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AIMS

• Present a strong version of the Problem of Evil

• Present some solutions that are viable, provided their related costs 
are met:

• Look at Traditional Solutions

• Look at Alternative Solutions

• Provide a model for others (including Jewish educators) to more 
rigorously answer the problem of evil. 



ROADMAP OF SECTIONS

• Intro

• Part 1 – Defining The Problem of Evil

• Part 2 – What the Solution is Not

• Part 3 – Traditional Solutions

• Part 4 – Alternative Solutions

• Conclusion

• Q&A



PART 1: DEFINING THE PROBLEM OF EVIL



SETTING OUT THE PROBLEM OF EVIL

1. The existence of horrendous evil in the world 
makes it significantly less likely that God exists.



GOD

Working Definitions:

(1)An all-good, all-powerful personal being. Or…

(2) A personal being that is sufficiently good and powerful to 
be:
• The object of one’s ultimate concern (Paul Tillich)

• Worthy of worship (Shaiya Rothberg)



HORRENDOUS EVIL

Definition

Someone suffers a horrendous evil if being 
involved in it constitutes a reason to doubt 
whether their life is really a great good 
overall.

- based on Marilyn McCord Adams, 1999. Horrendous 
Evils & the Goodness of God. 



• Human Evil – e.g. The Shoah, The Uyghur 
Crisis

• Natural Evil – e.g. Spanish Flu, China Floods, 
evolution

TYPES OF HORRENDOUS EVILS

“Suffering is not incidental to evolution. Suffering is the method. The world 
wobbles onward, you might say, on a trackway paved with little bones.”

(Francis Spufford, 2013. Unapologetic. pp.91-92)



SETTING OUT THE PROBLEM OF EVIL

1. The existence of horrendous evil in the world 
makes it significantly less likely that God exists.

2. [Insert Extra Premises Here]

3. Therefore, it is not rational to have faith in God.



RATIONALITY

• Rational: the quality of being in 
accordance with reasons (Based 
on OED)

• Types of reasons:
• Evidential e.g. God’s 

existence
• Pragmatic e.g. valuing 

outcomes
• “Better to enjoy secular 

life.”
• Rationality is about weighing

reasons.



SETTING OUT THE PROBLEM OF EVIL

1. The existence of horrendous evil in the world 
makes it significantly less likely that God exists.

2. [Insert Extra Premises Here]

3. Therefore, it is not rational to have faith in God.



PART 2: WHAT THE SOLUTION IS NOT



CLASSICAL THEODICY DOESN’T WORK

• Theodicy – give a plausible story to defend
God allowing horrendous evil to exist.

• Meaning: ‘Vindicating God’

• Etymology: ‘’God’  + ‘Trial’ (from Theos + 
dikē)

“Popular versions of the problem of evil seem to prosecute God in the ethical 
courtroom and render a guilty verdict.” “Theodicy defenders….inform atheists 
that they have rendered an incorrect verdict.”

John de Rosa, 2018, Classical Theism Podcast



INSUFFICIENT CLASSICAL THEODICIES

• Free Will Theodicy
• Arguably sufficient for Human Evil

• But what about Natural Evil?

• Soul-Making Theodicy (i.e. evil is 
necessary for human development)
• But which souls are being developed?

• Incompatible with horrendous evil and belief in 
the value of every human life.



IF NOT THEODICY, THEN WHAT?

•The existence of horrendous evil in the world makes it 
significantly less likely that God exists.

• [Optional Extra Premises]

•Therefore, it is not rational to have faith in God.

(1) (2) *

* Includes elements of (1) as well



PART 3: TRADITIONAL SOLUTIONS



WE’LL ASSUME TRADITIONALISTS BELIEVE IN…

• Divine Intervention - a purported miracle or case of providence 
caused by a deity’s active involvement in the human world. (Based 
on Wikipedia)

• A Miracle – an extraordinary and welcome event that is better 
explained by divine agency than natural or scientific laws. (Based on 
OED)

• Divine Providence  – occurrences in the universe that take place 
under God’s sovereign guidance and control (Based on SEP)



HOW TRADITIONAL SOLUTIONS 
WORK

Reasons for 
Existence of God

Reasons for 
Divine 
Intervention

Justified belief 
that one 
shouldn’t expect 
to understand 
God’s ways

Pragmatic 
Reasons

Horrendous 
Evils

Other 
Reasons

Practical Theism Practical Atheism



IMAGINE YOU ARE IYOV/JOB

(1) God actually speaks to you from a whirlwind (38:1)

(2) He tells you that you are not in a position to 
understand God’s reasons for permitting evil (38:2)

(3): You agree (42:3). i.e. Based on your religious experiences you 
are justified in believing that:

• God exists (and he is benevolent enough to worship).
• God intervenes.
• Humans are not in a position to understand God’s ways with 

evil. 

Joshua Golding, 1992. Faith and Doubt Reconsidered. Tradition, 26(3), pp.33-48



IMAGINE YOU ARE R. YEHUDA HALEVI

(1) You have a justified belief that God exists.

(3) The revelations of Moses and later Prophets claim we 
should not expect to understand God’s ways. 

(Optional 4) You also have pragmatic reasons to bet on 
the success of (1), (2), (3) and living Jewishly.

Samuel Lebens, Forthcoming. A Guide for the Jewish Undecided. Maggid.

(2) You also have a good argument for believing that
God intervened to give the Torah to the Israelites (Kuzari Principle)



COSTS OF THE IYOV SOLUTION
/SOLUTION FROM  EPISTEMIC RELIGIOUS EXPERIENCES OF 
DIVINE INTERVENTION

Evidence for 
Existence of God

Evidence for 
Divine 
Intervention

Justified belief 
that one 
shouldn’t expect 
to understand 
God’s Ways

Pragmatic 
Reasons

• Face the ‘Accepting Apostasy’ dilemma: 
• Either: you accept that your loved ones without 

epistemic religious experiences can give up religious life 
(e.g. congregants, children). 

• Or you provide:
• An account of human nature that is God-infused
• A programme for cultivating and maintaining 

epistemic religious experiences.
• Defend certain philosophical accounts of religious 

experience
• The complications of living in an Enchanted World



COSTS OF THE KUZARI SOLUTION
/THE MIRACLE SOLUTION

Evidence for 
Existence of God

Evidence for 
Divine 
Intervention

Justified belief 
that one 
shouldn’t expect 
to understand 
God’s Ways

Pragmatic 
Reasons

• Provide evidence (that outweighs the problem of evil) for:
• God’s Existence, and
• A Miracle Claim e.g. through the Kuzari Principle
• But I don’t think it works

• Fend off types of Religious Fundamentalism
• Optional: Give pragmatic arguments to add weight to your 

evidence. E.g. 
• Communal allegiances
• Morals
• Life’s Meaning.
• Reward for Good Relationship with God



CONCLUSION: TRADITIONAL SOLUTIONS

(1) The existence of horrendous evil in the world makes it less likely that God 
exists.

(2) However, the problem of evil is outweighed by evidence (from 
arguments and/or experiences) for the following:

• God’s existence

• Divine Intervention

• The belief that humans shouldn’t expect to understand God’s ways.   

(Conclusion) Therefore, it remains rational to have faith in God.



PART 4: ALTERNATIVE SOLUTIONS



REVIEWING ATTRIBUTES OF GOD

•The existence of horrendous evil in the world makes it 
significantly less likely that God exists.

• [Optional Extra Premises]

•Therefore, it is not rational to have faith in God.

(1) (2) *

* Includes elements of (1) as well



It is significantly less likely that all three of the following propositions are true, than the 
likelihood that some pairs are true :

Horrendous Evil Exists

God is All-
Powerful

God is 
All-Good

(S) Horrendous evil is 
an Illusion. 

(S1) God’s power is 
finite

(S2) God is not good / 
”good”. 

WHAT WILL YOU GIVE UP?



THE FINITE GOD SOLUTION

• Finitistic Theism: God’s power is somehow limited, which 
explains the evil in the world. 

• Found in Hebrew Bible, Midrash, Talmud, Gersonides. Post-
Holocaust Theology, Contemporary Jewish Thought.

• The sources conflict on how God is limited and the reasons 
why.

“Although I find this whole notion incoherent, it 
is possible for a supernaturalist Jew to adopt 
such a position without finding himself outside 
of Judaism.”

- God, Torah, Israel. 2006 [1989]. P.15



A COST TO AVOID – GIVING UP MONOTHEISM
• What is it that is preventing God from wiping out horrendous evil?

• Edgar S. Brightman called it The Given.

“The Given consists of … [,amongst other things,] uncreated processes 
of nonrational consciousness which exhibit all the ultimate qualities of 
sense objects, disorderly impulses and desires, such experiences as 
pain and suffering…”

- Edgar Sheffield Brightman. 1940. A Philosophy of Religion. P.337

“In reality, the idea of The Given is the old Dualism, against 
which Judaism set its face, in a modern guise.”

- Louis Jacobs. 1964. Principles of the Jewish Faith. p146



SOME COSTS OF THE FINITE GOD SOLUTION

• Give an account of The Given that is compatible with 
monotheism. 

• E.g. Dropping Divine Interventionism

• Risk of reducing God’s power to the point that God is 
no longer worthy of worship. E.g.

• How could God still provide redemption.

• Should God have created the world if he has such a lack 
of control?

• Challenge to theories of Revelation – especially difficult to reconcile with 
Rabbinic Judaism’s understanding of Revelation. 



Horrendous Evil Exists

God is All-
Powerful

God is 
All-Good

(S) Horrendous evil is 
an Illusion. 

(S1) God’s power is 
finite

(S2) God is not good / 
”good”. 

NEXT UP: GOD IS NOT “GOOD” SOLUTION



THE “GOD IS NOT GOOD” SOLUTION

Return to image of putting God on trial in a 
courtroom:
• Advocate of Theodicy – wrong verdict.
• Advocate of This Solution – “He’s not the type 

of thing that [a] courtroom is for.” (John de 
Rosa).
• i.e. God may be good, but he’s not good the 

way a human is good.

Issue of Anthropomorphism: “the attribution of 
human characteristics or behaviour to a God, 
animal or object.” (OED)



GOD IS NOT A MORAL AGENT

Morality is about:

• Exhibiting virtues in response to certain situations 
e.g. being courageous in the face of danger 
(Edward Feser)
• But God is not in situations (e.g. like danger) and so cannot be 

courageous (ibid). 

• Being a member of a community (R.F. Holland –
quoted by Davies on p.104)
• But God is not a member of any community (ibid).



BUT IF GOD’S NOT A MORAL AGENT, WHY BOTHER?

“…John Stuart Mill put his finger on something 
important when he said that he refused to admire 
any quality in God that he wouldn’t admire in one of 
his friends….In effect, Mill was asserting that the only 
definitions of goodness that can matter are 
everyday, familiar human ones.” 

Francis Spufford. 2012. Unapologetic:. Faber & Faber. p86.



THE SOLUTION’S ASSUMPTIONS ABOUT GOD

Defining some of God’s Attributes:

• Power: All created beings are dependent for 
their existence on God.

• Good: God is fully actual i.e. he has no potential.
• E.g. of potential – A tree is good if it fulfils its 

potential to have deep roots and get nutrients (from 
Feser). 

• Unchanging – since change involves actualising 
a potential. Maimonides (12-13th

Century)



DO WE NEED GOD TO BE HUMANLY GOOD?
• Partially:

• God needs to be appeal to human notions of goodness to some degree to be worthy of 
worship

• But humans can appreciate the goodness of non-human things.  e.g. trees and roots, 
seagulls with two legs

• We learn about what it is for a thing to be good from understanding it.

• Humans can understand God enough to work out what it would be for God to 
be good.

• How? (1) through arguments for God’s existence; (2) through religious experience 
(3) Through God’s effects on the world (or lack thereof) 



DIVINE INTERVENTION AND GOD’S GOODNESS -
WHAT MAY ACTUALLY UPSET US

• If acts of divine intervention are effects of God, we may come to partially 
understand God from them.

• If God were to intervene even occasionally, then this may make him a moral 
agent:
• He may enter into situations that require virtues

• His interventions may be, from our perspective, entering into a moral community.

• So the problem of evil + acts of divine intervention = God is not a good moral 
agent.

• What if we were prepared to give up divine interventionism?



THE CONSISTENCY OF AN UNCHANGING 
GOD

“…Maimonides denies not only that God could 
possibly have organs of speech, or utter words (Guide 
I.46 and II.12) but that God can act within the world at 
all. God “is mutable in no way whatever,” says 
Maimonides (Guide I.xi).” 

- Sam Fleischacker, Making Sense of the Revelation 
at Sinai. The Torah.com

Prof. Samuel 
Fleischacker



COSTS OF THE ‘GOD IS NOT A MORAL 
AGENT’ SOLUTION

• Explain why God is worthy of worship
• + Give up an intuitive understand of God’s goodness

• No divine intervention i.e. No miracles or providence

• Complicates Revelation
• But see Fleischacker

• Still need to explain why to believe in God in the first place.



CONCLUSION: ANSWERING THE PROBLEM OF EVIL

•The existence of horrendous evil in the world makes it 
significantly less likely that God exists.

• [Optional Extra Premises]

•Therefore, it is not rational to have faith in God.

(1) (2)

Solution Type (1)
• The Iyov Solution
• The Kuzari Solution 

Solution Type (2)
• The Finite God Solution

• The Non-Moral Agent Solution



CONCLUSION: REFLECTING ON AIMS

• Present a strong version of the Problem of Evil

• Present some solutions that are viable, provided their related costs 
are met:

• Look at Traditional Solutions

• Look at Alternative Solutions

• Provide a model for other others (including Jewish educators) to 
more rigorously answer the problem of evil. 



FINAL TAKE-AWAY

Revelation Why God is Worthy 
of Worship



FINAL TAKE-AWAY


