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  EVIDENTIAL PROBLEMS OF EVIL


  Gregory E. Ganssle and Yena Lee


  The arguments against God’s existence under the heading of the logical problem of evil claim that there is a contradiction in asserting that God and evil both exist. The basic strategy for a response to such arguments is to show that there is a logical or metaphysical possibility that God has a good reason to allow evil. If it is possible that God has a good reason to allow evil, then the existence of evil is not incompatible with the existence and nature of God. With some exceptions, philosophers have generally agreed that this response to the logical problem of evil is successful. Now, many philosophers have turned from the logical problem of evil to the evidential problem of evil.


  There are many kinds of arguments that fall under the description of evidential. What they have in common is not the claim that evil disproves the existence of God but that it provides strong evidence that God does not exist. The conclusion of such an evidential argument usually has a form such as “Therefore it is probable that there is no God who is omniscient, omnipotent and wholly good.” In what follows, we will introduce two of the most important evidential arguments that have been offered in recent years, and we will articulate a fruitful response to each. Finally, we will discuss an important objection to our response. The arguments we will consider are the ones put forward by William Rowe and Paul Draper.


  The Evidential Argument of William Rowe


  Philosopher William Rowe articulated an especially influential version of this argument. He states his argument as follows:


  
    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.


    3. There does not exist an omnipotent, omniscient, wholly good being.[1]

  


  It is important to note that this argument is a valid deductive argument. That is, if the premises are true, then the conclusion must be true. What makes this an evidential argument is that the support of the first premise is not decisive. Rowe thinks he can argue that (1) is probably true. If (1) is probably true, then the conclusion that follows will be a probabilistic conclusion as well. He can conclude, then, that probably there does not exist an omnipotent, omniscient, wholly good being.


  Most theists will grant Rowe’s second premise.[2] The major dispute is over the first premise. Rowe claims that though we cannot prove (1), we have rational grounds for thinking it is true. Rowe takes a particular case of evil as his starting point: a fawn suffers badly for several days after being burned in a forest fire caused by lightning. He claims that it is likely that there is no reason such that, if God exists, the reason would justify him in allowing this evil.


  Consider again the case of the fawn’s suffering. Is it reasonable to believe that there is some greater good so intimately connected to that suffering that even an omnipotent, omniscient being could not have obtained that good without permitting that suffering or some evil at least as bad? It certainly does not appear reasonable to believe this. Nor does it seem reasonable to believe that there is some evil at least as bad as the fawn’s suffering such that an omnipotent being simply could not have prevented it without permitting the fawn’s suffering. But even if it should somehow be reasonable to believe either of these things of the fawn’s suffering, we must then ask whether it is reasonable to believe either of these things of all the instances of seemingly pointless human and animal suffering that occur daily in our world.[3]


  Rowe’s argument for the claim that we are rationally justified to think premise (1) is true is that it simply does not seem reasonable to deny its truth. In other words, he argues in the following way:


  
    4. It appears there is no reason sufficient to justify God in allowing this evil.


    5. Therefore, there probably is no reason sufficient to justify God in allowing this evil.

  


  If (5) is true, then premise (1) of the original argument is probably true and it is probably true that there is no God. At first glance, this reasoning appears to be strong. After all, if we search for a justifying reason long enough, and we come up empty, we can begin to think that it is more likely that there is no justifying reason for the evil in question.


  Wykstra’s Response


  Philosopher Stephen Wykstra has provided a response to Rowe.[4] We can introduce his line of thinking with a story: Imagine that you walk into a dog park on a sunny morning. Upon seeing only dogs and their owners, you observe, “It appears there are no hippopotami in the dog park today.” You then conclude, “There probably are no hippopotami here.” You are entitled to your conclusion because it is reasonable to believe that if there indeed had been a hippopotamus in the park, things would have looked different to you. In other words, you were in a position to tell the difference. You had sufficient access to the situation to judge reasonably whether or not there was a hippo present.


  Now imagine that you strain your ears for a few minutes and hear only the dogs and their owners. So you observe, “It appears that no dog whistles are being blown today.” Would it be reasonable for you to conclude, “There probably are no dog whistles being blown”? You are not entitled to make this claim because you do not have sufficient access to the situation to judge reliably. Even if dog whistles had been blowing, you would not have heard them.


  The lesson we learn from the dog park is this: we are entitled to move from an “appears” claim to a claim about what is likely to be the case only when a certain condition is satisfied. In other words, a move from


  
    8. It appears there is no x


    to


    9. Therefore, there probably is no x


    is entitled only if the following condition is satisfied:


    10. If there were an x, we would probably know it.

  


  You can judge that there probably is no hippo in the park because if there were a hippo, you probably would have known it: you would have seen the creature. In contrast, if there were dog whistles blowing, you would not probably know it: you cannot hear the sound. Because the condition in (10) is not satisfied, you are not entitled to the claim that there are probably no dog whistles being blown in the park.


  Rowe’s argument, it turns out, relies on the same kind of move illustrated in the dog park example. The question to be raised is whether or not Rowe or anyone has sufficient access to the situation to judge reliably in this case. Again, Rowe’s move is:


  
    4. It appears there is no reason sufficient to justify God in allowing this evil.


    5. Therefore, there probably is no reason sufficient to justify God in allowing this evil.

  


  Does this move satisfy the condition in (10)? Substituting for x, we have:


  
    10. If there were a reason sufficient to justify God in allowing this evil, we would probably know it.

  


  Is this claim true? How likely is it that we would know whether there is such a reason for permitting the particular evil event in question?


  In many cases we may be able to discern that there are reasons to permit evil. For example, God may allow some evils to help develop the character of the people involved. Some he may allow so people will turn to him and experience answers to prayer. Some evil may contribute to the good of others. It is also reasonable that some evil may allow for free choices. These suggestions, and more, may provide some reasons that God may allow particular cases of evil. So, it is not the case that we can never discern that there are good reasons available that might justify God in permitting the evil.


  But given the gulf between God’s knowledge and our knowledge, it seems unreasonable to expect that we could know the God-justifying reason for every case of evil, even if such a reason were to exist. In fact, if God knows everything and our knowledge is limited, it seems reasonable to expect cases of evil for which we do not know a justifying reason. A five-year-old may consider her pediatrician evil as he gives her a shot each time she sees him. No matter how much she thinks, no justifying reason appears for the sharp metal prod in her arm. But her mother, who has the wisdom of decades, knows the reason for the pain. If the difference in knowledge from a few decades supplies a justifying reason unimaginable to the five-year-old, the difference between finite and infinite knowledge may also supply a justifying reason unimaginable to those with limited understanding.


  So it turns out that (10) is false when applied to reasons God might have to permit evil. It is not the case that if there were a good reason to allow the particular evil, we would probably know it. We are not entitled to move from a claim about what appears to be the case to a claim about what probably is the case. In other words, we cannot conclude that the claim “Therefore, there probably is no reason sufficient to justify God in allowing this evil” (5) is true. Because Rowe needs this support to argue for the probability of (1), his argument does not go through. In fact, if theism were true, we would expect there to be situations for which we cannot give a full explanation. The existence of some evil that cannot be fully explained is just what we should expect if theism were true.


  The Evidential Argument of Paul Draper


  Paul Draper has presented another version of the evidential argument from evil.[5] Rather than arguing directly for the conclusion that theism is unlikely given the amount or kinds of evil in the world, Draper provides a hypothesis that is an alternative to theism. He claims that this alternative hypothesis explains what we observe about evil better than theism does. Since the alternative he provides is incompatible with theism, the alternative hypothesis is more likely to be true than theism is. As a result, it is more likely that theism is false than that it is true, given our observations about evil. Because it is unreasonable to believe something if it is probably false, theism must be rejected. Draper calls his alternative hypothesis the “Hypothesis of Indifference,” which, for the purposes of this chapter, we will simply call atheism. He expresses it as follows:


  Neither the nature nor the condition of sentient beings on earth is the result of benevolent or malevolent actions performed by nonhuman persons.[6]


  Draper considers all of our observations of pain and pleasure, whether they are experienced by human beings or by other animals. Furthermore, he includes not only what we observe directly but what we learn about pain and pleasure in the world from the testimony of others. Draper’s central argument is that atheism explains the facts we observe about pain and pleasure much better than theism does.


  How does Draper argue for this claim? He looks at both the biological and the moral utility of pain and pleasure, and he argues that in each of these cases atheism provides a better explanation than theism does. If God is all-powerful, he could create sentient beings without biologically useful pain and pleasure. Because pain is intrinsically bad and pleasure is intrinsically good, we expect that God would create as little pain and as much pleasure as possible. But then our observations about pain and pleasure in the world are surprising:there appears to be a great deal of pain and not an overabundance of pleasure. In contrast, if atheism is true, and no higher being cares about our welfare, we would expect pain and pleasure to play biological roles. Regardless of any intrinsic badness or goodness, they are merely parts of a biological system, and we should expect no happy balance between the two.


  One feature that makes Draper’s argument fruitful is that he provides a theory to explain pain and pleasure that is an alternative to theism. This move strengthens his argument because it is hard to tell the degree to which some evidence counts for or against a theory without comparing the explanation with alternative explanations. That is, we can have a better idea of whether some evidence (our observations about evil) counts for or against one theory (theism) when we compare how well that evidence counts for or against a rival theory (atheism).


  A Response to Draper


  There are similarities between the arguments of Rowe and Draper. As a result, a response to one may resemble a response to the other. The response we will pursue centers on Draper’s use of probabilities. The kind of probability Draper is working with is called epistemic probability. That is, it concerns the probability of a claim given what we know. It is not a numerical kind of probability, such as the fact that the probability of a coin toss coming up heads is 50 percent.


  A good way to grasp how to compare which of the two claims is more probable, given a certain body of evidence, is to ask which claim would make the evidence less surprising. The claim that makes the evidence less surprising, given the evidence, is the more probable claim. Another way to look at it is that the claim that makes the evidence less surprising makes it less surprising because it explains the evidence better than the other claim. For example, imagine that you are confronted with the evidence that your cookie jar is now empty. There are two possible claims: either your two-month-old nephew or your dog ate the cookies. Your nephew has not yet learned to crawl, let alone use his hands. So the evidence that faces youthe empty cookie jarwould be surprising on the claim that your nephew pried open the jar and ate the cookies. Meanwhile, the family golden retriever has shown a history of being particularly cunning and always hungry. This second claim seems to explain the evidence before you: the empty cookie jar is surprising on the nephew claim, but not very surprising on the dog claim. So though we do not know the exact numerical probability of Fido gobbling down the cookies, of the two claims, the one that better explains the evidence is comparatively more likely.


  Draper’s argument depends upon our ability to compare the likelihood of two claims, given the evidence of the observations we make about pain and pleasure. In short, given our observations about pain and pleasure, Draper claims, the existence of God would be more surprising than the nonexistence of God. Atheism, he thinks, is more probable because it provides a better explanation for our observations of pain and pleasure than does theism.


  One response to Draper’s account is to point out that we are not in a position to compare the probabilities of atheism and theism with respect to pain and pleasure. To show that this claim is the case, we must explore what conditions are necessary in order to make a reliable comparison about the probabilities of two claims.


  When comparing probabilities we must distinguish between probabilities that are related to one another and those that are not related to one another. For example, the probability that a particular zoo contains egg-laying mammals is related to the probability that the zoo contains mammals. “Egg-laying mammals” is a subset of “mammals,” so the probability of there being egg-laying mammals will always be less than the probability of there being mammals.[7] Even without knowing the numerical probability of there being mammals or egg-laying mammals in the zoo, because they are related, we can still say that one probability is always greater than the other. In other words, we can make a judgment of comparison of the probabilities involved.


  Other probabilities we may wish to compare are unrelated. For example, imagine there are two independently operating zoos, Zoo A and Zoo B, and we know that 95 percent of the animals in Zoo A are mammals. If we are shown a particular mammal (named Fred), and we are asked to guess from which zoo he came, what shall we say? Is it more probable that Fred is from Zoo A or from Zoo B? Can we make such a judgment?


  Whether we can make a judgment about which zoo is more likely to be Fred’s home depends upon whether we have another piece of information. What is the percentage of animals in Zoo B that are mammals? If we know the answer to this question, and if the percentage is different than that pertaining to Zoo A, then we can make the judgment. If Zoo B contains only 50 percent mammals, we can judge that it is more likely that Fred is from Zoo A. But suppose that we do not know the percentage of animals in Zoo B that are mammals. It may be more than 95 percent or it may be less or the same. In any case, we simply cannot make a judgment about which zoo is more likely to be Fred’s home. We do not have enough information.[8]


  What we learn from this story is that we can make comparisons of probability only under certain conditions. First, if the probabilities are related, as in the case of the mammals and the egg-laying mammals in the one zoo, we can judge the comparative probability. If the probabilities are not related, as in the case of Zoo A and Zoo B, we can make a comparison of probability only if we know the probabilities relevant in each case. If one of the cases with unrelated probabilities remains unknown, as in the percentage of mammals in Zoo B, we cannot make a judgment of comparative probability.


  But Draper’s argument requires that we compare probabilities of this third kind. The probabilities of atheism and theism respectively explaining our observations about pain and pleasure are not related to one another. Even if the observations we make about pain and pleasure are not surprising if atheism is true, it does not follow that the observations are surprising if theism is true. They are unrelated probabilities.


  Furthermore, these unrelated probabilities involve at least one unknown feature. We are not in the position to judge how well theism explains or makes not-surprising our observations on pain and pleasure. For reasons similar to those given by Wykstra, we are not in a position to judge what God’s purpose is in permitting the various cases of evil. We do not know what reasons God might have that would render the observations unsurprising. Because we lack this key information, we cannot compare the relevant probabilities. Draper’s argument, then, does not succeed.


  Skeptical Theism


  What these responses have in common is that they acknowledge a crucial limitation to human knowledge. We ought to be skeptical about our ability to make the relevant judgment about whether or not it is likely that there is a justifying reason for the evil we observe. This kind of response has come to be known as “skeptical theism” (ST).[9] The skeptical theist is not skeptical about the existence of God but skeptical about our ability to make the kind of judgments that the arguments of Rowe and Draper require. In general, the skeptical theist’s position consists in two claims:


  
    (ST1) We do not know whether the good and evil we know of are representative of all the good and evil that exist.


    (ST2) We do not know whether the connections between a case of evil and various goods that we know of are representative of all the connections between good and evil that exist.

  


  The first claim (ST1) allows that there may well be goods we do not know of that can enter into God’s reasons for permitting evil. (ST2) allows that there may well be connections that we do not know of between evils we observe and goods that we already recognize. These connections may provide a good reason for God to allow the evil. The relevant connection in this case is that in order for the good to happen, the evil also had to happen. For example, consider again the child receiving the vaccine. In order for the child to be protected against disease, it is necessary for her to experience the pain of the shot. The child does not recognize the connection between the pain and the protection, but the connection is real nonetheless. The skeptical theist acknowledges that there are cases in which we cannot recognize a reason God might have to allow something evil no matter how hard we search. But he will go on to claim that this fact does not imply that there are no such reasons.


  Each of these claims expresses doubt about whether or not what we know is a representative sample of the total picture. A sample can be representative of a total with respect to one property and not another. For example, a sample of dachshunds can be representative of the total dog population with respect to the property “number of legs,” but not with respect to the property “body-to-leg length ratio.” The property we are interested in regarding (ST1) and (ST2) is “justifies God in allowing this evil.” The sample of good and evil we know of may be representative of all the good and evil that exist with respect to the property “knowable goods and evils,” but not with respect to the property “justifies God in allowing this evil.”


  So then, (ST1) prevents us from saying that a God-justifying reason does not exist among unknown goods and evils: there may be goods we do not know of that figure into a God-justifying reason. (ST2) prevents us from saying that a God-justifying reason does not exist among known goods and evils. There may be the right kind of connection between the goods and evils we know of such that the relevant goods provide a God-justifying reason for the evil. In other words, we do not have good reason to conclude that what we know about good, evil and their connections to one another is representative of the property we are interested in: the property of justifying God in allowing this evil. Skeptical theism does not positively claim that there is a God-justifying reason; rather, that we cannot claim there is not a God-justifying reason.


  Generally, we are justified in not making a judgment if we do not have enough evidence to make it. In this case we lack the evidence to judge that it is likely that there is no God-justifying reason for the evil because we do not know whether our sample is representative or not. Further, we have positive reasons to assume a position of doubt. One is the reasoning we have already seen behind Wykstra’s condition: we may not be in an appropriate position to scrutinize good and evil adequately. Additionally, it seems unlikely that the good and evil we do know of happen to be all the good and evil that exist. A random sample may have a high chance of being representative with respect to a certain property. But a sample of good and evil we know of is a sample entirely composed by those that are accessible to our limited cognitive faculties. As Daniel Howard-Snyder points out, it would be an “extraordinary stroke of good epistemic luck” if we possessed all the faculties to pick out and comprehend all good and evil.[10]


  An Objection to Skeptical Theism


  An objection has been raised to skeptical theism (ST). If it is true, when I see an evil act I should be in doubt whether I should intervene to prevent it. For all I know, there may be an outweighing good to that evil act that I cannot discern. Thus the evil act may be justified. For example, you spot someone attempting to kidnap your neighbor’s child. With minimal effort and cost to yourself, you could prevent this evil act from happening. But if ST is true, then, for all you know, there may be some outweighing good to this evil act that you just cannot presently discern. Since you are not in a position to judge whether the act is justified or not, you should not intervene to help the child. But, so the objection goes, this conclusion cannot be correct: our intuitions strongly instruct us to intervene. And, in fact, we should intervene. Therefore, ST is false. This is known as the moral skepticism objection to skeptical theism: that is, if ST is true, then we are obligated to a further skepticism concerning our moral assessments.


  The skeptical theist, however, can reject the claim that ST obligates us to be in doubt over taking obvious moral action. The intuition that I should intervene comes from the common-sense principle that I should intervene and prevent the evil I can unless I have a good reason not to intervene and prevent it. The fact that I cannot judge whether it is likely that there are reasons God could have to allow the evil does not provide me a reason not to intervene. Reasons that someone else may have not to intervene do not overrule the belief that I should intervene to prevent the evil. But if God has those reasons, shouldn’t I think that those reasons could be good reasons for my not intervening as well? This objection rests on a confusion. Being in doubt whether there exists a good reason for someone else’s nonintervention is not the same as positively having a good reason for nonintervention.


  Moral skepticism, then, does not follow from the skeptical theist’s response to the evidential argument from evil. It is reasonable both to suspend judgment about whether there are reasons that would justify God in permitting certain evil events, and to follow our common-sense moral intuitions when it comes to our responsibility to try to prevent evil.


  Conclusion


  We have raised significant objections both to William Rowe’s and Paul Draper’s versions of the evidential argument from evil. Each of these arguments rests on unwarranted assumptions about our ability to discern whether there are God-justifying reasons for permitting the evil we see. Given our human limitations, especially when compared with the cognitive capacities of God, if he exists, we simply are not in a position to claim that such reasons are not available. This kind of response to the evidential arguments has led some philosophers to argue that this stance implies that we ought to be skeptics about moral choice in general. This objection has been shown to have little weight. While the kind of evil we observe in the world can seem to provide strong evidence that God does not exist, we have seen that belief in God can withstand the challenge of evil.
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  EVIL AND THE HIDDENNESS OF GOD


  Chad Meister


  Those of us who believe in God are faced with a host of serious problems, not the least of which is the problem of the hiddenness of God. Sometimes understood to be one aspect of the problem of evil, divine hiddenness can be characterized in the following way.[1] It is not obvious to everyone that God exists. God cannot be experienced by any of the five senses; he cannot be seen (at least with the physical eyes), even aided by the powerful lenses of the Hubble Telescope. He cannot be heard (at least with the physical ears), even with the assistance of powerful radio interferometers. God cannot be touched; I cannot walk over to God and give him a high-five after my favorite team wins the Super Bowl (assuming God and I are rooting for the same team!). But if God does exist, his existence should be obvious. We should have clear, undeniable experiences of God, and his existence should be so obvious that we don’t have any doubts about it.


  To put it another way, why would God’s presenceif God does exist as the omnibenevolent, omniscient, omnipotent and magnificent being Christian theists describe him to benot be readily available to every person seeking to know about or have a relationship with God? Why would a loving, caring divine being hide and remain silent from the very creatures God created to have such a desire? Those who believe in God, then, carry the burden of providing a reasonable account of why God’s existence is not readily evident and readily available.


  The absence of reasonable answers to such questions may not only be grist for the skeptics mill; it may even provide evidence that God does not really exist after all. We could put the latter point in the form of a dilemma: Either God can’t make his presence known to all or won’t do so. If God can’t make his presence known to all, God must not be omnipotent. If God won’t make his presence known to all, God must not be good and loving. But lacking either of these attributes means that God, if God exists, is not the divine being of traditional Christian theism. The other option, of course, is that there is no God after all.


  The issue of divine hiddenness has not only been raised by atheists and skeptics; indeed, believers themselves often concede the difficulty. The Old Testament, for example, is filled with language of God’s hiding: “Why do you hide your face, / and consider me as your enemy?” (Job 13:24). “Why, Lord, do you stand far off? / Why do you hide yourself in times of trouble?” (Ps 10:1).


  Awake, Lord! Why do you sleep?

  Rouse yourself! Do not reject us forever.


  Why do you hide your face

  and forget our misery and oppression? (Ps 44:23-24)


  “Truly you are a God who has been hiding himself, / the God and Savior of Israel.” (Is 45:15)


  More recently, it was discovered after her death that Mother Teresa struggled deeply with the hiddenness of God. For example, she expressed these words in a letter to a spiritual confidant, the Rev. Michael van der Peet, in September 1979, and they were only recently published: “[But] as for me, the silence and the emptiness is so great, that I look and do not see,Listen and do not hearthe tongue moves [in prayer] but does not speak. . . . I want you to pray for methat I let Him have [a] free hand.”[2] And then in her diaries, published posthumously and against her will, she had this to say to a spiritual adviser: “I spoke as if my very heart was in love with Godtender, personal love. If you were [there], you would have said, ‘What hypocrisy.’”[3]


  If God exists and is unsurpassably loving, wise and caring as described by Christianity and the other monotheistic religions, then it seems reasonable to suppose that God should be readily present to usespecially to someone like Mother Teresa, who served God so faithfully and charitably. God should at least offer tangible evidence of his reality, especially when we are in doubt about it and could truly benefit from such knowledge. In fact, Christians maintain that lacking such knowledge of God is bad! Yet God remains hidden and silent. What are we to make of this situation?


  An Argument for God’s Nonexistence


  Bertrand Russell was once asked what he would say to God if after his death he had a divine encounter and was asked by God why he hadn’t believed in him during his life. Russell’s reply: “God, you gave us insufficient evidence.”[4] We might wonder what kind of evidence for God Russell would have liked. It seems reasonable enough that one form of evidence Russell would have benefitted from (as would the rest of us) is some sort of tangible and vivid proof of the reality of God. Perhaps even better would be direct awareness of God’s presence as a loving, caring, compassionate, powerful divine beingespecially in times of doubt or distress. But Russell never received such confirming evidence and, so as far as we know, died an atheist.


  So what are we to make of this problem of divine hiding? Philosopher John Schellenberg has argued that the hiddenness of God justifies atheism. In the following narrative he lays out the problem, in the form of a powerful analogy.


  Imagine yourself in the following situation. You’re a child playing hide-and-seek with your mother in the woods at the back of your house. You’ve been crouching for some time now behind a large oak tree, quite a fine hiding place but not undiscoverablecertainly not for someone as clever as your mother. However, she does not appear. The sun is setting, and it will soon be bedtime, but still no mother. Not only isn’t she finding you, but, more disconcerting, you can’t hear her anywhere: she’s not beating the nearby bushes, making those exaggerated “looking for you” noises, and talking to you meanwhile as mothers playing this game usually do. Now imagine that you start calling for your mother. Coming out from behind the tree, you yell out her name, over and over again. “Mooooommmmm!” But no answer. You look everywhere: through the woods, in the house, down the road. An hour passes, and you are growing hoarse from calling. Is she anywhere around? Would she fail to answer if she were around?[5]


  Certainly, Schellenberg argues, if the mother in this scenario was really around and simply didn’t care to respond to her child, she would not be a good mother. A good parent isn’t like that. Good parents do what they can to comfort their children, to be present to them, to encourage them, especially in times of need and distress. They hold them in their arms, talk to them and use various other means to communicate their deep love, care and concern. But when it comes to God and human beings, it seems that God (if God exists) is acting more like this absent, uncaring mother than like a good, loving parent. No doubt there are times when good parents are absent from their children. There may be times when it’s appropriate, say, for parents to go out for an intimate dinner date togethersomething healthy and beneficial for a flourishing relationship (though I think reading a good philosophy book together ought to be at the top of the list of romantic evenings, to my wife’s chagrin!). But we know the difference between appropriate times of absence and inappropriate ones. In fact, many countries such as ours have laws that recognize the difference and punish parents who are too absent from their children, calling this “child neglect.” There also may be times when good parents need to shut themselves away from a childto be intentionally absent and even silent. For example, when a toddler disobeys his parents, they may put him in a “time-out” in a separate room, away from everyone else, and tell him to be quiet for a period of time and not to speak to anyone. Despite a child’s ranting tantrum, good parents may take some time and not respond at all. This can be a form of parental discipline and moral education. But again, we generally know the difference between appropriate times of absence and silence on the one hand and relational neglect on the other. If you love someone, you communicate with them; you spend time with themnot merely “in spirit” but really being there with them. God, it is argued, does neither with us human beings.


  Using these intuitions and the traditional theistic understanding of God, Schellenberg develops several versions of an argument for God’s nonexistence. Perhaps the most persuasive of them goes something like this. If God does exist, then reasonable nonbelief would not occur, for surely a perfectly loving God would desire that people believe in God. And if God desires that people so believe, God would work it out so that persons would be in a reasonable position to believe. Again, he may speak to them or appear to them or in some way be obviously present to them and thus help to bring them to belief in him. However, reasonable nonbelief does occur. There are persons who do not believe in God, and they are reasonable in doing so. They may have studied the evidence, explored their motives of belief, examined why others who believe do so and so on. Yet despite all of this, they still do not believe and see no good reason to believe. Others may have lived in time and place which disallowed the possibility of belief in a personal God. Consider the many Chinese, for example, who for centuries were familiar with Confucianism or Daoism, say, but had no awareness whatsoever of a theistic notion of God. In these cases, too, there seems to be widespread reasonable nonbelief of (and in) God.


  Furthermore, the argument goes, such nonbelieving persons may be doing so in a morally innocent manner. Their nonbelief is not due to a resistance or opposition to belief in God, a desire that God not exist, a moral repugnance to the very idea of the reality of God, or any such thing. They simply do not believe and have no good reason to believe, or perhaps they have good reason not to believe. But a perfectly loving and good God, it seems, would ensure belief in God by all persons. He would make himself known to them such that they would believe in him and have no doubts about it. Since there is reasonable nonbelief, then, we have solid evidence that God, as a perfectly loving, caring being, does not exist. We can delineate Schellenberg’s argumentwhat I’ll call the divine hiddenness argumentthis way:


  
    	If there is a God, he is perfectly loving.


    	If a perfectly loving God exists, reasonable nonbelief does not occur.


    	Reasonable nonbelief occurs.


    	So no perfectly loving God exists (from 2 and 3).


    	 Hence, there is no God (from 1 and 4).[6]

  


  This argument is valid, so if the premises are true the conclusion logically follows: God does not exist. But are the premises true? Are we reasonable in believing that they are true?


  Reasonable Nonbelief and Divine Hiddenness


  The problem of divine hiddenness is indeed a pernicious difficulty for theists. Some have even argued that this problem provides a better atheological argument (argument for atheism) than the more familiar arguments from evil. So how might the theist reply? Are there plausible reasons for divine hiding?


  One way a theist could reply to the divine hiddenness argument is to deny the first premise that, if there is a God, he is perfectly loving. This is not a common move, of course, but it has been made by some theists. Given divine hiddenness and silence, especially during periods of deep pain and suffering, some theists have concluded that while God does exist, he is not perfectly good after all. Some Holocaust survivors ended up with such a view. These dystheists, as they are sometimes called, believe that God is less (maybe much less) than omnibenevolent. Such a view of God is certainly not consistent with traditional theism whereby God is, as Anselm put it, “that than which nothing greater can be conceived.” The divine hiddenness argument is not addressing the notion of a God who is less than perfect, though, and when I use the term God in this chapter I mean a being who is perfect in every way. So denying premise one won’t do.


  Another way a Christian theist could reply to the divine hiddenness argument is to deny the third premise that reasonable nonbelief occurs. Some theists have, in fact, maintained that any nonbelief in God is unreasonable. There are different ways of cashing out the meaning of reasonable and unreasonable here, but let’s just say that theists who take this approach often affirm that every case of nonbelief is one in which the person is epistemically and morally culpable for their nonbelief. That is, while such persons do not believe that God exists, they should so believe. They have the requisite evidence to warrant such belief, yet they deny or suppress it; they are intentionally disbelieving. Jonathan Edwards held something like this view.


  There is no one thing whatsoever more plane and manifest, and more demonstratable, than the being of God. It is manifest in ourselves, in our bodies and souls, and in everything about us wherever we turn our eye, whether to heaven, to the earth, the air, or the seas. And yet how prone is the heart of man to call this into question! So inclined is the heart of man to blindness and delusion, that it is prone to even atheism itself.[7]


  More recently, James Spiegel offers a similar sentiment: “Atheism is not at all a consequence of intellectual doubts. Such doubts are mere symptoms of the root causemoral rebellion.”[8] For Edwards and Spiegel, and a number of other Christian theists, there is no reasonable nonbelief in God. All nonbelievers are to blame for their nonbelief. In fact, what passes for nonbelief, they often argue, is self-deception.


  One reason a Christian theist might affirm this position is that at first glance the Bible seems to support it. Consider a passage often cited as biblical evidence for the claim that all unbelievers are intentionally suppressing the truth about God.


  For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and wickedness of those who by their wickedness suppress the truth. For what can be known about God is plain to them, because God has shown it to them. Ever since the creation of the world his eternal power and divine nature, invisible though they are, have been understood and seen through the things he has made. So they are without excuse; for though they knew God, they did not honor him as God or give thanks to him, but they became futile in their thinking, and their senseless minds were darkened. Claiming to be wise, they became fools; and they exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images resembling a mortal human being or birds or four-footed animals or reptiles. (Rom 1:18-23 NRSV, italics added)


  Let’s be clear about what this passage is and is not saying. It is certainly saying that there are people who, in their wickedness, suppress the truth in unrighteousness. But as the italicized words should make clear, it is not saying that all people who do not believe are such wicked people. There are people who love darkness and evil and don’t want to believe in a God who exposes wickedness and sheds light on evil deeds. Sure, they are going to suppress the truth in ungodliness and wickedness. But what does this have to do with sincere persons who, for whatever reason, simply do not believe? As I will argue shortly, there may be solid reasons why peoplein their current intellectual, psychological and emotional statesdo not believe, even though they could well be very open to doing so if the evidence or experience warrants it. While it is likely that there are (many?) cases of self-deception, of people who desperately want there to be no God and so end up convincing themselves that God does not exist, I think there are also (many?) cases of reasonable and morally nonculpable nonbelief. So the rest of the responses to the divine hiddenness argument that I develop next will take this approach.


  A third way, then, to reply to the divine hiddenness argument is to challenge premise number two, which states that if a perfectly loving God exists, reasonable nonbelief does not occur. It seems to me that reasonable nonbelief is not incongruous with the existence of an omnibenevolent God for at least several reasons. First, it may be that those persons who do not believe in Godwho neither trust in him nor believe that he existsare, for one reason or another, not ready to believe that God exists or put their trust in him. So God hides. For example, given a person’s current attitude toward the notion of God’s existence, it could be that if the person were (at least up to this point in time) confronted with the reality of the divine presence, rather than entering into a meaningful and trusting relationship with God he or she would instead shut him- or herself off from God. In this case, it’s not that the person has already shut him- or herself off from God, but rather that if the person were put in a position of having a belief that God exists he or she would not in fact do so; the person would harden his or her heart toward God instead. In cases like this, God hides. It’s not that God wants to be hidden or silent or alienated from such individuals, but rather that some people are simply not prepared to believe that he exists or put their trust in him and would in fact be worse off if God didn’t remain hidden from them.


  Consider the case of philosopher Thomas Nagel, who said, “I want atheism to be true and am made uneasy by the fact that some of the most intelligent and well-informed people I know are religious believers. . . . I do not want there to be a God; I do not want the universe to be like that.”[9] It could well be that with someone having this sort of attitude toward God belief, God’s making himself known to such a person would do more harm than good. So God remains hidden to the personat least hidden in the sense that God’s reality is neither vividly nor indubitably experienced by the person.


  In the New Testament book of Matthew, this may be what Jesus had in mind when he explained to his disciples why he spoke in parables:


  This is why I speak to them in parables:


  “Though seeing, they do not see;

  though hearing, they do not hear or understand.”


  In them is fulfilled the prophecy of Isaiah:

  “You will be ever hearing but never understanding;

  you will be ever seeing but never perceiving.


  For this people’s heart has become calloused;

  they hardly hear with their ears,

  and they have closed their eyes.


  Otherwise they might see with their eyes,

  hear with their ears,

  understand with their hearts


  and turn, and I would heal them.” (Mt 13:13-15; italics added)


  On one interpretation of this passage, Jesus’ reason for speaking in parables was that some people are not in a position to hear about the truths and reality of God in a straightforward manner since they have shut their eyes and closed their ears (perhaps knowingly, freely and culpably; perhaps not). The parables, then, are a means of getting the truths and purposes of God into human hearts and minds by veiling the message in such a way that it nonthreateningly and gradually unfolds in the hearts and minds of the hearers. This veiling may be due to either intentional (and so culpable) unreceptivity or unintentional (and so nonculpable) unreceptivity by the individual.


  There are a number of reasons why a person, even though he or she may be intellectually capable of believing that God exists, may not yet be receptive to such belief. One reason is that given the person’s prior life experiences, he or she may have justification to doubt that Goda loving and beneficent being who desires a loving relationship with himexists. If this person has experienced horrific trauma or abuse of one sort or another, say, such events could produce psychological, emotional or other barriers to believing that God exists, or at least believing that a God exists who loves and desires a personal relationship with him. So while someone in this case might be intellectually capable of such a belief, a great amount of healing may need to occur before the person could be in an emotional or psychological state to beneficially come to believe that such a relationship-desiring God actually does exist.


  Furthermore, given a person’s education and knowledge base, he or she may have reason to disbelieve that God exists. If one were trained in a certain school of analytic philosophy in the mid-twentieth century, for example, the person may have come to believe that the very notion of a personal God is a meaningless concept. If one is intellectually convinced that the notion of a personal God is meaningless, it would be difficult to believe that such a God existslet alone that God desires a personal relationship! Such a person could well have the intelligence and emotional capacity to believe that God exists and yet be, at this time in life, unculpably unreceptive to the formation of such belief. For God to force his reality on the person in such a time could be psychologically or emotionally damaging, and perhaps damaging in other ways as well.


  Another point is that it could be that God’s revealing himself to some people, at least vividly or indubitably, would produce the wrong kind of belief or knowledge of God. Paul Moser, shifting the discussion from belief to knowledge, has argued that God remains hidden in order to prevent certain persons from coming to know God in an inappropriate way.[10] In sketching out his argument Moser makes a distinction between propositional knowledge and filial knowledge. The former is knowledge that God exists. The latter is of a different order and is one in which a person “humbly, faithfully, and lovingly stands in a child’s relationship to God as the righteously gracious Father.”[11] On Moser’s account, God’s perfect love results in God’s bringing about our having both propositional and filial knowledge of God. Filial knowledge is essential for a right relationship with Godone that is good for us. Moser describes it this way:


  Divine hiding, like everything else God does, seeks to advance God’s good kingdom by promoting what is good for all concerned. So we must keep divine hiding in the context of God’s main desire to have people lovingly know God and thereby to become loving as God is loving. . . . God desires that people turn, for their own good, to the loving God in filial communion and faithful obedience. God’s primary aim is not to hide but rather to include all people in God’s family as beloved children under God’s fatherly guidance. A loving filial relationship with God is God’s main goal for every human. This means that God wants us to love, to treasure, God as our Father, not just to believe that God exists (Deuteronomy 6:5; Mark 12:30; James 2:19). So production of mere reasonable belief that God exists will not meet God’s higher aim for us. For our own good, God is after something more profound and more transforming than simple reasonable belief about God. Mere reasonable belief is no match for personal transformation toward God’s loving character.[12]


  It’s not that God’s reality is entirely opaque in such cases. But God keeps hidden at least to the extent that his existence can be reasonably denied unless and until there is a proper and useful reorientation of will.


  Keith Ward makes a similar point in discussing religious faith more broadly. He argues that in order to have such faith, one must be committed to a certain understanding of oneself and an openness to reorientation and transformation:


  [Religious faith] has a definite structure of commitment to a way of inward response to that which it is believed will bring liberation from sin. . . .


  [Such] faith is not the acceptance of a probable inference. It consists in coming to see oneself as fallen into sin or ignorance, and as posed with a possible way of release or salvation. This requires a reorientation of vision, so that one sees oneself as both alienated from and confronted by that unique reality which is characterized most adequately as unconditioned Self or Will. This vision already embodies the beginning of that response of submission and disciplined striving to achieve a state hard to discern, preferred by few, beyond sense and desire, bringing freedom from sorrow. For my form of engagement determines my form of understanding; and, revelation speaks to the one who is ready to receive it.[13]


  Another reason that a person might not be ready to believe, and so God hidesor at least doesn’t reveal himself vividly and indubitablyis that given a person’s current beliefs and life experiences, being confronted with the reality of God could cause the person to come to believe in God for the wrong reasons, perhaps out of fear or trepidation or an egoistic desire for success. In cases like this, God’s hiding would, again, be due to God’s love and concern for people who are not yet ready to believe and have a proper relationship with God. As Blaise Pascal so eloquently put it:


  Willing to appear openly to those who seek Him with all their heart, and to be hidden from those who flee from Him with all their heart, [God] so regulates the knowledge of Himself that He has given signs of Himself, visible to those who seek Him, and not to those who seek Him not. There is enough light for those who only desire to see, and enough obscurity for those who have a contrary disposition.[14]


  These various responses seem to indicate that reasonable nonbelief could occur even given the reality of a perfectly loving God, contrary to premise two of the divine hiddenness argument. So the argument has not demonstrated that God does not exist.


  Divine Elusiveness and Christian Expectation


  I’ve argued so far that reasonable nonbelief is not incongruous with the existence of an omnibenevolent God and that there seem to be good reasons for why God might hide from some people at least some of the time. But another important point, of course, is that God does not hide from all of us all the time. Divine hiddenness and silence are certainly not the experiences of all Christian theists. There are sane and intelligent peopleand a good number of themwho claim to have had direct experiences of and an ongoing personal relationship with God. But what does this mean? What does experiencing God look like?


  It is really quite surprising to see how many types of experiences of God people have had and how incredibly diverse they turn out to be. Occasionally when I’m teaching a class or giving a lecture somewhere, I ask people if they have had experiences of God and, if so, what they were like. It’s not uncommon to hear stories of God being vividly present in people’s livesof their experiencing God in deep and meaningful ways. Sometimes such experiences are empirical in nature (God audibly speaking, for example, or the person seeing a vision). Usually, though, God experiences are of a different nature. They are generally more like what the Old Testament prophet described as a still small voice:


  The LORD said, “Go out and stand on the mountain in the presence of the LORD, for the LORD is about to pass by.”


  Then a great and powerful wind tore the mountains apart and shattered the rocks before the LORD, but the LORD was not in the wind. After the wind there was an earthquake, but the LORD was not in the earthquake. After the earthquake came a fire, but the LORD was not in the fire. And after the fire came a gentle whisper. (1 Kings 19:11-13)


  No grandiose audible sound, no visible manifestation, no fanfare; it is a still, small voice of God speaking in the depths of one’s soul that is how most Christian theists describe hearing God. Similarly, the Spanish mystic and Carmelite nun, Teresa of Ávila (1515-1582), describes one of her experiences of God this way:


  I was at prayer on a festival of the glorious Saint Peter when I saw Christ at my sideor, to put it better, I was conscious of Him, for neither with the eyes of the body nor with those of the soul did I see anything. I thought He was quite close to me and I saw that it was He Who, as I thought, was speaking to me.[15]


  This is the more common way of expressing what it’s like to experience God. For those not listening to that still, small voice within the depths of their soul, they may well misconstrue the nonphysical presence of God as divine hiddenness, and nonaudible words of God as divine silence.


  So in response to the claim that God is hidden or silent, it may be that he is present and speaking after all, but that the manner in which God speaks and is present is unique, unlike physical and audible human-to-human interaction and communication. If one has flawed expectations of what belief in and experience of God should be like, then one might misconstrue the situation and falsely conclude that God is absent when, in fact, he is very present. Nonbelief in this case is not due to divine hiddenness per se, but to our faulty understanding of what divine presence is like.


  One reason this might be the case is that many theists, and many Christians in particular, I suspect, tend to think of God in very personal termspersonal in ways that human beings are personal. “God doesn’t speak to me in the way my friends speak to me,” someone once said to me. “God doesn’t show up the way my friends show up. If God exists he must not really care about me like they do,” the person added. But perhaps God is not a person in that sense at all; maybe God’s speaking and showing up do not look anything like a human being’s speaking and showing up. I’m not suggesting that God is less than a person in the sense that humans are persons, but perhaps God is much more than a person in that sense. Maybe the great Christian theologian Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274) was right when he understood God to be ipsum esse subsistence (subsistent being itself).[16] In that case, God is not a being or a person like we are beings and persons, namely, substances existing contingently and ontologically independent from one another and yet who depend on one another and communicate with each other through material mediums. For Aquinas, God is completely dissimilar to all of this.


  As subsistent being itself (the transcendent, ultimate ground of all being and value), God is nothing like us; God is holy, righteous and ultimate perfection in every way. If so, to conceive of God in an anthropomorphic (humanlike) manner would be a serious error, if not a direct violation of the commandment to never make a graven image of God.[17] In other words, to think of God (absolute perfection, subsistent being itself) as interacting with me and appearing to me and being in relationship with me in ways identical or even similar to those in which human persons do is, I believe, to completely misconstrue what the nature of an experience of God, and an interactive relationship with God, should or even could be like. Rather, such experiences and relationship with an infinite and morally perfect God would require our willfully surrendering to God our own egoistic desires and selfish dispositions toward all that is contrary to the reality of God. This would involve permitting God to disclose himself as he is, not as we might want or imagine him to be. It would also involve loving God, adoring God, discerning his creative beauty and goodness in our lives, in others, and in the world, being receptive of divine transcendent perfection. It would involve our becoming more like God in will, purpose and goodness, and allowing God to work through us in the way we act, think and feel.


  This is a deeply personal sort of relationshipone much deeper than the sort of relationship we can have with another human person. This may not be the kind of experience or relationship we want to have with God. But it could well be the kind of experience and relationship available with the God of all creation. And it could well be that if we demand the same kind of experience and relationship with God that we have with human persons, we are not in fact interested in God after all.


  A final point that I would like to make for why reasonable nonbelief is not incongruous with the existence of an omnibenevolent God is that while God may desire for us to believe and experience and be in relationship with him, it could be that if we are not engaged in the requisite moral and spiritual formation processes, we keep ourselves from having such beliefs, experiences and relationships. Perhaps, given the nature of God that I was describing in the previous paragraphs, he won’t force on us belief, experience or relationship (and for the reasons I raised about how that might be bad for us). Maybe the more intentional we are about having a relationship with God, on God’s terms, the deeper that relationship will become and thus the less elusive God will become. In that case, spending time in solitude and silence before God, listening and waiting, and being willing to experience him on his terms and as he israther than as an image we may construct him to beis just what we need. In my own case, I’m quite certain about that.


  Conclusion


  To sum up. I have argued in this chapter that, while there is a divine hiddenness problem, there are plausible answers to why God is (so often) elusive and silent. He is so given his nature as subsistent being itself, and he does so because of his great love for us. In one sense, then, divine elusiveness should be expected given Christian theism. God is not a human person, so we should not expect to experience him in that way. This, in combination with the other points I argued previously about why God would, for our sake, hide himself from us, adds even more weight to the case that we should expect divine elusivenessin that sense. However, as we grow in the image of Godin love, compassion, selflessness and goodnessand as we pursue the steps appropriate for experiencing God as he is, deeper belief, understanding, trust, and even personal relationship with God should follow.
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  EVIL AND PRAYER


  Set Prayers and Other Special Weapons and Tactics in Times of Trouble


  Charles Taliaferro


  Cleanse the thoughts of our hearts by the inspiration of your Holy Spirit.” That line from The Book of Common Prayer (BCP) came to me during a bleak fall in my first year in college in 1971 when I was surveying the wreckage of two or three failed relationships and two or three months of serious psychotropic drugs. Actually, the prayer begins “Almighty God, to you all hearts are open, all desires known, and from you no secrets are hid,” then there is the petition for cleansing, followed by the petition that names the goal of the prayer “that we may perfectly love you, and worthily magnify your Holy Name, through Christ our Lord. Amen.” That prayer was the beginning of my return to Christian faith, after a disastrous tour of an unsustainable, mirthless terrain with no other apparent directions home.


  I learned that prayer, along with many others, from growing up as an Episcopalian in New York and Florida, and especially due to daily chapel for four years at an Episcopal all-boy’s school, St. Andrew’s in Florida (now co-ed). My time at St. Andrew’s was awful at first; there was quite a bit of bullying, and one night three boys burned down a chapel (made and then given to the school by Native Americans), blew up three cars (they lit rags that ignited the gas tanks), and broke into our main chapel to drink the communion wine. This time was more like William Golding’s Lord of the Flies or the closing macabre scenes from the film Apocalypse Now, rather than Evelyn Waugh’s Brideshead Revisited. (I should add that my alma mater, St. Andrew’s, did recover and is now an outstanding, nonviolent prep school.) In Brideshead Revisited, some (but not all) of its main characters come to Christian faith slowly through “the unseen hook and invisible line . . . the twitch upon the thread.” Waugh took that line from one of G. K. Chesterton’s Father Brown stories, and it speaks to me of how a line that I internalized as a boy during a truly traumatic boarding school experience would come to me at nineteen years old and mark the start of a recovery from a life of waste management (so to speak!) to being surprised by joy. As the latter phrase may suggest, C. S. Lewis, along with Tolkien and others, played an important role in my coming to be a Christian, a conversion as an adult that was solidified through an experience of L’Abri in the United Kingdom and Switzerland in 1972, followed by taking the Magic Bus from Istanbul overland to New Deli with a Bible, an introductory philosophy book and two books by Francis Schaeffer.


  In this book on evil, I have been given free reign to write on prayer. My editor reported cheerfully: “You may write on prayer and the problem of evil or on the use
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