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I may have agreed to review this work under false pretenses. In a 

book I wrote called The Domestication of Transcendence, and elsewhere, I 
raised two sorts of objections to many of the contemporary discussions of 
the problem of evil among Anglo-American philosophers of religion. 
First, they often defend an abstract philosophical theism which I think has 
quite different implications from Christianity, or for that matter from 
Judaism or Islam or any other major world religion. So, as a Christian 
theologian, I find myself doubting that their detailed analysis of the 
strengths and weaknesses of the arguments they consider is really worth 
the trouble, given that the results may not have much to do with what 
religious folk actually believe.  

Second, they sometimes manifest a kind of tone deafness to the 
rhetorical effects of their remarks about human suffering. When Richard 
Swinburne, for instance, says that the cries of a person screaming in pain 
may provide the occasion for someone who comes to his or her aid to 
manifest generosity and compassion, he makes a valid enough point. But 
when he adds that, besides, the person's pain may not be `nearly as great' 
as the screams `might suggest' (`The Problem of Pain I', in Stuart C. 
Brown, Religion and Reason, 92), I guess he is right, but it seems 
somehow an indecent thing to say. 

It may be that I was invited to press such concerns against Marilyn 
McCord Adams's new book, but in fact it is quite innocent on both counts. 
On my first point, Adams herself turns away from what she calls 
`restricted standard theism' to examine the `distinctive resources' and 
`peculiar liabilities' of the Christian tradition (3), and indeed a crucial 
stage of her own argument presupposes Chalcedonian Christology. As to 
the second point, she rightly, I think, rejects Kenneth Greenberg's often 
quoted line that in such matters we should say nothing that it would be 
inappropriate to say in the presence of the burning children of Auschwitz. 
Is there anything you can say in the presence of burning children? But 
after the burning has ended, she notes, survivors have to deal with their 
experiences, and they may have questions to which a philosopher can say 
something helpful  
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(185, 188). She is sensitive to the need to say the right sort of thing in the 
presence of such survivors and the rest of us too, and she rarely if ever 
puts a foot wrong. 

So it is a book written with Professor Adams's characteristic clarity 
of argument, generosity of spirit, and deep insight, and it is free of the 
characteristics I find objectionable in other examples of its genre. It really 
is a wonderful book, and I thought I might have to violate all the academic 
conventions and offer praise unqualified by criticism or doubt. But not 
quite. I do have at least some worries and questions, and to explain them I 
need to offer a quick summary of my understanding of the central 
argument, though I cannot do justice to its details. 

Professor Adams begins by reviewing a now quite complex debate 
among recent philosophers of religion about the existence of evil and the 
existence of God. J. L. Mackie's classic article, `Evil and Omnipotence', 
published in 1955, made the case that `the existence of evil is logically 
incompatible with that of an omnipotent, omniscient, and perfectly good 
God' (3). If God exists and evil exists, then God is either not omniscient or 
not omnipotent or not perfectly good, and in fact the best bet would be that 
God does not exist. 

In response, Nelson Pike (to whom, incidentally, this book is 
dedicated) argued that a good God might well allow evil for the sake of 
some greater good which could not exist without the evil. Since we finite 
beings can never know enough of the total picture of things to be sure that 
some greater good is not being made possible by a particular evil, we are 
never in a position to judge an evil incompatible with the existence of a 
good God. 

Alvin Plantinga developed one particular form of this argument, 
the socalled free will defense, proposing that it is such a good thing for 
human beings to have free will, and impossible that they have genuinely 
free will without sometimes turning it to evil, that a good God might well 
permit the resulting evils. 

Mackie, Pike, and Plantinga all state the issue in moral terms. They 
think of God's goodness as moral goodness, and their favorite examples of 
evil are morally evil acts by human beings. They operate at a high level of 
abstraction, asking whether any sort of evil is compatible with the 
existence of God. That lets them avoid, Adams argues, thinking about the 
particular hard cases she calls `horrendous evils'. She defines these as 
`evils the participation in which (that is, the doing or suffering of which) 
constitute prima facie reason to doubt whether the participant's life could 
(given their inclusion in it) be a great good to him/her on the whole' (26). 
A resistance fighter is tortured until her personality breaks down and she 
gives away information that will lead to the deaths of her comrades. A 
child with a  
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severe birth defect never lives free from excruciating pain, and then dies 
young. A terrorist flies into the World Trade Center and apparently dies 
quite unrepentant. In such cases, we find ourselves unable to imagine 
some additional circumstances or some different way of telling the story 
that make of such an existence a good life. `What makes horrendous evils 
so pernicious', Adams writes, `is their life-ruining potential, their power 
prima facie to degrade the individual by devouring the possibility of 
positive personal meaning in one swift gulp' (27-8). 

`Arguably the worst evils and the best goods', Adams remarks at 
another point, `are symbolic. What makes evils horrendous is their power 
to degrade by being prima facie ruinous of personal meaning' (106-7). The 
problem of horrendous evils is thus more aesthetic than ethical. The 
victims of such evils suffer less from the moral implications of what they 
do or have done to them than from their seemingly irreversible 
degradation into the subhuman. Adams draws on Mary Douglas's work on 
purity and defilement and on analyses of shame to produce a kind of 
phenomenology of horrendous evil. 

So why does God let such things happen? Or what does God do 
about them? Adams begins with Simone Weil's analysis of `affliction' and 
Julian of Norwich's understanding of suffering. Weil says that suffering 
itself can offer a vision of God, that affliction can be a divine embrace, a 
positive element in our lives even if never balanced by well-being (161-2). 
So even horrendous evils can bring their own intrinsic rewards. Further, 
though, Adams says that Christians can hope for some form of post 
mortem balancing of afflictions suffered in this life. God will compensate 
us for what we have undergone with honor and joy (163). 

More specifically, in the light of Chalcedonian Christology, with 
its emphasis on the unity of human and divine in the one person Jesus 
Christ, who suffered and died for us on the cross, the defilement of those 
involved in horrendous evils is healed. `Retrospectively', Adams says, `I 
believe, from the vantage point of heavenly beatitude, human victims of 
horrors will recognize these experiences as points of identification with 
the crucified God, and not wish them away from their life histories'. If I 
suffer great pain or degradation but realize that I have shared this 
experience with the crucified Jesus who is the self-revelation of God, then 
I could learn to be glad of the experience. `Come fire, cross, battling with 
wild beasts, wrenching of bones, mangling of limbs, crushing of my whole 
body, cruel tortures of the devil - only let me get to Jesus Christ', Ignatius 
of Antioch wrote to the church at Rome (Ignatius, To the Romans, 5.3). 
Nothing could be more degrading than the fate that awaits him - and yet he 
welcomes it. 
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Even the perpetrators of horrors, Adams argues, will be able to 

forgive themselves, knowing (1) that their acts did not separate them from 
God, who identified with them on the cross, (2) that their victims will be 
comforted by identification with God, and (3) that God's amazing 
resourcefulness will find a way to turn even these horrors into positive 
contributions to God's redemptive plan (167). 

It is a powerful vision of hope in the face of horrendous evils, a 
hope that would make sense of why a good God might allow such evils. I 
have two worries, both about categories that get collapsed into one 
another, and then a more general methodological concern. 

First worry: Adams seems to think of the problem of evil as 
residing fundamentally in the finitude of creatures. The root obstacle to at-
onement, she says, lies not in what human beings do but in what we are 
(86). She appeals here to Rudolf Otto as well as Mary Douglas. In the face 
of the holy, to use Otto's key term, `we have no more rightful place in 
God's household than worms and maggots do in ours ( Job 24:4-6); 
nothing we could naturally be or do would make us suitable for divine 
company' (94). There's just a `size gap' between us and God. 

We are also `metaphysical stragglers', who in various ways break 
down normal categories, and therefore in Douglas's terms are prime 
candidates to be unclean. Like fish without scales or anteaters that climb 
trees, we by our very natures challenge the orderliness of the cosmos, and 
are thus metaphysically unclean. It is thus our nature as the kind of 
creatures we are that leads Isaiah to declare paradigmatically in the face of 
God's holiness that he is a man of unclean lips who dwells among a people 
of unclean lips. 

Certainly some strands of Christian theology, particularly in the 
East, have taken this view, but I think they represent a minority. The 
majority opinion has been that human nature (finite and however odd 
though it may be) is one thing, and sin is quite another. Like the rest of 
creation, after all, we are part of what God made and pronounced to be 
good. As Reinhold Niebuhr put it, `The fragmentary character of human 
life is not regarded as evil in Biblical faith because it is seen from the 
perspective of a center of life and meaning in which each fragment is 
related to the plan of the whole, to the will of God' (Nature and Destiny of 
Man, 1.168). It is not a bad thing to be finite, if you are made by a good 
God and can accept your finitude.  

Indeed, what is wrong about sin is not some feature of our nature 
as finite beings but the fact that it distorts our nature, that in it we turn into 
something we were not meant to be. Even sharks in feeding frenzy, even 
the giant water bug Annie Dillard describes which sucks the matter out of 
its prey until the attacked creature collapses like a pricked balloon – even 
such creatures are not evil, insofar as they follow their natures. 
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To me, Adams's near collapse of the categories of finitude and sin 

seems a dramatic move. Making it would require a good many changes at 
other points in standard Christian theology, and at minimum Adams needs 
to say a good bit more, I think, to make that all seem like a good idea. On 
the face of it, I would say that our inability to face God's holiness derives 
more from how we have misused what we were given than from how we 
were made, and Adams did not persuade me of her contrary view. 
Second worry: Adams puts little emphasis on the distinctions between the 
victims and the perpetrators of horrendous evils. Both suffer affliction, and 
sin is, for Adams as for Julian of Norwich, a form of suffering (163). One 
of Adams's criticisms of liberation theology is that it too sharply divides 
people into victims to be comforted and oppressors to be punished. She 
sees everyone trapped together in horrendous evil and in need of God's 
mercy. 

In this I think she captures something Christians need to say. When 
we see the relatives of the victims of the Oklahoma City bombing, and 
then see young Timothy McVeigh, who did this horrible thing out of 
motives and a life experience we cannot understand and now may never 
know, our prayer must surely be, `God have mercy on them all'. Adams 
and I both, I gather, at least hope for universal salvation, so I do not mean 
to insist that perpetrators have to get eternal punishment. But does not 
God's mercy on victims and perpetrators take different forms? Don't we 
need to attend to those differences? 

Adams cites the powerful account of horrendous evil offered by 
Ivan Karamazov – the horrors of abused and tortured children. But she 
never quite deals with what I take Ivan's point to be (in passing, I might 
note that it is Ivan's point: I think Dostoevsky himself might have agreed 
with Adams). Ivan says he can imagine a grand reconciliation of torturers 
and victims – but, if that comes to be, he wants no part of it. He speaks for 
the memory of the pain of what the victims suffered at the hands of the 
perpetrators of horrendous evils, and he does not want it forgotten in 
ultimate reconciliation. 

There is a tension between our Christian need to see perpetrators as 
also victims and to see the way in which other victims really are the 
victims of particular perpetrators. One of the things so powerful, if I can 
give a concrete example, about Sister Helen Prejean's book Dead Man 
Walking is that she manages to feel such compassion for this murderer 
even as she recognizes the justifiable grievance the relatives of his victim 
have against him. The concentration camp inmates appropriately embrace 
their guards only after those guards have undergone a radical 
transformation. Here too the answers may be christological, resting in 
something like the ways von Balthasar talks 
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about the dead Christ who stands in the darkness with those who have 
rejected God. 

Unlike Ivan, I am willing to hope for grand reconciliation, perhaps 
in part because my privileged status in this world so full of hungry 
children makes me think of myself as more abuser than victim. If there is 
no final reconciliation, I suspect I will be one of those on the outside. Still, 
I worry that Adams goes too far here in the direction of seeing everyone as 
a victim. We will all need God's mercy, and I hope we will all receive it, 
but I think it will take radically different forms depending on our 
circumstances, becoming for some of us what C. S. Lewis called `a severe 
mercy'. Simply describing us all as having fallen victim to horrendous evil 
loses sight of those differences. 

It may be significant that Adams sympathizes with Mother Julian's 
image of fall as a servant running to obey the lord's command who falls 
into a ditch and is immobilized. We were well-meaning but just a little 
overeager. God's resourcefulness will therefore ultimately make 
everything all right, not by a `Divine moratorium on debt removing the 
burden of guilt, but by Divine courtesy canceling shame' (123). I think we 
are worse than that. If, as Aquinas says, we fall into sin out of an 
inattentiveness to the good, I think it a more culpable inattentiveness than 
that picture of the servant who slips and falls only out of excessive 
exuberance in obedience. 

In collapsing sin and finitude, victims and perpetrators, Adams 
moves toward a single solution to the problem of horrendous evil. But 
radical evil is a mystery. I liked Adams's book most of all when she was 
raising questions, deconstructing, offering tentative alternatives. When she 
moved more confidently into offering the right solution to the problem of 
horrendous evils, the one answer better than the alternatives, I worried that 
she was moving away from that broken, partial, stuttering quality our 
theological discourse must take, perhaps above all in the face of the 
mystery of evil. 

That caution represents my final methodological concern. 
Pastorally and personally, a variety of remarks can be helpful in the face 
of horrendous evils. Sometimes shared lament. Sometimes companionable 
silence. ( Job's friends surely go downhill as soon as they start talking.) 
Sometimes, yes, philosophical arguments to show that God's existence has 
not been refuted can be a comfort. But these different sorts of discourse 
might best function as what Wittgenstein once called reminders assembled 
for particular purposes. I am suspicious of solutions. 
I honor Professor Adams among many other reasons because I think she is 
suspicious of solutions too. And I realize that, once a scholarly literature 
has developed around a topic, the writing of a book does almost require 
the 
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claim that one has come up with something better than one's predecessors. 
Still, I might have welcomed an even greater tentativeness, a greater 
willingness to concede that there are many different things to say, none of 
them fully adequate, in the face of horrendous evils. 

Karl Barth talks about the necessary brokenness of all our talk 
about God. I suppose that, given our different training, philosophers will 
always find theologians too messy, and theologians will often find 
philosophers not messy enough. So if tentativeness and silence and 
willingness to say different things in different contexts without tying them 
all together are messy, then I would cast a theologian's modest vote for 
greater messiness in our talk about horrendous evils. 
 


