
Welcome to the third week of our ‘Questioning Faith’ message series. As I have 

mentioned before, having questions, even questions about faith is a good thing. It means 

we are alive, it means we are reasonable people, and it means we are seeking the truth. 

As Christians we need not fear the truth. As the French philosopher and mystic Simone 

Weil once wrote, Christ is happy if we prefer the truth to him, because he knows that we 

won’t go far in search of the truth before we fall into his arms. So as Christians who seek

to know Christ, we also are seeking to know the truth. Our questions help us to do that. 

And this week we are talking about one of the most profound questions anyone can 

have. We have titled this message: “The problem of evil”. Now any of us who have lived

more than a few years on this earth know why evil can be characterized as a problem – 

in fact much more than a problem. The specific phrase “the problem of evil” comes from

philosophy. From the criticism by some philosophers (and others) of the Christian 

understanding of God. So it is kind of an abstract question – very important, but a bit 

removed from our everyday experience.

We will return to the abstract question but let’s begin where our own questions begin. 

Not in philosophy class, but in life. As I mentioned we all have some experience of evil. 

Perhaps the ultimate experience of evil for us is the experience of death. For those of us 

here to day, we have already encountered death through the death of others, especially 

people whom we love, but we also know – though we don’t think about it much – that 

we too will one day die. 

The encounter with death is an encounter with evil. But it’s not the only one. And the 

debates about how we can – or cannot  – make sense of evil, often look at two categories

of evil. First the evil of which WE ARE THE CAUSE:  the harm we do to one another – 

which can be seen at the level of the individual and of society. 



At the level of the individual we see the effects of our anger, envy, greed, selfishness and

hatred; and at the level of society (and even of the world) we see the harm we do to one 

another -- to  individuals, to communities and even the world itself -- through those 

same human failings that somehow become “written into” our social structures and even

our laws.

When we talk about evil and its presence in our world, this is very often what we are 

talking about. But as mentioned above there is a second side of evil, an impersonal side, 

that we encounter as we encounter death itself:  diseases causing tremendous pain, even  

leading to death; and natural disasters that leave tremendous human suffering and pain in

their wake, including the death and suffering of the very young. This second side of evil 

is not something where we can point the finger of blame at one human being or even a 

group of human beings as its cause. It is not something that can be legislated or 

explained away. It is a reality encountered at one time or another by every human 

person. And it is a reality many have argued directly contradicts Christian belief.

The question they ask us is this: How can a God who is all good, all knowing, and all 

powerful – which Christians believe God is – how can such a God cause or even permit 

these things? This question, posed throughout the ages is what is typically meant when 

people (including philosophers) talk about the problem of evil.

While the presence of evil in our world and in ourselves cannot be denied. The Christian

tradition has (since St. Augustine) understood evil as not having an independent 

existence, rather evil is the absence or in the language of Thomistic philosophy the 

“privation” of the good. This might seem an inconsequential difference, but it springs 

from the very heart of our Christian conception of the universe and of the human person.

 



That conception is that both were created good and as a result of the abuse of human 

freedom – the story of Adam and Eve – both have fallen away from their original 

perfection. So evil is not an existing entity but the absence of an intended goodness.

It is quite counter-intuitive for modern Christians – people like us, whose understanding 

of the world and our place in it is shaped our contemporary culture – to believe that such

a thing is possible.  It is NOT difficult for us to believe that we have fallen away from 

perfection (that we have sinned, in the language of theology)  – a serious examination of

who we are and how we treat others will quickly reveal that we are not perfect. 

Rather, what is difficult for us to believe is that there can be any connection between our

goodness/ brokenness/ or imperfection as individuals or collectively as human beings – 

any connections between this and what we commonly refer to as the physical universe.  

That our imperfections might impact one another we can see, that human failing can 

impact the rest of the physical universe – in a fundamental way – not physically through 

things like global warming and pollution (important though these are) – this we cannot 

see so easily. But it is a fundamental Christian conviction.

One image that might prove helpful is of a chain of 3 iron rings1 suspended from a 

powerful magnet symbolizing God. The first iron ring is the human soul. The second is 

the human body. And the bottom ring is the physical universe. “So long as the first ring 

(the soul) stays in touch with God, the magnetic life keeps flowing through the whole 

chain, from divine life to soul life, body life and nature life. The three rings stay 

harmonized, united, magnetized but when the soul freely declares its independence from

God, when the first iron ring separates from the magnet, the inevitable consequence is 

that the whole chain of rings is demagnetized and falls apart....

1 Handbook of Christian Apologetics Kreeft & Tacelli IVP Academic 1994 p.135



... When the soul is separated from God, the body is separated from the soul – that is it 

dies – and also separated from nature – that is, it suffers. For the soul’s authority over the

body is a delegated authority, as is humanity’s authority over nature. When God the 

delegator is rejected, so is the authority he delegated.”

We hear the scriptural expression of this understanding in a reading quite often used at 

Christian funerals 

“... for the creation waits with eager longing for the revealing of the children of god; for 

the creation was subjected to futility, not of its own will but by the will of the one who 

subjected, it, in hope that creation itself will be set free from its bondage to decay and 

will obtain the freedom of the glory of the children of God. We know that the whole 

creation has been groaning in labour pains until now; and not only the creation, but we 

ourselves who have the first fruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly while we wait for 

adoption, the redemption of our bodies.” (Rom. 8: 19-23)

The story of Adam and Eve eating the forbidden fruit – the story of original sin -- can be

seen to express something at the heart of the Christian understanding of the human 

person and the physical universe. Specifically that, even though we “ARE”, we are NOT

as we once were, AND, we are NOT YET what we will one day become. The 

resurrection of the body then, which we profess in the creed every Sunday, speaks also 

to a re-creation or even a new creation, in which all the universe is ultimately renewed 

and restored to its original innocence, goodness and beauty.  ( Fulfilled in parousia )

Christ’s death and resurrection then, has always been understood by Christians not 

merely as the cause of our personal salvation but as the inauguration of a new world, a 

new creation. Indeed we use precisely that phrase in the sacrament of baptism as we say 

to the newly baptized:  “you have become a new creation, for so indeed you are”. 



Now all of this, is the Christian understanding. But this understanding seems no better  

than a fairy tale to those conditioned to believe that only science can provide true 

knowledge about the universe. (most modern people Christian or not)

As I went noted last week, however, the object of science and therefore the scope of the 

legitimate conclusions it can draw is limited to the physical universe. Thus, to deny the 

possibility of the Christian understanding is a philosophic, metaphysical, or ultimately 

religious assertion – not a scientific one. The specific philosophic conviction that stands 

behind it is materialism – the conviction that nothing exists or could exist –  outside of 

the physical world which we can observe and measure. This conviction is very often 

asserted but is not (and by definition cannot be) proven.

There are also responses to the problem of evil in other religious and cultural traditions. 

The ancient Greek conception, tracing its roots back to Socrates and Plato argues claims 

a radical separation of soul and body. For Socrates and Plato only the soul is real (and 

eternal) the body is inconsequential and temporary. Thus the suffering of the good, or 

even innocent person is not real, since it happens only to the body. This tradition has 

made a powerful comeback in modern times under the influence of Rene Descartes 

radical distinction between MIND and body  with the mind standing in the place of the 

soul in the thought of Plato and Socrates.  We believe that we are a soul/body unity (not 

mind/body unit as mistakenly said in the audio) 

Some eastern religious traditions have also responded to the problem of evil by 

minimizing the importance of the physical universe, in some cases declaring it to be 

merely an illusion, something to be escaped from through prayer and meditation.  A 

similar understanding of the independence of soul or mind from physical reality lies 

behind the appeal of the doctrine of reincarnation to some of our friends and neighbours.



Similarly, from a Christian perspective, much of the contemporary appeal of language 

spiritualizing the earth and the universe, seems to be an effort to recover the goodness of

creation from the Christian tradition, while still denying that tradition and the existence 

of the creator. For some this turns what we call “creation” into an absolute value ( a god 

though the word is not used )  and so returns in a roundabout way to the ancient pagan  

understanding of a divine universe inhabited by many gods and goddesses. 

The properly Christian way to respect creation / universe is the biblical understanding 

which sees us as ourselves creatures and merely stewards  -- not owners  -- of God’s 

creation. As stewards we care for creation on behalf of the one who has entrusted it to 

us. Proper respect is thus demanded not because creation is divine but because like us 

(and including us)  it has been created by the one and only divinity – God the Father Son

and Holy Spirit.

So, finally, the presence of evil among us is the consequence of the misuse we, along 

with our first mother and father, have made of our God-given freedom. This 

consequence is seen both directly in the ways we harm one another, and indirectly in the 

way our turning away from God has left us  in a fallen world (like that third iron ring) – 

a world in which we not only cause but sometimes simply suffer evil.

As Christians we are called – indeed commanded - to fight against suffering and evil, 

and to work for justice and love. And we believe that both suffering and evil can be 

overcome. But we also believe that that victory will only come through our co-operation

with God’s grace, the continued gift of his life and love poured into our world through 

the power of Christ’s death and resurrection.




