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TOWARDS UNDERSTANDING THE ‘WHY’ OF
PHYSICAL EVIL
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1. Introduction

Recent earthquakesin Turkey and in Taiwan claimed
thousands of lives, left tens of thousands maimed and
homeless, wreaked havoc and destruction. The bloody wars
in the erstwhile Yugoslavia, Timor, and Rwanda have left a
scourge of misery and anguish. The ghastly effects of the
Chernobyl! disaster and the Bhopal gas tragedy continue to
unfold years after they occurred. The list of horror and
suffering is endless; the media tell a sordid story every day.
This manifold experience of evil and suffering elicits that
inevitable question, ‘why? Itisaninstinctivecry inresponse
to the devastating and disturbing agonies of our existence.

The existence of evil and suffering hasintrigued and
baffled people down the ages. It is a major concern for
theol ogians and philosophers. It isarecurring themein poetry
and song, in film and drama. The existence of evil torments
and fascinates the human mind.

Why does an all-powerful, all-loving God alow evil
and suffering intheworld? This, in anutshell, isthe problem
of evil—aproblem that theodicy attemptsto answer, aproblem
that poses a great threat to the Christian belief in an
omnipotent, benevolent God. In the face of the threat, the
Christian cannot afford to sit back either in passiveresignation
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or in agnostic silence. For this is a question that confronts
every Christian, sooner or later.

It is true that we may never comprehend why God
allows suffering, but we must make an attempt to understand
the reason for this. It istrue that a rational analysis does not
really touch and benefit the suffering person, for whom the
fact of evil isnot aproblem to be solved but—in the words of
Gabriel Marcel—amystery to be lived through. Yet, one can
endurethisevil better if one understandsitsrelationship with
God, if one sees—however dimly—the‘why’. Reason cannot
create faith; it can sustain and even build faith, despite the
existence of evil and suffering. Understanding the *why’ will
enable usto see some meaning in the evil that befals us, and
will help uslive more significant lives.

Itisinthislight that | have chosento tacklethe problem
of ‘physical evil’. Itisafact that today most articlesand papers
treat the related problem of ‘moral evil’. However, | find the
‘free-will defence’—which explains moral evil as a
consequence of the misuse of human freedom—quitetenable.
Second, for the average Christian, the more pressing question
isnot the*why of sin’, but the ‘why of suffering’. | am aware,
as stated above, that rationalizing does not help the suffering
person. Yet the am of the reasoning process is to build the
right attitude towards suffering, to find somerationalefor the
misery that torments humankind.

This, then, is the purpose of my venture into the
immense, seemingly inexplicable aspect of our existence: that
| may understand the‘why’ of physical evil, develop theright
attitude towardsit, and find some meaning in the suffering in
my life. This, | hope, will enable me to share what | have
learnt with others and help them to discover the ‘why’ for



Towards Understanding the ‘Why' of Physical Evil 393
themselves.

2. The Problem of Physical Evil
2.1 What isphysical evil?

Our venture into the problem of physical evil should
begin with an understanding of the term. We may begin by
distinguishing it from moral evil. ‘Moral evil’ isthe evil that
resultsfrom willful and deliberate human actions. It includes
both the intentional, disordered act called ‘sin’, and the pain
and suffering caused by it. ‘ Physical evil’ istheevil that affects
or aterstheintegrity of the nature of abeing—either corporeal
or spiritual. It includes instances of pain and suffering, and
disadvantageous states of affairs caused by unintentional
human actions or by non-human causes that destroy the
harmony and equilibrium proper to a sentient being. Some
scholars categorize pain and suffering caused by intentional
human actions as physical evil; | prefer to treat it as moral
evil.

A host of non-human causes of physical evil can be
listed: (@) diseaseslike poliomyelitis, cancer, (b) degeneration
and senility, (c) congenital and genetic disorders such as
Down’s syndrome, Huntington’s disease, (d) cataclysmslike
tornadoes and earthquakes.? Very often, cataclysms are
included in the category of physical evil. However, the evil
doesnot lieinthe natural calamitiesthemselves, rather inthe
pain and suffering that follow in their wake.

2.2 The formulation of the problem

Given the immensity of physical evil, it seems
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incrediblethat an infinitely good and omnipotent God should
have designed such aworld for hiscreatures. Thisconstitutes
the core of the problem of physical evil.

The traditional problem of evil lies in the apparent
contradiction in asserting the existence of an omnipotent and
benevolent God, and the existence of evil. The existence of
evil questions the rationality of the belief in an omnipotent
and benevolent God.

Beginning with the Greeks, the problem of evil has
often been expressed asadilemma. “If God is perfectly good,
Hemust want to abolish all evil; if Heisunlimitedly powerful,
He must be able to abolish all evil: but evil exists; therefore
either God is not perfectly good or He is not unlimitedly
powerful.”?

As with all fundamental questions, the problem is
easily and quickly stated, but far from easily resolved. Yet, if
thereisaproblem, it admits of a solution—asolution that the
theist is challenged to find.

Two radical approaches have been attempted to resolve
this problem. The first, absolute acosmism, asserts that the
world, and consequently all evil in it, is mere illusion.
However, our experience affirms the terrible reality of evil.
The second, absolute atheism, denies the existence of God.

Neither of these extreme positionsisan answer to the
problem. They are not so much ‘solutions’ as *dissolutions
of the problem. For if one denies either the existence of God
or of theworld, the problem does not arisein thefirst place.*

The dilemma cannot be tackled at thislevel. The co-
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existence of God and evil hasto be affirmed, and the problem
lies in reconciling the two truths. Whatever the difficulties,
we must “ awayshold tight to both ends of the chain, athough
we do not always see where the links between go to.”®

3. Towards Under standing the ‘Why’ of Physical Evil
3.1 The aesthetic theme

Notwithstanding the immensity of pain and suffering
in the world, there are too many beautiful things and
experiences in the world for us to despair of the human
adventure as awhole.

The affirmation of the aesthetic perfection of the
universe is an important theme in Augustinian theodicy.
Augustine holdsthat sincethe universeisan ex nihilo creation
of aninfinitely good and omnipotent God, the created world
isgoodinitstotality; theevil inthe particular order contributes
to this perfection of the whole. Augustine “never tires of
realizing the beauty... and fitness... of creation, of regarding
the universeasan ordered work of art, in which the gradations
are as admirable as the contrasts.”®

He sees the universe as a work of art or adramain
which the discordant elements contribute to the overall beauty
and appealing power of the work. These elements appear
‘discordant’ to our untrained senses, but not to the artist, not
to the one who looks at the picture as awhole. Likewise, in
the universe we consider certain el ements discordant because
they are not in harmony with other particular el ements. From
our limited, utilitarian perspective we consider them evil; yet
each contributes to the universal order in its own way. From
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God's perspective these are means or occasions to good or
parts of agood whole.”

St. ThomasAquinas a so uses the aesthetic argument.
“God [makes] what is best in the whole, but not what is best
in every single part, except in relation to the whole.”® God
allows particular evils to obtain the universal good that is
more important and greater than particular goods.

Further, evil lacks subsi stence and hence can exist only
as an aspect of some good. Though God does not will evil,
He permitsit lest with the evil some good is also destroyed.

Critics like McCloskey argue “that if evil isjustified
in this way, we ought never to exert ourselves to eliminate
any evil, for we should then be detracting from the aesthetic
excellence of theuniverse”;® further, if evil isan occasion for
greater good, we ought even to desire it.

At first glance theseimplications seem valid, but they
are naive and miss the point. Suffering is not a casually
necessary means, but a logically necessary pre-condition in
thefulfillment of God'splan. Thereforeitispointlessto argue
that we should never exert ourselvesto eliminate evil lest we
destroy a greater good that might result from it. Moreover,
using the analogy of art we can assert that just asthe removal
of the‘discordant’ elementsin thework of art will not lessen
its beauty, so too the elimination of evil will not detract from
the aesthetic perfection. Further, though suffering is an
occasion for good, it is nevertheless evil in itself; it becomes
good only through the omnipotence of God.
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3.2 The argument from natural order and law

Modern scientific research indicates that the universe
was not created complete, but ina’ state of journeying’ towards
its ultimate perfection. Scientific studies enable us to trace
out the development and evolution of the universe from pre-
atomic matter to the complex, multicellular beings of today.
The universe, as we see it, has evolved through a dynamic,
organic process “in which order arises by a sort of miraclein
the midst of many endeavors and setbacks and any number of
frustrated attempts.” 1

In fact, scientists like Albert Einstein are at aloss to
explain how, despite numerous disharmonious el ements, there
exists order and harmony in nature—an order that points to
an intelligence far superior to al human thinking.** Having
created the world, this superior intelligence—in our terms,
God—regulates the process of evolution according to his
providence, and uses the energy of the world to make it
develop and perfect itself so that lower lifeformsevolveinto
higher ones.

The process of evolution necessarily involves a
mixture of construction and destruction. “A world, assumed
to be progressing towards perfection, or ‘rising upward’, is
of its nature precisely still partialy disorganized. A world
without atrace or athreat of evil would be a world already
consummated.”*? The theory of evolution enables us to see
disease, decay and destruction asinevitablein the progressive
movement of aworld towards its ultimate fulfillment.

According to the ‘ natural law theodicy’, the universe
is governed by natural laws. Physical evil results as an
inevitable by-product of these natural laws. A uniform



398 Vinod Mascarenhas, SDB

operation of theselawsisnecessary for rationa and purposeful
human living.

But, criticsargue, could not God have created aperfect
world to start with, aworld without evil init? God could not
have created aperfect world, for apart from God nothing can
be perfect. A created world will have some degree of
imperfection; the creation of a perfect world is a logical
impossibility. The fact that God has not created such aworld,
therefore, is not against his omnipotence.

Let us grant that a perfect world is uncreatable since
there cannot be two perfect realities. Could not God have
created a better world? H.J. McCloskey argues that it is “to
ascribe a serious limitation to God’'s omnipotence to suggest
that He could not make... natural phenomena with different
laws of nature governing them.”*®* This would entail the
creation of adifferent world with different laws to governiit.
Thiscontention seemsplausible.

The atheist cannot understand how and why a
benevolent and omnipotent God creates a world like ours,
and argues that He ought to create a ‘ better world’. Now, it
appears that the theist must prove that it is impossible for
Godto createadifferent world that isstill inhabited by sentient
life. But the burden of proof lies with the atheist. To pose a
serious challenge, the atheist will have to conceive an
alternative world system with acertain degree of concreteness.
It isnot enough for him or her to state how an event or group
of eventswould be better, or to state which phenomenawould
not occur in the ‘ better world'. Natural eventsinfluence one
another to such an extent that the problem isto show how the
elimination of certain phenomena, by altering their laws, does
not result in other undesirable events. The atheist would have
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to develop an entire, concrete world system, and show that it
is better than the present world. Clearly, this is a task
impossiblefor animperfect being. Therefore, “the notion that
God ought to have created aworld with different lawsismore
aspeculativefantasy than aconcrete, intelligible possibility.” 4
This does not imply that adifferent world isimpossible. The
atheist cannot conceive of such aworld, and the theist does
not have to show that it is impossible for God to create a
different world.

Critics of the ‘natural law theodicy’ argue that God
should intervene to prevent physical evil. McCloskey, for
example, argues that “if, by intervening in respect to the
operation of Hislaws, God could thereby eliminate an evil, it
would seem unreasonable and evil of Him not to do so.”*®
One must assert that God does intervene in His creation. No
theist will disputethisfact. However, the contention that God
must interveneisobjectionable. A constant divineintervention
would be a violation of the natural laws established by God
Himself, and hence would be against His perfection and
design. Moreover, what McCloskey seems to be arguing for
IS a systematic intervention. In such a world there would be
No necessary connection between cause and effect; therewould
be no regularity of sequence. Without such regularity our
reasoning faculties would not have developed; without
rationality, morality is impossible. Thus in a world of
systematic divine intervention, rational and moral action—
which are an essential part of our being human—would be
impossible.t6

Hence, for human personsto have morally significant
lives, a uniform operation of natural laws is necessary even
though thisisthe source of physical evil. In view of the good
achieved, God is justified in creating the world as it is and
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without constant and systematic intervention.'” Moreover,
what is God bound to do by virtue of His infinite goodness
and omnipotence? He is not bound to create a perfect world,
but to create a world where good ultimately triumphs over
evil; Heis bound to create aworld that is good overall.®®

3.3 The *soul-making’ theodicy

Thisteleological theodicy proposed by John Hick has
its basisin Irenaean theodicy. Based on Irenaeus’ distinction
between ‘image’ and ‘likeness' of God, Hick argues for a
two-stage process of creation. Created in the image of God,
the human person has to grow to the likeness of God. In
modern anthropol ogical terms, thefirst stage of creationwould
correspond to the human person’s evol ution ashomo sapiens,
and the second stage to his or her spiritualization.®®

The human person’s telos or end consists in the
realization of hisor her nature and potentialities, and findsits
fulfillment in an abiding relationship with God. Thisjourney
towards perfection takes place in the ambient of the world.

Hence, when critics argue that an omnipotent and
benevolent God ought to create aparadise, and sincetheworld
is not this He is not omnipotent or benevolent, they fail to
understand the purpose of the world. The world was not
created to be ahedonistic paradise, but an environment suitable
for *soul-making’, for human growth to perfection.

Hick likens the love of God for humans to the best
parental love. Parents who truly love their child and want
him or her to grow into a mature adult do seek pleasure for
the child, but not at the cost of moral integrity. The moral
development of the child, and not pleasure, is the supreme
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goal of life for such parents. If this analogy is correct, then
we ought to view the world not in terms of the amount of
pain and suffering present in it, but rather in terms of its
suitability for its prime purpose of ‘ soul-making’ .2

From the scientific aspect, pain has a positive
biological value. It actsasawarning systemintimesof danger,
injury or disease, and stimulatesthe functioning of the body’s
defense system. Many of our self-preservation instincts are
learnt due to experiences of pain that enable us to adapt
ourselvesto live within a material ambient.

Further, evolution and development would not be
possible in a pain-free world. There would be no need for
creaturesto adapt to survive, and hence the world would still
be in its primitive stage with only elementary life forms. A
pain-freeworld would not goad humansto action. Therewould
be no need for industriousness, resourceful ness, creativity and
thelike. In short, if the aim of the world is‘soul-making’, a
pain-free world would not serve the purpose.

It istrue that the amount of suffering in our world is
immense, yet it would be wrong to underestimate the amount
of joy and happiness. Thejoy and happiness certainly outweigh
the pain and misery. However, thisdoes not |essen the gravity
of the problem in any way—men and women continue to
suffer—and this prompts the inevitable question ‘why?

But would a suffering-free world be a viable
alternative? At first glance the answer would be an emphatic
‘yes'. A closer look, however, reveals that such an ambient
would not facilitate the human journey to ultimate perfection.
Inaworld wherewrong actionshavenoill effectsand careless
deeds have no harmful consequences, moral virtues would
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lack value. Courage and selflessness would be missing in a
world without danger and need. M ost important, love would
never come into existence. For real love manifests itself in
times of hardship and suffering. Love and all the other moral
virtues can exist only in aworld like ours—with obstacles,
dangers and suffering. A suffering-free world will aso be a
‘value-less world.?

Critics argue that this justification of physical evil is
not valid because we cannot exercise the virtues so devel oped
in heaven. “ All the evilsin the world are justified as a means
of developing traits of character which it will be impossible
to maintain thereafter in heaven.... Why should we value a
process which results in a character which cannot be
manifested?’ 2

Inthefirst place, Christian theology doesnot claim to
know much about the next life and hence we cannot
emphatically state that these virtues are irrelevant in a post-
mortem realm. Second, these virtues are dispositional states
and can influence a person’s life even when conditions for
their exercise are absent.?

However, is suffering really necessary for the
development of moral virtues? Stanley Kanethinks otherwise.
He cites two examples—training for an athletic competition
and writing adoctoral thesis—and arguesthat it ispossibleto
develop virtues through these. One must admit that this
contention is true. However the afore-mentioned activities
require a high degree of talent and are restricted to a few
individuals. Were these to be the primary means of developing
virtues, we would have very few individuas of character.
Further, isn’t there suffering inherent even in these? Who can
conceive of an athletic competition without the possibility of
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injury and pain, and who can conceive of writing a thesis
without fear of rejection and failure?* Do not these activities
involve hardship and struggle?

Thusthe presence of physical evil isnecessary for the
acquisition of moral virtues, which contribute to human
growth and progress towards the telos. The purpose of soul-
making is not primarily the development of virtue but is the
establishing of an abiding relationship with God.

Hence Hick’s justification for pain and suffering is
valid only if the soul-making processis successful. However,
as he himself admits, “so far as we can see, the soul-making
process does in fact fail in our world at least as often as it
succeeds.”? Hence he asserts that it is essential to posit a
post-mortem realm wherein all people will eventually reach
their perfection, and all suffering will be a phase in the
fulfillment of God's plan. This affirmation is necessary to
assert God's infinite goodness and omnipotence in the face
of physical evil in the world.?®

4. Conclusion

The crux of the problem of evil is reconciling God's
existence with the existence of pain and suffering. The three
approaches treated in this paper attempt to do just that.

The aesthetic theme, based on the anal ogy of thevisud
arts, stresses that the world is good as awhole. The physica
evil initisan occasion for greater good or parts of the good
whole.

The danger in such an affirmation isthat evil tendsto
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disappear, and its virulent power, obscured by the perfection
of thewhole, gets diminished. Though pain and suffering are
occasions for greater good, they are evil in themselves.

Further, for a person who suffers, it does not make an
iotaof differencewhether or not hisor her suffering contributes
to the perfection of the universe. Asaperson heor sheis“a
universe to himself [or herself]; to suffer that pain as part of
the universein the perspective of nature or of theworld taken
as God's work of art, does not do away with the fact that as
far asthe person is concerned it is an utter anomaly.”?’

Inthelight of modern research and increased scientific
findings, | think that the argument from natural laws gives a
reasonable and fairly adequate answer to the problem of evil.
It explains physical evil as aresult of the uniform operation
of natural laws, an operation that is necessary for sentient
and human life.

Critics of thisargument have raised many objections.
These objections, | feel, arise out of an incorrect and naive
understanding of God's attributes. | have tried to show how
theists have responded to their objections.

However, this approach failsto treat the resol ution of
evil which, | think, isan important aspect of theodicy.

Some scholarsregard Hick’s soul-making theodicy as
thefirst clearly defined aternativeto the Augustinian-Thomist
theodicy. Hisinsights are indubitably amajor contribution to
the debate on evil.

Hick disagreeswith Augustine’s conception of human
personsas beings created finitely perfect, being who misused
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their freedom and thusfell from grace. He regards the human
person as an imperfect being journeying towards finite
perfection. His two-stage process of creation tallies with
modern scientific findings of evolution, and this is an
important contribution. Further, Hick’s position conformswith
Christian doctrine. The Church affirms that while he was
“created in a state of holiness, man was destined to be fully
‘divinized’ by God in glory.”#

While Hick does not reject the Fall, he does not
highlight it in his theodicy. He sees it merely as afailure in
the path of human spiritualization. He prefers to look to the
future to explain the resolution of evil rather than focus on
the past to explain the origin of evil. The former approach is
veritably positive and optimistic, and isan important element
of theodicy.

Yet, equally important isthe explanation of the origin
of evil, the more pressing issuein the ‘ problem of evil’. Hick
fails to treat this adequately. This constitutes one of the
deficiencies of histheodicy.

| will try to explicitate my understanding of the ‘why’
of physical evil by incorporating elements from the various
approaches dealt with in this paper.

Our world isadynamic, evolutionary world. Creation
isan ongoing process. Any such processwill necessarily have
amixture of growth and decay. Further, this process proceeds
according to the uniform operation of natural laws. In such a
world, these laws often clash with each other giving rise to
‘physical evil’. Physical evil is thus an inevitable and
accidental result of the operation of the laws of naturein an
evolutionary, dynamic world.
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It is only in a world with a certain degree of law-
abidingness that rationality and morality—that characterize
human life—are possible. Since human life is an essential
and integral element of thisworld, God isjustified in creating
such a world. Further, it would be logically impossible for
God to create an ambient suitable for human life without
natural laws; this impossibility is not a limitation to his
omnipotence.

Further, as created beings we are imperfect, and we
are called to grow in love, to grow to the fullness of
personhood. This cannot happen in a hedonistic paradise.
What would happen if our world were a hedonistic paradise?
Children who never experience want, whose every whim is
satisfied, grow up into selfish adults. | think, by analogy,
humankind living in an ambient of total pleasure would be a
very self-centered, weak-willed, characterless humankind
incapable of love. Our world is not a ‘vale of tears’, but an
ambient where we can grow in love.

Moreover, al evil in the world is but a phase in the
fulfillment of God's salvific design. As Christians we have a
support to fall back on. The Church affirms that even the
greatest evil—the crucifixion of Jesus Christ—"is part of the
mystery of God’splan.”?® The enigma of the cross enables us
to understand the enigma of evil. Through the suffering and
death of His‘well-beloved Son’, God wrought the redemption
of humankind.

This does not mean that suffering is not evil. It is.
And there exist trial sand sufferings that—from ahuman point
of view—seem meaningless. Yet there exists a higher point
of view, that of aGod who callseveryoneto lifeand to eternd
communion with Him, though it be through pain, suffering,
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and even death.

| am aware that this understanding is debatable and
ambiguous. But it is precisely this ambiguity that allows for
further, deeper reflection that, in turn, gives meaning to our
existenceinthisworld.
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