
    
      “The problem of evil is the biggest challenge to Christian faith in every generation. Collin Hansen’s short, wise, and thoughtful book is a superb resource for thinking deeply about it and responding with compassion and clarity.”

      Andrew Wilson, Teaching Pastor, King’s Church London

      “This is a very helpful book for those who wrestle with the presence of evil in our world. I consider myself one of those strugglers. This book encouraged me to keep wrestling with an eye to the much bigger picture of all that God has done, is doing, and will do.”

      Randy Newman, Late Senior Fellow for Apologetics and Evangelism, C. S. Lewis Institute; author, Questioning Faith and Bringing the Gospel Home

      “As a counselor, I have seen the desperate urgency of hurting people asking how God could allow their pain. At the heart of this concise, tender, humble, and intellectually honest book is the best answer we can possibly give: ‘God is not asking for silence . . . [or] demanding the stiff upper lip.’ Instead, he welcomes our cry for justice as the echo of his own. Thoughtful and highly contextualized for our current cultural instincts, Hansen’s book is easy to recommend.”

      J. Alasdair Groves, Executive Director, Christian Counseling & Educational Foundation; coauthor, Untangling Emotions

      “The problem of evil, and in particular the Holocaust, is the greatest challenge to faith. From a biblical and pastoral perspective, Hansen tackles this challenge with boldness and compassion. While not offering easy answers, he argues how the Christian faith offers hope and justice amid the greatest evil imaginable.”

      Sean McDowell, Associate Professor of Christian Apologetics, Biola University; author, A New Kind of Apologist

      “What I love about this book is that Hansen grapples with evil and suffering not as a notional or abstract concept but by forcing the reader to reckon with some of the twentieth century’s most agonizing moral events, particularly Hitler’s and Stalin’s brutality. Hansen ably communicates how the Christian worldview—chiefly, Jesus himself—helps explain our agonies and ultimately remedies them. What an irony it is that one of Christianity’s chief objections—the problem of suffering—can become one of its greatest testimonies.”

      Andrew T. Walker, Associate Professor of Christian Ethics and Public Theology, The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary; Fellow, The Ethics and Public Policy Center
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      When you walk through Yad Vashem, the World Holocaust Remembrance Center in Jerusalem, you’re emotionally exhausted by the end. The pain. The suffering. The horror of six million Jews murdered, less than a century ago. Children. Grandmothers. Young. Old. Pregnant. Barren. Gassed and cremated with modern efficiency. In Yad Vashem, you see their faces. You learn their stories. The names. The memories. It breaks your heart.

      Shortly before you leave, you see a large photo from the Buchenwald concentration camp. Dated April 16, 1945, it shows inmates sleeping three to a bed, with bunks stacked four high. The bodies are nothing more than skin stretched over skeletons.

      Tucked away in the second row of bunks, seventh from the left, is a sixteen-year-old face. I didn’t recognize it in the picture, but the face would become famous around the world. It’s the face of Elie Wiesel, winner of the Nobel Peace Prize in 1986. His book Night recounts his experience of the Shoah, or catastrophe.

      The Holocaust.

      Night is the story of his experience at Auschwitz and why he never slept soundly again. When Wiesel arrived in Auschwitz, he saw babies tossed in a flaming ditch. How was this possible? How could the world be silent when men, women, and children perished in fires? Wiesel heard his father cry for help as SS guards beat him to death. Wiesel didn’t move to help him, and he never forgave himself.

      He too was silent.

      Wiesel wrote:

      Never shall I forget that night, the first night in camp, which has turned my life into one long night, seven times cursed and seven times sealed.

      Never shall I forget that smoke.

      Never shall I forget the little faces of the children, whose bodies I saw turned into wreaths of smoke beneath a silent blue sky.

      Never shall I forget those flames which consumed my faith forever. . . . 

      Never shall I forget those moments which murdered my God and my soul and turned my dreams to dust.

      Never shall I forget these things, even if I am condemned to live as long as God Himself.

      Never.1

      When three Jewish inmates, including a young boy, were hanged at Buchenwald, Wiesel heard a man behind him ask, “Where is merciful God, where is He?”2

      Silence. The details they witnessed are too gruesome for me to share. The man asked again, “For God’s sake, where is God?” A voice answered to Wiesel: “Where He is? This is where—hanging here from this gallows.”3 It was the voice of Wiesel’s own conscience. Wiesel became the accuser. God the accused.

      Wiesel survived the camps. And so did his belief in God’s existence. But his doubt lingered. He could no longer trust God’s justice.

      How do we account for God’s silence amid the greatest of human suffering? Is God dead? Did we kill him? Or do we just put him on trial and find him guilty of crimes against humanity?

      Few can relate to the degree of horror Wiesel witnessed and experienced. But probably all of us, Jew and Gentile, have cried out to God in distress and heard nothing in response. Or at least we know and love someone who’s felt this way.

      If you’ve worked in ministry, or just tried to share the gospel of Jesus Christ with your friends and family, you’ve probably heard these skeptical questions: Why doesn’t God speak up about evil? Why won’t he assure us of his presence in those moments when the universe feels cold, dark, and threatening? This is the hard question I’m trying to help us address in this booklet: Can we trust God when he’s silent about evil?

      To answer, let us begin by considering why we suffer in the first place.

      Moral Revolution—from Jesus to Hitler

      Sometimes we assure ourselves that others suffer because they weren’t careful or thoughtful. In the early years of the modern state of Israel, many Holocaust survivors carried a stigma. The Jews who spent the 1930s and ’40s in the Middle East couldn’t understand how six million could have died without more resistance. Surely the victims should have done more, fought back harder. They should have known! “It’s not God’s fault,” some said. “The Jewish leaders were responsible.”

      The sheer scale of the Holocaust, however, overwhelms any such defense mechanisms. Efforts to fight back—such as the 1943 uprising in the Warsaw ghetto—failed against determined Nazi brutality

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  
    
      Notes

      1 Elie Wiesel, Night (New York: Hill and Wang, 1958), 34.

      2 Wiesel, Night, 64.

      3 Wiesel, Night, 65.

      4 Alec Ryrie, Unbelievers: An Emotional History of Doubt (Cambridge, MA: Belknap, 2019), 202.

      5 Ryrie, Unbelievers, 203.

      6 Ryrie, Unbelievers, 203.

      7 I owe much of what I know about Dostoevsky and the problem of evil to my Northwestern University professor Gary Saul Morson. You can learn his perspective in the book Wonder Confronts Certainty: Russian Writers on the Timeless Questions and Why Their Answers Matter (Cambridge, MA: Belknap, 2023).

      8 Fyodor Dostoevsky, The Brothers Karamazov, bicentennial ed., trans. Richard Pevear and Larissa Volokhonsky (New York: Picador, 1990), 260–61.

      9 Dostoevsky, The Brothers Karamazov, 261.

      10 Dostoevsky, The Brothers Karamazov, 279.

      11 Vasily Grossman, Life and Fate, trans. Robert Chandler (New York: Harper & Row, 1985), 554.

      12 Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, The Gulag Archipelago, 1918–1956: An Experiment in Literary Investigation, vol. 2, pts. 3–4, trans. Thomas P. Whitney (New York: Harper & Row, 1975), 615.

      13 C. S. Lewis, The Problem of Pain (1940; repr., New York: HarperCollins, 1996), 91.
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