, the theist will want to say, reveal and actualise God’s goodness even in the 

face of suffering. 

Evil as a Per Accidens Causal Effect 

Hence, we see in the natural world a constant interweaving of order and disorder, generation 

and corruption, wholeness and fragmentation. Far from diminishing or “papering over” the 

horrendous felt reality of grievous suffering, the doctrine that evil consists in privation of the 

good in fact accentuates its scandal. Evil consists not in substance but in sheer loss, absence, 

emptiness. As such, it cannot be a causal effect of the good, except, per accidens, because of 

the defect of some principle of action. Let us now examine how a theistic view of God as 

unrestrictedly provident and evil as accidental and privative may be feasible. We shall do so 

by contrast with an account of God’s agency as that of a superintending person. 

The contemporary English comedian and actor, Stephen Fry, is an outspoken atheist. And in 

one interview, Fry was asked what he would say to God if, contrary to Fry’s present disbelief, 

“it all turned out to be true” and he found himself, post-mortem, face-to-face with his 

Creator. Fry’s response came without hesitation: 

Bone cancer in children? What’s that about? How dare you! How dare 

you create a world that has such misery that is not our fault. It is not 

right. It is utterly, utterly evil. Why should I respect a capricious, mean-

minded, stupid God who creates a world that is full of injustice and 

pain?512
 

In response, the theist, on the account I am trying to develop, can, and should, agree with 

Fry on many fronts. Disfiguring, life-threatening cancer in innocent children is not, and 

cannot be, “about” anything. It is utterly devoid of positive reality, and hence of meaning and 

purpose. And it cannot be taken to be “right”. 

Shane Clifton’s research interests have in recent years taken a decisive new turn, after the 

Australian Christian theologian was able to return to academic work following a catastrophic 

spinal cord injury. He has begun to explore the understanding possible within Christian faith 
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of life-threatening suffering and significant disabilities. And he summarises his thinking in 

this way: 

In response to the question, Why me, God?, I have come to the view that 

the only reasonable answer is that injuries such as mine are a part of 

what it is to be a creature of the earth. In the midst of the experience of 

suffering, the search for a deeper explanation will inevitably fall short, 

since it is difficult to see how the challenge of quadriplegia (or cerebral 

palsy, or any disability or ongoing experience of suffering, loss, and grief) 

can be imagined to be worth the subsequent benefits that might accrue, 

however many they might be. I am a quadriplegic, because to be human 

is to be subject to the vulnerabilities of finite life. It is this contingent 

finitude, inherent to the cycles of cosmic and quantum physics and the 

evolutionary processes of biological life and death, that gives rise to the 

wonders of creation, including the emergence of the human species in 

general and my personal consciousness in particular.513
 

Notice that, on Stephen Fry’s implicit understanding of what it would be for God to be 

creator of the world, it would be acceptable to say that a young child has bone cancer 

because “to be human is to be subject to the vulnerabilities of finite life” only if God does not 

exist. For, the existence of God would involve the existence of one who set up the world by 

will and intention, according to some blueprint, perhaps inaccessible to us, and on which 

everything that happens would be caused or tolerated by God for the sake of some higher 

end. Clifton’s conclusion that significant, life-shattering disability and injury is itself 

meaningless will not be congruent with theism, then, unless some clearly alternative 

conception of divine providence is available. I am convinced that the key to the elaboration 

of such a conception of divine Providence rests on an ineliminably teleological account of 

God’s relation to the un-actualised possible. Let me elaborate. 

Whether one is establishing a new school or constructing a new house, forming a new 

charitable trust or creating a new lake, the project of establishing a new artefact, institution, 

or construction involves some kind of blueprint or vision (initially rather nebulous, perhaps, 

but increasingly specific as one draws towards execution of one’s plan) of a goal, and the 
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‘know-how’, physical resources, and technical skill requisite for the completion of the task at 

hand. And oversight of the construction of a tower, or the formation of a cricket club, 

involves careful coordination of personnel and resources in accordance with one’s 

knowledge of how certain possible actions might or might not conduce to the fulfilment of 

the plan. 

The foundation of one’s conception of what it would be for God to create the universe on the 

process of creation or formation of something new by human beings leads, it seems to me, to 

the understanding of the relation between God and the goods and evils in the world reflected 

in Fry’s remarks. Likewise, the practice of theodicy can then be conceived as an attempt to 

show that, in fact, God’s ‘putting-together’ of the world and its historical order, with all its 

attendant evils and sufferings, is or could well be consistent with the executive oversight and 

planning of a creator perfect in personal goodness and power. 

Just as the notion of divine purposive activity in nature, in the hands of the intellectual 

giants of modern Europe, was taken to be tantamount with something akin to administrative 

efficiency, so too was the concept of a natural end reduced to and assimilated with the 

“efficiency” of a mechanistic relation between means and end. 

I have earlier mentioned that philosophers and scientists of the European Renaissance, those 

following in their footsteps, by and large deprecated the concept of irreducible final causality 

in nature. Final causes, as they had been invoked in Aristotelian science, were seen as bereft 

of explanatory virtue and unable to be accommodated within the emerging modern scientific 

picture of the world. 

In a famous quip, Francis Bacon said that the quest for final causes in nature was as fruitful 

as a virgin consecrated to God. Perhaps some might say that this quip rather illustrates the 

weakness in the attitude Bacon expresses. The whole intent, arguably, of consecrated 

religious life is spiritual fruitfulness in the absence of romantic relationships and procreative 

activity: and what if the concept of final cause might be useless for explaining how this or 

that object comes into being, but vitally important in the expression and delineation of that 

unique existential relation which is that of manifold creatures to the one undifferentiated act 

of love who is God? 

But let us put this point, at least directly and in the interim, to one side. Let us (very briefly) 

consider why the emerging scientific viewpoint arising out of the work of such prodigious 
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geniuses as Newton, Galileo, Kepler, and Boyle seemed to make redundant the postulation of 

intrinsic final causality in nature. In its place was developed a view on which any teleological 

causality would be imposed from without. And, hence, God’s external causal involvement 

and oversight would impose meaning on all events. Evils could then not be per accidens 

causal effects of the goods per se caused by God but rather would be brought about in order 

to bring about a greater good. I shall now say some more about the contrast between the 

modern anthropomorphic picture of creation and a more traditional, classical picture of an 

intrinsic teleology and a transcendent, perfectly actual Creator.  

Modern astronomy, biology, and cognate sciences yielded a picture on which the universe 

operates mechanistically. Constituent components of a mechanistic system do not possess 

any causal character or influence that needs to be ascribed to the role played by the 

component in any overall whole: a mechanistic system works effectively simply in virtue of 

the interlocking harmony of the properly functioning machine. By contrast, classical, 

Aristotelian, intrinsic teleology ascribes a functional activity to every particular matter-form 

composite according to its form. For Aristotle, form represents the definition of essence, and 

its genera514 rather than a Platonic hypostatisation. And on Aristotle’s account the definition 

of a thing’s essence and its genera will coincide with its purpose. 

Scientific analysis of how things work, however, given the conception of the laws of nature as 

nomic regularities which seemed to be suggested by the practice of early modern science, 

will not profit from antecedent accounts of the purposes of things. Understanding of how 

things operate in nature, rather, will proceed from empirical observation of the law-like 

regularities which obtain between spatiotemporally connected natural phenomena. Such a 

view – famously championed by Hume – dovetails particularly well with awareness of the 

microphysical constitution of things – and with modern mechanistic physics. 

We have seen earlier how very different is the account of efficient causality which Aquinas 

derives from Aristotle from the modern (mechanistic) account customarily assumed today. 

As understood standardly in scholastic philosophy, an efficient cause initiates change in the 

thing by means of the actualisation of hitherto latent potentiality. Completely absent in, for 

instance, the work of Aquinas is the notion of an efficient cause as contributing mechanistic 

force attraction to the relation between two or more spatiotemporally contiguous objects. 

                                                      
514 Aristotle, Physics, ed. Jonathan Barnes, trans. R. P. Hardie and R. K. Gaye (The Complete Works of Aristotle: 
The Revised Oxford Translation, 1; Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1984a) at 194b27-28, p. 332. 
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Instead, the notion of a causa efficiens is associated with the bringing about of what is 

potential in a thing, according to its nature. 

Motion (motus) which is the effect of an efficient cause as Aquinas conceives it has a far 

broader referent than mechanistic locomotion: it is wrong to construe Aquinas’s “First Way” 

as an argument from the impossibility of an infinite regress of objects subject to and 

responsible for local motion across a spatial plane in temporal contiguity.515 By significant 

contrast, motus includes in its definition any kind of natural change. Correspondingly, 

Aquinas’s notion of efficient causality is a broad one. And it exhibits an important co-

dependence between final and efficient causes. What makes actual (“brings something from 

potency to act”) does so only for some purpose, and no purpose can be effective (pun 

intended!) unless some change is made actual in fulfilling it. 

Explanation of a thing’s actions in terms of its natural purpose is therefore fundamental to 

all causal explanation, on Aquinas’s account. Sadly, however, many members of the 

philosophical commentariat confuse the (modern) idea of efficient causality with mediaeval 

doctrines. T. L. Short exemplifies the confusion thus: 

Aristotle’s ‘‘Christianised followers’’ … limited the role of final causality so 

as to make a place for a creator God - i.e., a supreme efficient cause. 

Aquinas, for example, restricted the influence of final causes to eliciting 

desire in conscious agents … [B]y restricting final causation to that kind 

of influence alone, which is not Aristotelian, Aquinas was able to take the 

appearance of finality in unthinking nature as a proof that a divine 

intelligence had created it – i.e., by efficient causation.516
 

As an exposition of Aquinas, this could hardly be worse. Aquinas’s emphasis on the primacy 

of final causality in causal explanation of the action both of natural things and voluntary 

agents (the end, he frequently said, is the cause of causes), and his conception of efficient 

causality — itself very Aristotelian — as the unleashing of hitherto un-actualised potentiality 

so as to realise an end, involves no restriction at all on final causality. 

And even as brilliant and astute a philosopher and historian as Collingwood makes the 

                                                      
515 William H Brenner, 'Aquinas’ “First Way”: An Exposition and Wittgensteinian Assessment', New Blackfriars, 
98/1075 (2017), 285-93. 
516 T.L. Short, 'Darwin's Concept of Final Cause: Neither New nor Trivial', Biology and Philosophy, 17/3 (June 
01 2002), 323-40 at 328, n.4. 
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following (startling) claim about God’s causal involvement in the world on mediaeval 

accounts: 

[I]n medieval thought, the complete opposition between the objective 

purpose of God and the subjective purpose of man, so conceived that 

God's purpose appears as the imposition of a certain objective plan upon 

history … leads inevitably to the idea that man’s purposes make no 

difference to the course of history and that the only force which 

determines it is the divine nature … God in medieval theology is not 

substance but pure act; and transcendence means that the divine activity 

is conceived not as working in and through human activity but as 

working outside it and overruling it, not immanent in the world of 

human action but transcending that world.517
 

As soon as God’s action is conceived of in terms of “imposition”, an essentially contrastive 

and oppositional conception of God’s relation to the world presents itself.518 And modulo that 

conception, the modern and contemporary imperative to cut divine agency down to size, as 

it were, in order to accommodate the autonomy and genuine agency of creatures, then, is 

readily explicable. 

The desire to ensure that a model of divine action allows for a divine “hands-off” policy so 

that the integrity and self-directedness of the Cosmos and its members may be safeguarded 

is closely connected, I think, with a mechanistic notion of God’s efficient causality. God 

might logically, if one abstracts away from God’s moral qualities, reveal himself as a 

terrifying force, something which one reasonably might shrink from. God’s goodness would 

then be apportioned to his merit and not affirmed as the essence of his being.519
 

Against this, many theists will opine that the notion of a personal God who has continued 

causal involvement in the natural order becomes easier to defend once one divests the 

conception of God’s personality and activity of any trace of the bureaucratic. The theist who 

insists upon intentional personal agency as a univocal model for the conceptualisation of 

God’s being and action, will then emphasise the gentleness and restraint of the divine 

character. A notion of divine action according to which God sets up the structure of the 

                                                      
517 R. G. Collingwood, The Idea of History with Lectures 1926-1928, ed. W. J. Van Der Dussen (Revised edn; 
Oxford ; New York: Oxford University Press 1994) at 55. 
518 David B. Burrell, 'Creatio Ex Nihilo Recovered', Modern Theology, 29/2 (2013), 5-21 at 9-10. 
519 Gleeson, A Frightening Love: Recasting the Problem of Evil at 37, 147. 
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universe in one originative action and for the sake of autonomous character formation of 

free agents refrains from excessive intervening causal involvement considerably weakens the 

problem of evil and thus deserves to be embraced by the theist.520
 

The difficulty with this, however, is that it seems that as long as God’s role as creator is 

conceptualised as being on a par with the confection of an elaborate artefact, God’s causality 

is bound to be corrupted by vestiges of bureaucracy. God may either be too interventionist in 

his dealings with the world or else implicated by means of omission in terrible evils. 

Explication of the radical character of creation ex nihilo as a causal relation, however, 

provides the theist with a potential dissolution of the dilemma. A recent comment by David 

Burrell on the treatment of divine Providence in Aquinas’s Summa Theologiae provides 

helpful illustration in this regard. Burrell avers that the concept of divine Providence, related 

as it is to the notion of free creation ex nihilo, is a radically different exercise of causality to 

any creative process accomplished by finite agents. Thus its elucidation will inevitably 

require poetry and metaphor, in an effort to image appropriately but inadequately a notion 

of our existence as being to the creator, a relation which is of singular existential import.521
 

In my last chapter, I agreed that literary endeavour, not to mention philosophical attention 

to it, will yield resources for the instructive expression of what it is for God to be creator 

which purely analytic metaphysics cannot yield.522
 

However, instead of exploring how philosophical treatment of literary endeavour might assist 

us in articulating a conceptually and ethically more consistent and appealing account of 

God’s relation to the world, and thus the relation between God’s goodness and the world’s 

evils, I shall instead, provocatively and with the intention of providing suggestions for 

further explanation, propose an historical hypothesis. 

So often, in a contemporary Western cultural context, the Eastern religious traditions appear 

to offer a spirituality much more affirming of nature, and the intrinsic value of every created 

thing. By contrast, the Judaeo-Christian tradition appears disarmingly anthropocentric – and 

                                                      
520 See for clear expression of this Carlo Filice, 'On the Autonomy of the Divine', International Journal for 
Philosophy of Religion, 55/2 (2004), 83-108 at 96-102. 
521 David Burrell, 'Providence', in Denys Turner and Philip McCosker (eds.), The Cambridge Companion to the 
Summa Theologiae (Cambridge Companions to Religion; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016), 156- 
67 at 166-67. 
522 Cf. Daniel Howard-Snyder, 'Introduction: The Evidential Argument from Evil', The Evidential Argument 
from Evil (1996) at 10, n.4. 
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the relations taken to be vital from the perspective of redemption and salvation appear to be 

the relations between a monarchical commander and his subjects. Submitting oneself to, 

say, a Christian way of life looks very much like accepting the authority of a supreme ruler, 

accepting his precepts and, by revelation, taking his character to be, in the end, supreme and 

sub specie aeternitatis redemptive. 

I think particularly here of Lynn White’s infamous historical thesis that Western 

Christianity, and its attendant emphasis on human domination over nature for its own ends, 

could be implicated as ultimately responsible for modern man’s contemporary ecologic 

crisis.523 What is striking, however, is that White thought that an alternative Christian 

spirituality, derivable through, for instance, the thought and action of St Francis of Assisi 

and the Eastern Christian tradition, could provide an existential theological antidote to the 

present crisis and the kind of theological reflection which, he claimed, precipitated it. 

My own judgement is that White, in the broadest of terms, identified the root of the ecologic 

crisis correctly. The Western Christian tradition, and its valorisation of divinely imposed 

order and affirmation of man’s proper place on Earth as exercising, in effect, delegated 

sovereignty over it, seems to have been a historical precondition of the development of a 

technological mindset through which natural resources are seen as but means to a richer and 

more materially productive life. But White’s precise identification of the point at which, at 

the hands of Western philosophy and theology, Christianity acquired a worldview which set 

the foundation for modern capitalism’s technological domination of nature is in my view not 

correct. 

When we come to the 13th century Latin theologians, on White’s historical narrative, gone is 

the notion of each created thing in its natural operation as a semiotic and sacramental 

reflection of the divine. In its place is a natural theology premised on the attempt to 

extrapolate the purposes and schemes of God’s mind. Modern scientific and hence 

technological practice, then, proceeded “… as a venture in religious understanding.”524 It took 

the form of a religious endeavour precisely because it purported to reveal by means of 

rigorous investigation the natural order as it expresses God’s intentions. 

Significantly, the sole example of mediaeval science instanced in White’s article is the 

development of theories of the rainbow. The Aristotelian conception of the rainbow could 

                                                      
523 Lynn White, 'The Historical Roots of Our Ecologic Crisis', Science, 155/3767 (1967), 1203-07. 
524 Ibid, at 1206. 
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not account sufficiently for that peculiar kind of refraction instantiated by rainbows: what 

developed in the later Middle Ages and onwards is a mathematical account of the optics and 

physics of light, as well as meteorology, which provided a much more powerful and 

scientifically robust account of how the rainbow operates. So, too, following such giants as 

Copernicus and Newton, did careful and precise mathematical models of the operations of 

nature. Thus the stepwise, progressive development of what we would now take to be the 

correct meteorological and optical theory of how a rainbow is formed and operates, is chiefly 

the result of the same scientific development. It is here, I think, that the truth in White’s 

thesis may be identified, even if White mislocates historically the shift in outlook. 

What if God is no longer conceived of as having a mind containing vitally important 

strategies for the construction of the universe, and the divine action is to be thought of in 

the way White says was common prior to the mediaeval period in the West? For a start, 

God’s creative activity will be disclosed in the being of and goodness in things. Evil may have 

per accidens connexions with those goods. But, in the absence of a teleology imposed as part 

of the (perhaps inscrutable) master plan of an external personal agent, evil will not have any 

purpose or causal function.  

Small wonder, then, that Samuel Clarke, probably one of the first major Christian thinkers to 

jettison the basic conceptual elements of classical theism, responded to the problem of evil 

by supplementing what we would today call a sceptical theist response with an account of 

the intricate physical connections between the constituent parts of the universe as disclosed 

by the modern sciences.525 The contemporary standard Argument from Evil especially in its 

evidential guise represents to an extent an inversion of natural theological arguments which 

reason from the appearance of designed mechanism in nature.526
 

This is no historical accident. But there are good theological and historical reasons to say 

that natural theology which invokes design as an explanation of specific features of natural 

things distorts what it would mean for God to disclose himself in the world. When the 

Christian tradition, building on the introduction to John’s Gospel, extols, perplexingly, Christ 

as the Logos, the Word through whom everything was made, it has surely wanted to convey 

at least this: that creation is best seen as the self-disclosure of the superlative existential 

                                                      
525 Samuel Clarke, A Demonstration of the Being and Attributes of God (2nd edn; London: Will. Botham, for 
James Knapton, at the Crown in St. Paul's Church-Yard, 1706) at 188-91. 
526 See Jimmy Licon, 'The Fine-Tuning Argument and the Problem of Poor Design', Philosophia, 43/2 (2015), 
411-26. 
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possibility for human beings, fully revealed in the life of Christ. 

Taking supreme reality to be Logos and the Cosmos to be logocentric is to take constituent 

things in the world as essentially and intrinsically communicative. The purposiveness of a 

natural thing is definitive of its being. It is not a mere side-effect of its usage, imposed by an 

overall superintending power. The action of each substance reflects its distinctive being, 

what it by nature is and exists for. This way of looking at the world has a corollary which is 

very important, philosophically, ethically, and existentially. And, I should say, a corollary of 

the first importance to discussion of the status of evil in a world created by God. Specifically, 

that the world is not subject to a bi-furcation between “goodies” and “baddies”.527 The 

distinction between good and bad involves sorting things that are acting more or less 

according to their natural potency. 

This characterisation of the distinction between “goods” and “bads” in my view situates in 

salutary fashion the classical doctrine of evil as privation. Evil does not exist as a substance 

or as a positive reality, but rather consists in the occlusion, obstruction, or impediment of 

the good communicated proper to a subject. And, so, there is indeed an irony that the 

classical doctrine of evil as privation is often taken to minimise or understate the scandal 

and horror of evil. Evil, as the patristic and mediaeval consensus insisted, consists precisely 

in the destruction, decomposition, or frustration of the good proper to certain things. Evil 

then may be understood, in philosophical as well as artistic and literary terms, as a void, an 

emptiness, an oblivion. 

It may be that, given the intrinsic vulnerability and finitude of created things, attention just 

to the constitution and end-directed activity of individual things in the Cosmos will not 

suffice to fend off an all-consuming nihilism. Instead, understanding evil precisely as a 

destructive oblivion might, in view of its pervasiveness in history, yield only the most 

depressing existential conclusion imaginable. And this, I think, is why it is essential to 

situate the privative account of evil in the context of an overall theology of revelation. The 

significance of the privation doctrine from the point of view of an elaborated theology of 

salvation and redemption seems to me to consist in the idea that God can be said to be 

acting intimately within things, bringing the good to fruition, even in the midst of 

unspeakable evil. 

                                                      
527 Andrew Collier, On Christian Belief: A Defence of a Cognitive Conception of Religious Belief in a Christian 
Context (London; New York: Routledge, 2003) at 106. 
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(Here, by parity of reasoning, we may see how insufficient will be any philosophical or 

theological discussion of life after death which focusses on whether the human being possess 

a personal capacity for immortality or an eternal soul. If any account of immortality 

coherently affirms eternal life is a proper end for human beings, as surely the theistic 

traditions do, then eternal life must consist in beatific union with God, not in any capacity 

possessed by individual persons. But I shall not have occasion to pursue this here.) 

An interesting corollary of the doctrine of evil as privation is the intriguing notion that every 

voluntary action seeks an end, either good itself or under the guise of the good: a claim that 

seems to belie the idea that evil consists in such a void. David Velleman takes issue with this 

time-honoured account of practical reasoning.528 He says “I can still care about doing what 

makes sense even if I don’t care about the good. This possibility is demonstrated by my 

despair, since what makes sense in light of such a mood just is to do what’s bad rather than 

what’s good.”529
 

There is an important, and in no way coincidental, overlap between Velleman’s rejoinder 

here and some important objections to the privation thesis. It is certainly possible to argue 

that intentional action is unintelligible without some kind of directedness towards some 

end, of some sort. Addressing a defence offered by Patrick Lee of the privative account of evil 

against earlier criticisms of his, John Crosby has alleged that Augustine’s famous account of 

his gratuitous and trivial theft – committed for the sake of transgression – of some pears 

from an orchard as a youth unwittingly belies Augustine’s account of evil.530
 

Aquinas explicitly states that defence of the privatio boni doctrine depends upon the 

equation of the desirable with the good.531 One suspects that critiques of privation accounts of 

evil tend to assume a rather sentimental account of goodness and desirability – but in fact a 

gravely deficient good may be exceedingly thin in its realised desirability. Augustine’s 

famous theft from the orchard may have been done wantonly, but insofar as it was done for a 

reason, it was done for a purpose and thus under some description for sake of a good, even if 

a defective good. The “guise of the good” thesis about practical reasoning is historically 

deeply connected to the privation account of evil. For the former is often (today) defended 

                                                      
528 James David Velleman, The Possibility of Practical Reason (Oxford: New York: Oxford University Press, 
Clarendon Press, 2000) at ch. 4 
529 Ibid, at 121-22. 
530 John F. Crosby, 'Doubts About the Privation Theory That Will Not Go Away: Response to Patrick Lee', 
American Catholic Philosophical Quarterly, 81/3 (2007), 489-505 at 504-05. 
531 Aquinas, On Evil at q. 1, art. 1, resp. 
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with reliance on the idea that good and evil are asymmetrical, so that any action that is on 

no way bad is necessarily good, and a single defect is sufficient for badness, but some 

measure of goodness in a thing in no way conflicts with its being evil. 532
 

Thus, under some description, the theft, so the privationist will insist, was done for the sake 

of a good. Augustine himself identifies association with a bunch of wayward youths as the 

“nothing” for the sake of which he committed his crime:533 a perversion of the sociality 

inherent in our humanity. In fact, arguably, as Aquinas held,534 the privation involved in the 

commission of moral evil may be the greatest since it involves thwarting of the will directed 

towards the highest good.535 I cannot do justice here to what is a large and complex topic, but 

I would like to observe that just as difficulties attend the notion of goodness as desirability 

on account of phenomena such as actions apparently carried out “arationally”,536 such as a 

spontaneous stroking of one’s beard for no end but itself,537 or for the bad, so too will there be 

difficulties for understanding how God may be said to be good. This is so given that God on 

the classical theistic view will not have any purpose to realise outside himself, and will thus 

not be an agent in any ordinary sense. And so let us examine this issue more closely. 

Another Look at Moral Goodness 

Thomas Davidson remarked in 1893: 

We must draw a distinction between the moral and the good, between 

virtue and worth. In modern times this distinction is so far lost sight of, 

that we frequently hear the exclamation,"Virtue for virtue's sake!" which 

is as absurd as if we were to say, "Surgery for surgery's sake." "Virtue for 

goodness' sake," on the contrary, is the height of rationality; for 

goodness, or plenitude of being, is the sole end of all virtue. This is the 

reason why, while we say that God is good, we never say that he is moral 

or virtuous. It is also the reason why we admire virtue and love goodness. 

                                                      
532 See Philippa Foot, Natural Goodness (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2003) at 75-76. 
533 Augustine, The Confessions at bk. 2, 8,16. 
534 Aquinas, The "Summa Theologica" of St. Thomas Aquinas at I, q. 48, art. 6, co. 
535 Neil Ormerod, A Public God: Natural Theology Reconsidered (Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress, 2015) at 
162. 
536 See Rosalind Hursthouse, 'Arational Actions', The Journal of Philosophy, 88/2 (1991), 57-68. 
537 The example is Aquinas’s: Aquinas, The "Summa Theologica" of St. Thomas Aquinas at I-II, q. 1, art, 1, ad. 
3, q. 18, art. 9, co 
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Nobody thinks of admiring God.538
 

Even by 1893, this was partly anachronistic: the idea that God is morally good was by no 

means foreign to 19th-century philosophy and theology, nor was it unheard of during much 

of the early modern period. But the philosophical point here is pellucid. Once God’s 

goodness is taken to consist in his always doing the best in pursuit of the best goals, and 

never doing anything less than this, the prospect of the highest good being somehow 

additional to, or greater than, the divine being seems inescapable. 

This is so even if God is said to share reciprocal relations with us through covenant. G. 

Legenhausen is much inclined to associate the standard problem of evil with an excessively 

anthropomorphic conception of God. Yet he tries to salvage a defensible account of divine 

goodness by suggesting that: 

God explains His own goodness to us through His revelation. His moral 

perfection is not the same as human moral goodness, but it is analogous 

to human moral goodness in important ways. It is like human goodness 

in that God shares with us certain obligations, like the obligation to 

honour contracts; it is unlike human goodness in that God is not subject 

to the duty to prevent avoidable evil.539
 

While Legenhausen’s suggestion is but a prolegomenal proposal, it is one which I doubt has 

much potential for philosophical fruitfulness. Contractual obligations come with correlative 

duties. And the notion that God could have duties to us, it seems, carries the implication 

that we are somehow working with God in some co-operative project. 

In addition, it is inadmissible that God, like us, is subject to the phenomenal quality peculiar 

to the imposition of the force of conscience which is arguably essential to being a morally 

responsible agent. How this “feeling” ought to be defined, and how the phenomenal force of 

moral obligation and commitment may be thought to bear on specific ethical questions is of 

course controversial. But making God subject to it is a vulgar anthropomorphisation. 

If God is a personal agent in the ordinary, contemporary sense, one wonders whether God 

experiences what it is like to face a moral dilemma, be impelled by conscience, or suffer the 

                                                      
538 Thomas Davidson, 'The Ethics of an Eternal Being', The International Journal of Ethics, 3/3 (1893), 336-51 
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gamut of emotions typically and normally associated with the discharge of decision-making 

responsibilities. The classical doctrine of divine impassibility is frequently assumed to entail 

that God is an individual free of emotions, feelings, compassion, or sensitivity. Failing to 

properly situate it in the context of the radically non-anthropomorphic conception of God in 

classical theism has this effect. 

 Such an effect seems, in the end, to be implied by any account of a personal God who is all-

powerful, unless, perhaps he divests himself of his (ultimately coercive) power. Anyway, 

efficiency cannot be the touchstone for the highest kind of interpersonal relations. Far 

better, if we are to think of personal goodness, are ideals which are essentially relational, 

affective and reciprocal, such as friendship.540 God’s intervention and constant interaction 

with his creation, then, need not be thought of as administrative but rather as mutually 

reinforcing, loving, and caring, for instance. Austere administrative efficiency is hardly to be 

coveted as an ideal manifestation of personal agency. This, it might be said, does not give 

reason to abandon the notion of God as person, rather just to reconceptualise what it would 

be for God’s personal goodness to be perfect. 

But I think that Ivan Karamazov’s refusal to entertain the possibility of an all-things-

considered rationalising scheme within which the ugliest, most shameful, most sordid 

indignities in the history of the human race could be rationalised can be repackaged to 

useful effect here. If God has some justification for allowing even the most horrendous evils, 

as a matter of conceptual necessity, God must then have goals which somehow involve the 

bringing about of some state of affairs superior to his own goodness. What this calls for by 

way of right response is the recognition of a basic conceptual stricture, not just a premature 

ethical rebellion. That is, the right response is not to rebel against God but to see that no 

particular agent, however powerful, could be divine. 

Aquinas acknowledges an argument according to which God’s uniquely self-sufficient being 

rules out his acting for an end, and thus his being Final Cause: 

It would seem that God is not the final cause of all things. For to act for 

an end seems to imply need of the end. But God needs nothing. 

Therefore it does not become Him to act for an end.541
 

                                                      
540 Robert Merrihew Adams, 'Theodicy and Divine Intervention', in Thomas F. Tracy (ed.), The God Who Acts: 
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And Aquinas replies, without shrinking from the idea that God needs nothing: 

To act from need belongs only to an imperfect agent, which by its nature 

is both agent and patient. But this does not belong to God, and therefore 

He alone is the most perfectly liberal giver, because He does not act for 

His own profit, but only for His own goodness.542
 

For Aquinas, final causes are paramount, and the end is the cause of causes. This means that 

a thing’s final cause is the explanation of a thing’s very agency and its very causality. There is 

no reciprocal cause-and-effect in God: and this carries the implication that for the “most 

perfectly liberal giver”, there is no exigency of contingency, no compulsion of circumstance. 

Thus, evil is not something God has had to “grin and bear”. God is not the kind of agent who 

negotiates (often lamentable) circumstances in order to fulfil his objectives. 

If this withstands scrutiny, then only scientific, medical, and social aetiologies may be 

advanced to explain why this particular earthquake, this particular disease, or this particular 

mental torment has been visited upon some identifiable individual victim. Such aetiological 

hypotheses may be tentative, cautious, or controversial. But the point is that no such 

aetiological hypothesis need deposit some kind of transcendental reason why the evil itself 

serves some greater purpose. So, insofar as the question “Why am I suffering this, Lord?” 

seeks some transcendental reason in terms of overall purpose or meaning, the question is 

completely misplaced. 

Eleonore Stump would not agree with me here. She says that: 

A child could set his heart on things very destructive to him, for example, 

or even on evil things. He could set his heart in random ways on 

continually changing things or on mutually incompossible things. And 

no doubt … In such cases, even if it were possible to do so, a good parent 

would not give the child what the child desires just because the parent 

loves the child and wants what is best for the child; she is at cross- 

purposes with the child just because she cares as much as she does that 

the child flourish. An analogous point holds with regard to God and the 

                                                      
542 Ibid, at I, q. 44, ad. 1. 
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suffering of adult human beings.543
 

God’s being “at cross-purposes with” us, and allowing evil to happen as a result and allowing 

all the manifold and egregious evils throughout history, Stump tells us, is analogous with a 

parent’s preventing her child from obtaining what the child, in his ignorance of the potential 

consequences of his actions, seeks. 

A child’s protest against the wise actions of a parent in thwarting his desires is misguided 

precisely because children frequently lack the developmental maturity and life experience to 

fairly gauge the potential implications and ramifications of various possible courses of 

action. That is why children and their responsible parents are, at times, at cross-purposes. At 

least some of the anguished protestation, heartache, and rebellion occasioned by the most 

grotesque evils of history, surely, has more of a rational basis than a child’s typical complaint 

at not getting his own way. And no loving parent could contemplate allowing any child, so 

the antitheodicist insists, suffering those,544 regardless of (clearly outweighed) considerations 

about the child’s freedom. 545
 

God might not have not preordained or intended everything that happens. Still, if every 

instance of evil is either caused or tolerated in order to bring about the best outcome 

available, there is a serious moral problem. In fact, the “problem” then relates to the 

potential justification of any and every evil, however bad and however rare, 

specifically entailed by the relevant theistic commitments. The resulting orientation towards 

the world may be fruitfully thought of as corruption of a basic act of faith which is right at 

the heart of theism. By letting go of the personhood of God, theists may have fruitful ways of 

understanding what it is for God to providently be “Father” to the whole Cosmos, without 

restriction, without the implication that every evil has been allowed “for” some higher 

purpose. 

So, Nick Trakakis has a point when he says that “[I]t is regrettable that the anti-theodicy 

view is regularly limited or narrowed [i.e., to an antitheodicy based on a purely moral 

critique] ... For what is thereby overlooked are the various non-moral – for example, 

metaphilosophical and metaphysical – dimensions of the anti-theodicy position.”546 

                                                      
543 Stump, Wandering in Darkness: Narrative and the Problem of Suffering at 422. 
544 Michael Scott, 'The Morality of Theodicies', Religious Studies, 32/1 (1996), 1-13 at 8. 
545 Oppy, 'Logical Arguments from Evil and Free-Will Defences', at 58-59. 
546 N. N. Trakakis, 'Anti-Theodicy', ibid, 124-44 at 132. 
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Nevertheless, I have some difficulties with the way he expresses this idea. For, I hold that 

metaphysical, and indeed metaphilosophical, inquiries cannot be adequately carried out in 

isolation from their existential and thus ethical implications. The widespread assumption, or 

premise, implicit within theodicies, that God is a personal being, like us, who, like us is 

affirmed as a morally good agent, invites objections to it based on its logical or metaphysical 

consistency. However, there are intriguing relations between these objections and moral 

critiques, based on the existence of evil, of the relevant conception of God. I shall now try to 

bring some of these relations to bear on our discussions. 

Proportionality, goodness, power 

Marilyn Adams, in a very recent posthumously published essay, has placed in sharp relief the 

intriguing theological concept of perichoresis as a model for relations between God and 

humans.547 On Adams’s view, God is a personal being exercising intentional agency in a 

univocal and contemporary sense. However, God’s ways are sufficiently elevated above us as 

to create an incommensurable “metaphysical size gap” between his creatures and Godself. 

Adams makes it clear that she holds that the inapplicability of moral categories to God “does 

not dissolve but rather relocates the problem of entrenched horrors”.548
 

Modern systems of morality simply cannot do conceptual justice, therefore, to the relation 

between God and his creatures. God’s goodness thus cannot be construed in moral terms, 

instead, God’s faithfulness requires alternative elaboration and construal. 

It is in this context that Adams adverts to the conception of perichoretic relation. 

Perichoresis, etymologically speaking, denotes the “going round making room for one 

another” which, in some Christian Trinitarian thought, is said to characterise the relations 

between the three persons of the Holy Trinity. In like manner, Adams suggestively proposes, 

a “functional co-inherence” of human persons with God allows a more fitting and fecund 

conception of divine goodness than specifically moral notions could afford.549
 

Meanwhile, however, Adams claims that the mainstream of Christian theology affirms that 

God is a personal agent – in the “contemporary sense”550 of person. The model of divine action 

                                                      
547 Adams, 'A Modest Proposal? Caveat Emptor! Moral Theory and Problems of Evil'. 
548 Adams, Horrendous Evils and the Goodness of God at 204. 
549 Adams, 'A Modest Proposal? Caveat Emptor! Moral Theory and Problems of Evil', at 18. 
550 Ibid, at 23. 
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consequent upon the embrace of the conception of God as a personal agent in the 

contemporary sense, however, in my view squares ill with a perichoretic model of divine 

goodness. 

Here is why. In earlier work of Adams’s, she clarifies that in affirming the category of person 

as being fundamental and embracing both humans and the divine, she means to say that 

God, like us, acts according to intellect and will.551 And it is apparent, given her taking the 

category of person to be fundamental, that she does not wish to, for instance, follow Aquinas 

in saying that intellect and will may be analogically predicated of God because the agential 

features which set human beings apart from the other animals are specially revealing of the 

divine nature. No, her recent work confirms, she wants to say that God is a personal being, in 

a contemporary sense. 

That Adams would not countenance that God’s activities as a person are shaped by his 

interactions with other persons, I think, is quite clear: the incommensurable “size-gap” she 

posits between God and creatures would seem to rule that idea out of court. Nevertheless, 

explicitly, Adams states “Where personal capacities are concerned, an infinite gulf yawns 

between the human and divine.”552
 

This formulation of the size-gap, I maintain, is singularly helpful in aiding the interpretation 

of Adams’s position. Her stance is not that the infinite chasm that separates God and 

creatures prevents us from literally placing the divine being into any category proper to 

finite things. Rather it is that the personal capacities of God simply engulf those of any 

creature. 

Every evil, then, which besets the Cosmos, must have received, if not the stamp of divine 

approbation, then the toleration implied by a “hands-off” policy pursued by God in his 

construction and administrative sustaining of the world. As long as God remains both a 

person and an efficient cause in the respective contemporary senses, God’s relation – qua 

creator – to the Cosmos is far more akin to that of a manufacturer to his product than (to use 

the well-worn favourite mediaeval image) an artisan to his craft. 

Throughout her Horrendous Evils and the Goodness of God, Adams emphasises the 

importance of vindicating belief in “Divine goodness to” created persons in the face of 
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“horrendous evils” which threaten to rob their lives of meaning and overall value. Yet, given 

her denial that God is good in a moral sense, no amount of italicisation will suffice to 

explicate the connection between divine and human goodness from which the problem of 

evil on Adams’s view arises. That this is so is especially plain when one considers that Adams 

confesses to share with mainstream theodicists an acceptance of the propriety of saying that 

God has “reasons why” he permits evils, even if (pace mainstream theodicists) she takes the 

sheer magnitude of horrendous evils to count out human comprehension of complete 

reasons why God allows them.553 

 

Furthermore, Adams does not shrink from placing God in precisely the same ontological 

category, that of “person” (defined as “agency that acts by thought and will”). And, 

furthermore, Adams vigorously and repeatedly emphasises that the task of theodicy, with 

which she herself grapples, is to vindicate belief in “Divine goodness to [emphasis original] 

created persons”. Accordingly, whatever reasons she identifies for being wary of 

understanding divine agency as subject to moral evaluation cannot emerge from an 

unwillingness to place God under finite creaturely categories, or to construe divine action as 

reactive and interventional. 

How, then, does Adams understand the “ontological size-gap” between God and creatures 

which she affirms throughout her work? Arguably, this is not sufficiently clear. At one point, 

Adams draws an analogy between the divine-human relationship and the relationship 

between mother and infant. There is an incommensurable gap between maternal and infant 

agency and action; furthermore, empirical evidence suggests that human personality exists 

in an infant only qua potentiality; and through its relationship with its mother and other 

adults, the infant develops in actuality a unique personality and identity. Likewise, Adams 

suggests, divine enabling of finite creaturely agency is such that, while adult humans never 

reach or in any case get beyond, “the infant stage in relation to the divine”, God acts lovingly 

to redeem. 

In discussing the views of David Burrell and Kathryn Tanner on divine agency, Adams’s 

equivocation with respect to how the gap between divine and human agency ought to be 

understood becomes manifest. While Burrell looks to Aquinas and to Tillich to construct an 

adequate conception of God as the Ground of Being and source of all things, Adams agrees 
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that there is a need to reconceptualise divine goodness and agency lest one lose sight of the 

unbridgeable gap between God and his creatures. 

 

Adams states that insofar as Burrell and Tanner continue to affirm that God acts by intellect 

and will, they must continue to need to address questions about whether God has created a 

very good world and whether he has been “good to” individual persons.554 Adams however, 

continues to engage in theodicy despite her denial that God is subject to moral appraisal. 

And in doing “theodicy”, she does not merely seek to reconcile divine providence with the 

reality of evil in the world.555 She is intent on rebutting the claim that the existence of 

horrendous evils556 is logically incompatible with the existence of a perfectly good, 

omnipotent and omniscient God. To Adams, the claim that the concept of God ought not to 

be understood as that of a moral agent does not dispose of the need for the theist to think of 

God as a person. Claiming that Christian scripture and tradition teach that God is a person, 

she endorses Richard Swinburne’s claim that the category of person is fundamental, and 

confesses to a “distinct metaphysical bias” towards that view.557
 

Adams, I think, is absolutely right on two fronts. First, the ontological size-gap between God 

and creatures is such that divine and human goodness do not fit into the same conceptual 

terrain. Second, those who give up the claim that God is a morally perfect being do not 

thereby eliminate the problem of horrendous evil. Yet to then continue to engage in 

theodicy as a direct response to the standard logical Argument from Evil, as Adams explicitly 

professes to, seems inconsistent. 

She offers social frameworks, alternative to moral appraisal, for the conceptualisation of 

God’s goodness, such as the honour code558 and a purity and defilement calculus.559 Here, I 

agree with Andrew Gleeson: accepting this may be unconscionable in the face of the sheer 

horror of horrendous evils. No matter what compensation God can provide, some of the 

                                                      
554 Ibid, at 69-70. Emphasis original – one wonders, however, if the italicisation reveals an implicit craving for 
a resemblance between God and creatures which Burrell and Tanner would reject. 
555 That there is many ways to do this, some very different from theodicies, in relation to alternative concepts 
of God has been shown by Bishop and Perszyk, 'Concepts of God and Problems of Evil'. 
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participation in [the doing or suffering of] which gives [one] reason prima facie to doubt whether [one’s] life 
could (given their inclusion in it) be a great good to one on the whole.” 
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horrendous evils on which Adams focusses may be simply not compensable.560 Adams insists 

that the personhood of God is essential if God is to foster meaning in the context of 

individual personal lives.561 On the other hand, the role of God as an all-powerful organiser 

may be seen as complicit in arranging the evils in the world as long as his status, as the sort 

of being we are, is preserved. Even if God does not have the obligations and duties which a 

“modern morality”562 would impose, God remains a good person according to some model of 

interpersonal goodness, and as such the assumptions underlying the contemporary problem 

of theodicy have not been abandoned.563 Indeed, Adams’s conviction that the mediaeval 

theologians took God to be a person blinds her to the reason they took God not be subject to 

obligations: that God does not fall, with creatures, under any ontological category564 and thus 

is not subject to any law.565
 

Like so many contemporary analytical philosophers of religion who are keen to defend 

theism, Adams seems to proceed from the assumption that there is a straightforward 

dichotomy between taking God to be a “person in the contemporary sense” and taking God 

to be something like an object supervening on the natural world and its constituents, or else 

some kind of impersonal, unconscious force. Without affirming that God is a person, she 

claims, we may be left with seeing the fundamental nature of reality as purely material, or 

else as exemplified in an impersonal idealistic Absolute. 

This assumption is boldly articulated by David O’Connor when he writes: 

By emphasising that the concept of being a person is intrinsic to the 

concept of God, the theistic religions are trying to make it plain that God 

is not to be understood as an abstraction, or as just a force or a power. 

Instead, the God of the theistic religions is understood to have intentions 

and beliefs, to perform actions, and so on.566
 

O’Connor, here, reveals a startlingly simplistic and dichotomous way of thinking about God 
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and the relationship between God and creation. Clearly, the theistic traditions proclaim that 

God is one who acts, loves, redeems, and so on. But this entails that God is a particular agent 

of our kind only if the denial of this proposition commits the theist to taking God to be an 

abstract object or brute force. Eleonore Stump, in fact, justifies her extraordinarily 

historically unconventional attribution to Aquinas of the view that God is a person “in our 

sense” of the term by noting that for Aquinas God is one who acts by intellect and will.567 As 

Herbert McCabe says “We can … say that whatever accounts for the existence of the universe 

cannot be limited in the way that impersonal unintelligent things and forces are, but this 

does not justify us in attributing to God our own particular mode of intelligence.”568
 

Yet it seems astonishingly anthropocentric to hold that the only possible agency other than 

that of a person – understood, we might presume, as a being with ontologically irreducible 

faculties for cognition and volition, would be of a kind with sticks and stones or else found in 

an impersonal Absolute to which we enjoy no relation of dependence or comprehension. 

Considerable work has been done in contemporary philosophy of biology to defend theories 

positing an immanent teleology in organisms by which natural organisms act according to 

an intrinsic structure and pattern as discrete systems, and not after the pattern of an 

externally designed machine.569 If that possibility be admitted, the oft-posited dichotomy 

between conceptions of God as “a person in the contemporary sense” and conceptions of 

God as a sort of unconscious, brute force, just will not be sustainable. 

Such theories might give us a basis for taking the kind of teleology externally imposed by a 

personal agent (as per post-Cartesian mechanistic philosophy) on an artefact to be, in fact, 

less ontologically fundamental than the immanent teleology operative in nature. This is in 

fact Aristotle’s view, and Aquinas’s too. Interestingly, such a view is often held to be 

alternative to, or in contradistinction to, theories associated with religious apologetic.570 

Perhaps, however, our discussions have shed light on why the theist ought to be chary of 

notions of external teleology imposed by a personal external divine agent. The intrinsic 

purposiveness which, we are suggesting, all living things might exemplify could in fact be a 

much better analogical basis for identifying the agency of the Creator of all. 
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Indeed, if a mark of the “rational” is purposiveness, then we could say, perhaps, that ordinary 

rational agency images something intrinsic in nature: a purposiveness which is the very 

ground of all intelligibility. The logical space for an improved conception, an alternative to 

this, can be marked out when one places the all-important notion of final causality at the 

centre of a conception of God. What remains, then, is the intriguing possibility that each 

created thing, instead of simply possessing an intrinsic teleology based on its specific 

constitutive nature, is intrinsically related to the consummation of divine love as the last end 

of the whole Cosmos. 

If it can be shown that the apparent pointlessness and wastage of so much in the history of 

the natural world can be harmonised with the perfect actuality of God and the intrinsic 

ordering of all things to a transcendent good, the existential “pull” of theism, I think, will be 

greatly enhanced. The relation between God’s simplicity and such intrinsic ordering may be 

appreciated when it is appreciated that for the One who is actus purus activity does not, and 

cannot, amount to the arranging and bringing about of a desired, best possible end. As 

Augustine prayed in the Confessions: 

Out of your sheer goodness you controlled [things] and converted them 

to their form; it was not as though your own happiness stood in need of 

completion by them. Their imperfection is displeasing to you who are 

perfect in the sense that you will them to be perfected and so 

become pleasing to you, not in the sense that you are yourself 

imperfect and look to reach your own perfection by helping them 

to theirs.571
 

Accordingly, here the room for perichorietic relation as the analogical base for a 

philosophical explication of how God’s love and goodness might be related to the goods and 

evils in the world may come into sharper relief. The metaphysical proposal undergirding this 

would be that the activity of each thing, in virtue of its natural tendency, exists in and 

through a relation to other things. Unlike the situation where perichorietic relations 

between the divine and human are taken to be relations between beings of a common 

category (as under Adams’s proposal), God would no longer stand as the one who organises 

and externally directs the operation of the Cosmos and its constituents. Rather, the 

recommended model would be a participatory one, in which all natural agency, including 
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human moral agency, participates to a greater or lesser degree in the intrinsically relational 

activity of God. 

Nothing I have said here in any way depends upon the theist’s being able to show, that the 

atheist, under pain of irrationality, must accept that reality is end-directed in this way. To 

claim that the theist thus has an adequate response to the problem of dysteleology is by no 

stretch of the imagination to insist that, by reason alone, it can be shown that created reality 

as a whole will find consummation in that perfection of goodness and being that is God in 

his self-subsistent perfection. The end-directedness the theist may affirm is by no means an 

empirical hypothesis – and thus it should scarcely surprise us if it fails to have explanatory 

merit in the way that an empirical hypothesis does. This suggestion may seem unfamiliar to 

those accustomed to the stridently apologetic and empirical-theoretic register of much 

philosophy of religion but nonetheless, in my view, it comports with the existential 

significance of faith commitment as upheld in theistic forms of life. 

Summary, Conclusion, and Philosophical Invitation: God Wills and Brings About 

Perfection in Creatures 

Augustine believes that God’s beatitude consists in God’s perfection, and perfect simplicity, 

which while already complete in itself is wonderfully “reached” through a single action 

involving creation of finite creatures and their consummation and perfection in union with 

him. 

Thus, we have the foundation for an argument against the existence of God. But such an 

argument would not be directed necessarily or exclusively at the conception of God as an 

omnipotent and perfectly good person, nor even at the conception of a God who possesses 

omnipotence or perfect goodness per se. 

Rather, the argument would threaten belief in God’s – to coin a term – omni-providence: the 

operation of God’s activity in bringing about the good throughout the whole course of 

nature, all its constituent agents, and through the entire drama of its history. 

When he addressed, in various of his works, the question of the scope of Providence, 

Thomas Aquinas most strongly insisted that God’s providential activity extends to 

corruptible and even to evil things. Responding to an objection to the comprehensiveness of 

Providence on the grounds that Providence could not extend to evil things, Aquinas makes 

the following comment: 
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[O]ne who provides universally allows some little defect to remain, lest 

the good of the whole should be hindered. Hence, corruption and defects 

in natural things are said to be contrary to some particular nature; yet 

they are in keeping with the plan of universal nature; inasmuch as the 

defect in one thing yields to the good of another, or even to the universal 

good: for the corruption of one is the generation of another, and through 

this it is that a species is kept in existence. Since God, then, provides 

universally for all being, it belongs to His providence to permit certain 

defects in particular effects, that the perfect good of the universe may not 

be hindered, for if all evil were prevented, much good would be absent 

from the universe.572
 

This passage wears its opacity on its sleeves, so to speak. It might seem as if Aquinas is merely 

making the distinction, already familiar in the text of this thesis, between God’s directly 

causing and God’s merely allowing evil, for the sake of a greater purpose. 

Nevertheless, properly construed, I believe Aquinas is attempting to articulate here (albeit in 

terms which may not be easily understood by those accustomed to the presuppositions and 

terminology of the contemporary analytical philosophical discussion) the conviction, 

grounded solidly in revelation, that God may and does work even amidst the greatest 

sufferings to bring about the fulfilment and flourishing of creatures. 

One of the most important results of Aquinas’s development of the patristic and classical 

Christian tradition, drawing on the rich tapestry of conceptual resources derived from 

Aristotle’s thought, is a rich and valuable elaboration of the doctrine of privatio boni which 

addresses what is essentially a version of the dysteleological argument from evil as I conceive 

it. 

Aquinas’s famous “five ways” of demonstrating God’s existence are articulated in the Summa 

Theologiae following two arguments against the proposition that there is God.573 The first 

argument against the truth of that proposition takes the form of an argument from 

explanatory superfluity. The actions of voluntary human agents may ultimately and 

completely be explained by the presence of human will; likewise, the operations of nature 

may be accounted for by the presence of the principles of nature. The second argument, 
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however, runs as follows: 

It seems that God does not exist; because if one of two contraries be 

infinite, the other would be altogether destroyed. But the word "God" 

means that He is infinite goodness. If, therefore, God existed, there 

would be no evil discoverable; but there is evil in the world. Therefore 

God does not exist.574
 

And in reply, Aquinas quoted Augustine as saying “Almighty God would in no way permit any 

evil in His works unless He were so good and powerful that He could bring good even out of 

evil.” This bringing good even out of evil, however, will seem to those accustomed to modern 

theological and philosophical sensibilities as connoting some kind of theodicy: some kind of 

scheme according to which every occurrent evil is tolerated in order to bring about a greater 

good. 

That in my view, however, is a manifestly anachronistic reading. Kenneth Surin has, with 

considerable force, shown how misguided it is to read historical texts (including, in fact, 

Augustine’s) dealing with theological questions concerning evil and in ahistorical fashion, 

seeing in them resources for answers to the standard modern problem of evil.575 That Surin’s 

point is apposite here is demonstrated when one considers the words which immediately 

follow Augustine’s remark quoted by Aquinas: 

What, after all, is anything we call evil except the privation of good? In 

animal bodies, for instance, sickness and wounds are nothing but the 

privation of health. When a cure is effected, the evils which were present 

(i.e, the sickness and the wounds) do not retreat and go elsewhere. 

Rather, they simply do not exist any more. For such evil is not a 

substance; the wound or the disease is a defect of the bodily substance 

which, as a substance, is good. Evil, then, is an accident, i.e, a privation of 

that good which is called health. Thus, whatever defects there are in a 

soul are privations of a natural good. When a cure takes place, they are 

not transferred elsewhere but, since they are no longer present in the 
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state of health, they no longer exist at all.576
 

The relation between good and evil which Augustine in fact posited is extremely suggestive. 

In the City of God, Augustine states that God would not allow moral wickedness unless he 

knew what purpose he could put it to in order to bring about the good. He likens God’s 

salvific and creative activity in doing so to a poem embellished by means of antithesis. He 

says that antithesis is among the greatest of “ornaments of rhetoric”. He compares the 

beauty and unity-in-diversity achieved by the contrariety in natural things to the harmony of 

poetry.577
 

Augustine is showing here that it is a corollary of the privative account of evil that when evil 

is healed or counteracted by some outweighing good, it no longer has any existence 

whatsoever. The counteracting good effects a change by eliminating the evil.578 (And here, 

incidentally, is further evidence that the classical doctrine in no way implies that evil is an 

illusion.) Thus, for instance, when a person’s mental illness is cured by means of restoration 

of a meaningful and fulfilling life for the sufferer, and associated neurochemical rebalancing, 

the “lack”, the “disorder”, of the illness ceases to be.579 The good of the former sufferer 

triumphs and the illness is obliterated. 

A privative ontological doctrine of evil is thus a precondition for a religious affirmation that 

redemption from the snare and the indignity of evil not only might but in fact is secured 

through divine Providence. Revealed religion, then, “fleshes out” (pun, with reference to 

incarnational doctrine of Christianity, intended) this possibility as an actuality, by affirming 

God’s salvific activity within history in terms of concrete acts of revelation and redemption. 

God’s activity is thus of its essence redemptive and in this spirit Aquinas says: 

[T]o do evil is in no way proper to those who are good. To do evil for the 

sake of a good is blameworthy in a man and cannot be attributed to God. 
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On the other hand, to direct evil to a good is not opposed to one’s 

goodness. Hence, permitting evil in order to draw some good from it can 

be attributed to God.580
 

By drawing good, even from evil, the theist may say, God is a Liberator and a Redeemer by 

his creative act, continuously manifest in being. This does not entail that the privation and 

sheer nullity of evil has been divinely countenanced, in order to bring about a greater good. 

The point to be emphasised about the nature of evil in relation to the existence of God must 

be clearly defined and delineated. It is not that the answer to why the ravages of disease, the 

depredations of pain, the scourge of addiction, the terror of mental illness, strikes people 

indiscriminately and often apparently without sense, is forever and intrinsically beyond us. 

Christian mythology about Satan and his angels, just like the horror genre of modern 

cinema, distils a peculiar feature of the truly evil: its horrifying juxtaposition of reality and 

emptiness.581 Horror is no illusion: its existential weight commands us at every emotional 

level, threatens to destroy us, and yet in that very threat presents itself as an all-too-tangible 

and undeniable reality. Does its presence, however, pose a serious mystery? 

Some classical theists, despite their acceptance of a privative account of evil, supplement 

their analyses with an appeal to mystery. Indeed, even as diehard and intellectually rigorous 

a proponent of classical Thomism as Herbert McCabe, writes “Somehow the infinite 

goodness of God is compatible with his allowing sin. We do not know how, but it is good to 

recognise this for it reminds us that we know nothing of God and his purposes except that he 

loves us and wishes us to share his life of love.”582 In this thesis, I have, with particular 

attention to classical theism in its formulations which emphasise the incomprehensibility 

and perfect simplicity of the divine, emphasised the good philosophical and theological 

sense it makes for the theist to insist that God does not fall under the categories proper to 

finite things. 

So, I agree with McCabe that God does not solve any kind of theoretical problem. And, of 

course, I agree that Aquinas’s account of God and evil, like any feasible account, does not 

attempt to explain the occurrence of evils. But I have difficulty with the implicit suggestion 

here that emphasising the mystery of God somehow allows or requires one to emphasise the 

                                                      
580 Aquinas, The Disputed Questions on Truth at 5, 4, ad. 10. 
581 And thus horror cinema well expresses a privative account of evil, pace, Terry Eagleton, On Evil (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 2010) at 126. 
582 Herbert McCabe, God Matters (London: Geoffrey Chapman, 1987) at 32. 
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mystery of any evil. (McCabe’s view is that in particular moral evil is “mysterious” in this 

way, but what we would term natural evil is not.) 

On my account, insofar as we have still much to understand about evil, it is because we still 

have much to learn about its physical, social, economic, and institutional causes, and its 

effects. Human knowledge of the physical world, of society, of economics, and of institutions 

will always remain incomplete, and indeed there is so much more to learn. But I do not 

believe that evil poses any more mystery than does the physical constitution of the earth and 

its constituents. Like, for instance, Augustine and Aquinas, I deny that evil has any substance 

or positive reality, and hold that it exists and is caused583 only in a derivative and accidental 

manner proper to the deficient being of things. Evil, then, is in my view not properly spoken 

of as a mystery. 

I listen respectfully to Neil Ormerod’s claim that “ … [t]he account of evil as privation of the 

good … does point the way toward a practical solution to the problem [viz, of evil] … [which] 

is to take the occurrence of evil as an opportunity to create a new intelligibility and 

reasonableness through the exercise of greater responsibility.”584 Yet I hesitate in view of its 

ambiguity: the un-intelligibility, pointlessness, insubstantiality and meaninglessness of evil 

means that evil per se cannot be an opportunity for anything. An opportunity, after all, is 

something positive and beneficial. And evil, understood as the privation and corruption of a 

due good, cannot in any way be that. 

Much better, I think, is Austin Farrer’s formulation: “ … God would never have allowed evils 

to subsist in his creation, were it not that he might find in them the occasion to produce 

good things unique in kind, and dependent for their unique character on the character of the 

evils in question.”585 What is significant here is that the connection suggested between goods 

and evils is in no way causal, nor is it in any way justificatory.586 As Maimonides summed up 

the opinion of Aristotle (who was certainly no theodicist): “the ultimate purpose of the 

genera is the preservation of the course of genesis and destruction: and this course is 

absolutely necessary [in the first instance] for the successive formation of material objects, 

because individual beings formed of matter are not permanent …”587The point is just this: to 

                                                      
583 See McCabe, God and Evil in the Theology of St Thomas Aquinas at 112-15. 
584 Ormerod, A Public God: Natural Theology Reconsidered at 170. 
585 Farrer, Love Almighty and Ills Unlimited: An Essay on Providence and Evil at 163. 
586 Gleeson, A Frightening Love: Recasting the Problem of Evil at 164, n. 16. 
587 Maimonides, The Guide for the Perplexed at part 3, ch. 13. 
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find instantiated the kinds of goods we find instantiated in the material world logically just is 

to find corruption in and between them.588
 

“All will be well, all manner of things will be well” – Julian of Norwich’s famous line is quite 

plainly fundamentally a confession, and certainly not a prediction. It expresses an act of faith 

through which the believer affirms that she is in God’s hands, and that not only she but the 

whole world, the whole Cosmos, exists not through blind operation of senseless forces but 

through an unfathomable act of love in which everything will find its proper consummation, 

even if in a manner cognitively inaccessible to finite creatures. 

To affirm that the presence of evils is the occasion for good is not to imply that evils 

characteristically serve as necessary preconditions for greater goods. As Farrer himself 

emphasises, the logical relation between God’s creating a world with accidental privations in 

it and their being “the occasion to produce good things unique in kind” operates only at a 

general level. What God creates is the being of and hence the goodness in things. The 

goodness of things of certain kinds depends logically on their being material, finite, 

corruptible. That is because they are the sort of things they are. Putative external goals do 

not enter into the equation. There can be no explanation of why the nullity of a privation of 

the good exists, except in terms of the countervailing good whose operation results in the 

diminution of the activity and goodness of the thing rendered defective. In this way, 

attempts to dissolve the problem of evil by emphasising the divine emptying or kenosis589 and 

thus limitation in created being may be seen to have prospects of success only given a 

privative view of evil and an associated view of God’s goodness as ontological (in view of 

God’s simplicity) and perfectly desirable. Only a conception of God’s goodness as 

ontological and literally infinite prevents God from becoming conceived as subject 

to constraint from without. Likewise, only such a conception prevents theism from 

entailing the implication that the operations of nature involve external causal connections 

between events, in the service of God’s goals and despite his constraints, which would not 

naturally be related. 

The leader of a contemporary New Zealand sect recently provoked outrage by suggesting 

                                                      
588 As Aquinas held: Brian Davies, Thomas Aquinas on God and Evil (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011) at 
70. 
589 Robert Oakes, 'Creation as Theodicy: In Defense of a Kabbalistic Approach to Evil', Faith and Philosophy, 
14/4 (1997), 510-22, Stephen R L Clark, 'Progress and the Argument from Evil', Religious Studies, 40/2 
(2004), 181-92, N. N. Trakakis, 'Absolute Idealism and the Problem of Evil', International Journal for 
Philosophy of Religion, 82/1 (2017b), 47-69. 
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that earthquakes and meteorological disasters were the result of human sins, including 

homosexual activity, through the operation of God’s providence. 

The superstition informing this particular pastor’s view is manifest: "Earthquakes and 

strange weather patterns are nature's way of sounding the alarm to those who are listening. 

You can have your opinions but you cannot argue with nature – The Voice of God is 

speaking particularly to The Church."590 Here, “nature” is personified, as the expression of a 

favour or disfavour of the personal God. Through their personification, evidently completely 

unrelated phenomena – earthquakes and homosexuality, for instance – are associated in a 

cause-effect relation which runs directly counter to any remotely conceivable empirical 

evidence. 

Now, it is all too easy to say just that this is offensive, that God does not act in such a 

punitive and indiscriminately retributive manner. Likewise, it is all too easy to say that God 

really is an enlightened liberal, and would never send tsunamis and earthquakes in order to 

condemn homosexuals. The superstition, in fact, runs deeper. The point is that the very 

notion that the suffering and harm that may arise from an earthquake, tsunami, or cyclone, 

could serve some actual purpose is completely misguided, and this on conceptual grounds. 

Evil, as I have been arguing, always consists in the deprivation of the good proper to a thing. 

Andrew Gleeson posits a straightforward bifurcation between two “modes of thought”, 

namely, the “intellectual” and the “existential” respectively. Gleeson charges that theodicies 

and the rationalisation of evils which informs them, fail to address the existential 

implications of the metaphysical postulates they offer.591 The contemporary mainstream 

analytic philosophical discussion of the problem of evil, of course, tends to concern itself 

with whether God’s moral goodness may be vindicated even in view of the horrors of the 

world he oversees. 

I am much inclined to the view, however, that the idea that God is a particular individual is 

in such tension with the supremacy natively afforded to the divine in the theistic traditions, 

that the conceptual consistency and intelligibility of theism cannot bear its weight. At the 

same time, I see the ethical and existential dimensions of the problem of theodicy as effecting 

the same outcome: indeed, I conclude that it is impossible to assess with full intellectual 

                                                      
590 Brian Tamaki to Churchgoers: Earthquakes are God's Alarm for End Times’, New Zealand Herald, 29 
November 2016, http://www.nzherald.co.nz/nz/news/article.cfm?c_id=1&objectid=11756828 
591 Gleeson, A Frightening Love: Recasting the Problem of Evil at 27-31, 48, 67, 73, 92-94. 
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rigour ethical difficulties inherent in theodicy without also, concurrently, assessing the 

relevant dialectically vital notion of God as an individual. 

I think, however strange this may seem, that such considerations indicate that the problem 

of evil does not arise merely or specifically from religious or theological doctrines only. More 

broadly, problems of evil arise out of real or apparent tensions between totalising theories of 

the nature of reality and the practical, social, and even political activities they engender. 

Theism, of course, faces a problem of evil most squarely and uniquely, because of its twin 

emphases on the doctrine of God as creator of a good world, and on the fallenness and 

incompletion of creation. 

But if this thesis has accomplished anything, it will have cast serious doubt on the 

proposition that the relation between God and creation is like that between a manufacturer 

and the product he confects. This proposition cannot fail, if admitted, to have implications 

for how we see our relation to our world and the events enacted in it. How better the theist 

may articulate the doctrine of creation, and its moral, and even political, implications after 

the collapse of the project of theodicy and its anthropomorphising cognates, then, is a 

question which urgently needs to be addressed. For the theist, having done so, will have 

accomplished the singular feat of having destroyed the idol in an act of intellectual homage 

to his God. 
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